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ABSTRACT 
 

 
 

This thesis contends that complex forms of loss constellate literary migrant narratives. 
Specifically, I argue that loss in migrant narratives is found to be central to the formation 
of subjectivity in journeys of migration. Building upon the distinction between mourning 
and melancholia as distinct reactions to loss, the productivities of both processes are 
analysed in four contemporary literary texts concerned with migration. While the selected 
texts dramatise a response to loss, they do not offer redemptive or consolatory 
resolutions to the pain of grief. Instead, they retain an open-ended melancholic 
engagement with the past, and demonstrate an attempt to register the pain of loss 
through different modes of productivity.  
 
Chapter One examines The Shadow Lines by Amitav Ghosh, and configures the narrator’s 
relationship with his second uncle Tridib as one bound by a melancholic—and 
traumatised—devotion to the past. In this way, the analysis engages with this novel’s 
exploration of the separation and recovery of the lost other. The second chapter, on 
Jamaica Kincaid’s novel Lucy, addresses post-colonial melancholia as an inflection of 
Lucy’s separation from her mother. The analysis pays particular attention to the impact 
of gender in this process and on the formation of post-colonial subjectivities more 
generally. Chapter Three examines Marjane Satrapi’s graphic memoir, Persepolis, and 
focuses on Satrapi’s return to her homeland of Iran. Here, I argue that her physical 
return to the ‘origin’ precipitates the dissolution of the melancholic subject, and the onset 
of grief, as the losses of her traumatic childhood reveal themselves belatedly. The final 
chapter (Chapter Four), examines Shaun Tan’s graphic text, The Arrival, and uses Ann 
Anlin Cheng’s work on racial melancholy to investigate how the visual representation of 
nostalgia and postmemory can be read in this work. Through close readings of the four 
primary texts—The Arrival, The Shadow Lines, Lucy, and Persepolis—this thesis investigates 
the functions of melancholy in literary migrant narratives. 
  
The work of this thesis attests to the polyvalent qualities of melancholia and its operation 
in literary narratives of migration. The analysis considers the interstices of literary 
memory, trauma, language and visual ideograms to describe the fraught, fertile space of 
migratory loss. Moreover, by establishing a dialogue between written and visual texts, this 
thesis brings to light the under-examined interaction between these two distinct modes 
of literary representation. In this way, the thesis extends scholarship on loss and 
mourning by examining melancholia, trauma and memory in literary narratives of 
migration.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

  

It is the largest station in the world. 
This is the station they reach, from wherever they came 

They get here after days and nights 
having crossed many countries 

they reach it together with their children … 
They took the children because for this kind of trip you do not  

leave without them … 
All of them took what they loved most because you do not leave  

your dearest possessions when 
you set out for far-distant lands. 

 
Charlotte Delbo, “Arrivals, Departures” (1995) [1971], 3 

 

 

 

1. The Image and the Wound 

During the last year of my thesis, I dreamt that I was sitting with Marjane Satrapi, author 

of the graphic novel Persepolis (2003/2004). We were sitting at the foot of a bed, flicking 

through a few pages of Persepolis, murmuring comments to each other about the images as 

they went past. Very quickly, Marjane turned to the inside back cover of the second 

volume, and showed me an image that I had not seen before. The picture was in sepia, 

rather than the black and white of the text, and was etched into the inside back cover. I 

could not see the image clearly, but it aroused in me an overwhelming pain. In the dream I 

started to cry but the pain was beyond tears; as they choked and disappeared my chest 

tightened and stomach dropped, my body curved in the grip of a sadness sourced in some 

abyss. Then Marjane and I stood, hugged, and I found myself awakened from the dream.  

 

Within the dream, the act of reading was overwhelming as the discovery of the sepia 
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image within the book invoked a complex of emotions including grief, shock, despair and 

excitement. The text that was being read in the dream—Persepolis—a story about migration 

and loss led to the discovery of the image—a clue, perhaps, to another, still-unknown 

story. Marianne Hirsch writes, ‘[t]o see is to be wounded, seared, burned’ (“Collateral 

Damage” (2004) 1213). This is precisely what the dream image invoked—a searing punctum 

of pain, to use Roland Barthes’ terminology (Camera Lucida (2000) [1980]). The sepia tones 

of the image suggested that this was a discovery about something from the past—

something that had been buried in the petrification of time. Moreover, the recovery of the 

image through the dream work was only partial—the contents of the image itself 

remained unclear, its discovery provoking more questions than providing answers.  

 

The work that this thesis performs is intimately tied to this story of the dream in relation 

to loss, migration, narrative, image and wounding. This thesis contends that complex 

forms of loss constellate literary migrant narratives. Specifically, I argue that loss in 

migrant narratives is central to the formation of subjectivity in journeys of migration. 

Building upon the distinction between mourning and melancholia as separate modalities 

of loss, the productivities of both processes are analysed in four contemporary literary 

texts concerned with migration. While the selected texts dramatise a response to loss, they 

offer only partially redemptive or consolatory resolutions to the pain of grief. 

Predominantly, they retain an open-ended engagement with the past, and demonstrate an 

attempt to honour the pain of loss through different modes of melancholic productivities.  

 

 

In The Pleasure of the Text (1975) [1973], Barthes distinguishes between two kinds of texts; 

those that induce plaisir (pleasure) and those that produce jouissance (bliss). Whereas texts 

of plaisir maintain cultural frameworks to create a ‘comfortable practice of reading’, the text 
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of jouissance is defined, in opposition, as that which, ‘imposes a state of loss, the text that 

discomforts … unsettles the reader’s historical, cultural, psychological assumptions, the 

consistency of his tastes, values, memories, brings to a crisis his relation with language’ 

(italics in original, 14). The equivalent of the punctum, texts of bliss can jolt the reader 

beyond an anodyne state of comfort, towards a more precarious state—one that 

encourages the reader to, willingly or unwillingly, confront certain themes which they may 

otherwise seek to avoid. In a letter to his childhood friend Oskar Pollak, Franz Kafka 

wrote: 

 
I think we ought to read only the kind of books that wound and stab us … [w]e 
need books that affect us like a disaster, that grieve us deeply, like the death of 
someone we loved more than ourselves, like being banished into forests far from 
everyone, like a suicide. A book must be the axe for the frozen sea inside us. 
(Letters to Friends, Family, and Editors (1977) 16)1  

 

According to Kafka’s description, reading is like an apocalyptic event—a disaster—that 

produces within the reader a grief akin to the death of a beloved, an exile, or a suicide.  

And yet this disastrous relationship between reading and wounding is productive. For 

Kafka, reading is the act that irrevocably brands the reader as it mobilises the ‘frozen sea’ 

within the reader. The frozen sea seems to invoke a melancholic state; a chilled affective 

landscape in which emotions have come to a standstill, their potential fluidity replaced by 

unchanging rigidity. This image also suggests an ambivalent relationship where ‘objects’ to 

which these emotions are attached are held in place mechanically from some time past, 

and do not necessarily belong in the sea’s icy grip. In turn, the movement towards 

vulnerability, towards the wound itself, reinforces R. Clifton Spargo’s words in An Ethics of 

Mourning (2004), where he writes: 

1 In a sociological parallel, Gail Holst-Warhaft cites a shamanic rite performed on Cheju Island, Korea in her 
book, Cue for Passion: Grief and its Political Uses (2000). The final sentence states, ‘[p]lease do well taking away 
... all lamentations which have been frozen on your twelve rib bones (158). Kafka’s metaphor of the ‘frozen 
sea’ find a counterpart in the rite, explicitly in relation to frozen, or undischarged, grief. 
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To be truly vulnerable … to be capable of being wounded—is to occupy a 
position one would rather not occupy; it is to move toward that position 
reluctantly (at best), involuntarily (at worst), perhaps even to be taken there by 
force. (2)  

 

The text of bliss, therefore, creates the textual circumstances for the reader’s literary 

wounding, and wrenches into motion what Kafka described as the ‘frozen sea’, an 

embodied affective repository that contains emotions which frequently reside outside the 

circulation of everyday relations. Chief among these emotions are grief, pain, anger and 

love—the stuff of loss and mourning. In another formulation, Spargo suggests that ‘it is 

precisely because our cultural modes of memory so often neglect the other … that 

unresolved mourning becomes a dissenting act, a sign of an irremissible ethical meaning’ 

(6). The act of literary wounding can thus be regarded as an entry into the space of grief. 

In turn, texts of grief convey and conceal meaning through language and image. Just 

exactly how these texts express and camouflage the language of grief, is the subject of 

analysis in this thesis. 

 

Chapter One analyses The Shadow Lines by Amitav Ghosh, and configures the narrator’s 

relationship with his second uncle Tridib as one bound by a melancholic—and 

traumatised—devotion to the past. In this way, the analysis engages with this novel’s 

exploration of the separation and search for the lost other. The second chapter, on 

Jamaica Kincaid’s novel Lucy, addresses post-colonial melancholia as an inflection of 

Lucy’s separation from her mother. The analysis pays particular attention to the impact of 

gender in this process and on the formation of post-colonial subjectivities more generally. 

Chapter Three examines Marjane Satrapi’s graphic memoir, Persepolis, and focuses on 

Satrapi’s return to her homeland of Iran. Here, I argue that her physical return to the 

‘origin’ precipitates the dissolution of the melancholic subject, and the onset of grief, as 
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the losses of her traumatic childhood reveal themselves belatedly. The final chapter 

(Chapter Four), examines Shaun Tan’s graphic text, The Arrival, and uses Ann Anlin 

Cheng’s work on racial melancholy to investigate how the visual representation of 

nostalgia and postmemory can be read in this work. Through close readings of these four 

primary texts—The Arrival, The Shadow Lines, Lucy, and Persepolis—this thesis investigates 

the functions of melancholy in literary migrant narratives. 

 

2. Theoretical Frameworks 

The texts themselves inform the theoretical debates introduced in this thesis. In Literature 

and Psychoanalysis (1982), Shoshanna Felman writes, ‘[l]ike the psychoanalyst viewed by the 

patient, the text is viewed by us as a “subject presumed to know” – as the very place 

where meaning, and knowledge of meaning, reside’ (7). By conducting close readings of 

the textual narratives in question, the text itself remains the repository of meaning. As 

such, the texts intervene in existing theoretical and analytical frameworks, including 

Freudian psychoanalytic theory, object relations, and visual theory in photography, film 

and graphic novels, to offer divergent yet interrelated readings of literary loss and cultural 

grief in the context of migration.  

 

TTRAUMA 
 
The term ‘wound’, which I have used thus far, is linked semantically to the term, ‘trauma’. 

Whilst ‘trauma’ is derived from the Greek word for a (physical) wound, with the advent of 

psychoanalysis in the late nineteenth century, it has come to include psychical wounds. In 

the late nineteenth century, Freud and Breuer developed a theory of traumatic hysteria 

which found physical ailments in their patients, such as speech impediments and other 

hysteric symptoms of the body, to have been caused by purely psychical “shocks” or 

wounds (Studies in Hysteria (2004) [1895]). This discovery was one of the first steps taken 
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in the theory of psychoanalysis and has been retained ever since.  In response to the 

devastating impact of the First World War, Freud refined his theory of trauma. Beyond the 

Pleasure Principle (1922) arose in response to the overwhelming evidence stemming from 

‘shell-shocked’ soldiers returning from the front.  Freud found that shocks of this kind 

were also apparent in non-military sufferers who had survived accidents that posed a 

sudden ‘risk to life’ (12). In this work, he identified psychic trauma as a mechanism that 

disturbs the individual’s relation to time.  

 

Commenting on Freud’s formulation of trauma, Cathy Caruth explains that ‘[w]hat causes 

trauma, then, is a shock that appears to work very much like a threat to the body’s spatial 

integrity, but is in fact a break in the mind’s experience of time’ (“Violence and Time” 

(1993) 25). Breaks in linear temporality, then, are one hallmark of traumatised time and 

each of respective narratives under examination, evoke—by different means—this 

conception of traumatised, fissured time, where the past and present bear painfully upon 

each other.2  The breakages in time are evident in the text as breakages in narrative, and it 

is often found that the narrative is in some way thwarted.  Thus, Judith Butler also 

describes trauma as a radical “interruption” to the life narrative that sustains our being-in-

the-world:  

 
If a life is constituted through a fundamental interruption, even interrupted prior 
to the possibility of any continuity, then narrative reconstruction will also have to 
be subject to an interruption if it is to approximate the life it means to convey. Of 
course, learning to construct a narrative is a crucial practice, especially when 
discontinuous bits of experience remain dissociated from one another by virtue of 
traumatic conditions. (“Giving an Account of Oneself” (2001) 32)  

2 In her work, Trauma: A Genealogy (2000), Ruth Leys launches a vigorous criticism of Caruth’s reading (in 
her book, Unclaimed Experience (1996)), of Freud’s account of Tasso’s poem, ‘Tancred and Clorinda’, wherein 
Tancred ‘twice-kills’ his beloved, Clorinda. Leys argues that Caruth problematically characterises Tancred as 
a traumatised ‘victim’, a status that Leys suggests would be more properly ascribed to Clorinda, who is 
murdered unintentionally by Tancred. While a comprehensive discussion of this criticism is outside the 
scope of my thesis, in brief, one can suggest that Caruth’s focus on Tancred’s trauma is not to deny 
Clorinda’s murder, but rather to illustrate the repetitive wounding that Caruth offers as the founding 
economy of the missed experience that characterises traumata.    
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How traumatic experiences are narrativised is a difficult question, particularly when 

traumata constitute what Ernst van Alphen calls ‘failed experience’ (“Symptoms of 

Discursivity” (1999) 25). Specifically, he argues that the cause of trauma is ‘precisely the 

impossibility of experiencing, and subsequently memorizing, an event’ (26), and in a 

phenomenological sense, remains outside the domain of assimilable knowledge.  

 

As a counterpart to van Alphen’s characterisation of trauma as a non-experiential 

phenomenon, Susan Brison locates the particular phenomenological imprint of trauma 

within the somatic symptoms of the body. She suggests that traumatic memories are 

embodied in physical responses that call upon or are triggered by remembrance of a 

traumatic event (“Trauma Narratives” (1999) 42). The texts under examination offer their 

own images of how the aftermath of trauma reveals itself within and without 

representation. Some of these images accord with well-known definitions of trauma such 

as that from Cathy Caruth’s Unclaimed Experience (1996), in which trauma ‘describes an 

overwhelming experience of sudden or catastrophic events in which the response to the 

event occurs in the often delayed, uncontrolled repetitive appearance of hallucinations and 

other intrusive phenomena’ (11). Caruth characterises these invasive repetitions as a 

double-edged form of haunting where the victim attempts to realise ‘not only the reality of 

the violent event, but also the reality of the way that its violence has not yet been fully 

known’ (6). As she notes, the introduction of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) as a 

psychiatric category has introduced (and legitimated) trauma within medical and legal 

discourses, and it has been increasingly used to diagnose a broad set of pathologies.3 Post-

Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) was included in the American Psychiatric Association’s 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM)-III in 1980, and has been retained 

3 For the genealogy of trauma as a concept arising from modernity, see Roger Luckhurst’s chapter, ‘The 
Genealogy of a Concept’ in The Trauma Question (2008), 19-76. 
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as a psychiatric category in subsequent editions.4 Yet the very breadth of PTSD has 

undermined its diagnostic specificity, leading to what Caruth characterises as a ‘challenge 

to our very comprehension of what constitutes pathology’ (Trauma: Explorations in Memory 

(1995), 3). This confusion in the clinical analysis of trauma suggests that debates about 

traumata and their belated signification remain urgent within the medical community. It is 

here that literary narratives might unexpectedly offer guidance. Just as trauma can disrupt 

a linear temporal framework, the affective state of melancholy also inflects the individual’s 

relation to the past as it absorbs and refuses the past as past. This thesis examines texts 

that, in distinct ways, offer different modes of imagining melancholic relations to loss.  

 

MMELANCHOLY  

Perhaps the most significant shift in the history of melancholy was its modulation from an 

ailment of the body to an ailment of the mind, which came about in the late nineteenth 

century. One of the best known texts in the pre-modern literature on melancholy is 

Robert Burton’s study The Anatomy of Melancholy, originally published in 1621, where the 

author details the characteristics of melancholy, or ‘black bile’, whose ‘true character’ is 

located in its ‘inseparable companions’, namely, ‘Feare and Sorrow’ (italics and capitalisation 

in original, 46-7). As Jennifer Radden explains, the discursive modulation of melancholy 

from a disease of the body to a disease of the mind arose from developments in 

‘seventeenth and eighteenth-century faculty psychology [which] combined with 

developments in medical thinking and practice to lay the base for a distinct science of 

psychiatry’ (Moody Minds Distempered 59). 

 

The cornerstone of the modern discourse on loss is Freud’s “Mourning and Melancholia” 

4 Further discussion on the clinical diagnosis of post-traumatic stress is beyond the scope of my thesis, but 
Jennifer Radden notes that the descriptive category of PTSD in the DSM Manuals provides definitions of 
disorders at the ‘lowest order of inference necessary to describe the characteristic features of the disorder’ 
(APA (1980) 7, quoted in Radden, Moody Minds Distempered (2009) 79).  
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(1917). This essay describes the different kinds of responses to the loss of ‘a loved 

person’, or ‘some abstraction which has taken the place of one, such as one’s country, 

liberty, and ideal, and so on’ (243).  In either case, the loss is felt to be that of an “object” 

in the psychoanalytic sense. Freud observes that there are two kinds of affective reactions 

to loss; mourning, on the one hand, and melancholia on the other. In mourning, the 

individual eventually de-cathects his or her libidinal investment in the lost object, and is 

therefore free to reattach that libidinal energy to another object. For Freud, mourning is 

carried out through grief work, or Trauerarbeit, which is produced through an active 

remembrance of the lost object—what Tammy Clewell describes as a kind of 

‘hyperremembering’ (“Mourning Beyond Melancholia” (2004) 44). This intensely focused 

form of remembrance is the correlative of the more general process of reality testing, and 

it is through this remembrance that the mourner accepts that the object ‘no longer exists’ 

(“Mourning and Melancholia” 255). Here, the ego, driven by its narcissistic interest for 

survival, dissolves the attachment with the lost object, as it confronts the threat of its own 

extinction (255). In this account, the subject does not identify with the lost object, but 

rather, through the painstaking progression of Trauerarbeit, re-establishes the boundaries of 

his or her ego. By retracting the libido from the lost entity, the ego inures itself against the 

further importation of loss that afflicts the melancholic subject. The distinction is 

characterised by Freud’s statement; ‘[i]n mourning it is the world which has become poor 

and empty; in melancholia it is the ego itself’ (246). The diminution of the mourning 

period is signposted by the subject’s ability to re-append the libido onto a substitute 

object. Once this process is enabled, the ‘poor and empty’ world bears, unexpectedly, the 

fruits of the subject’s labour, and thus the period of mourning arrives at a ‘spontaneous 

end’ (Freud, “On Transience” [1915], 307).  

 

On the contrary, melancholia is characterised by the subject’s ongoing relationship with 
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the after-effects of the object’s loss, which arise from the individual’s inability (or 

disinterest) to decathect his or her libidinal energy from the lost object. In contrast to 

mourning, in melancholia some element of the loss remains unconscious, so that the 

subject knows ‘whom he (sic) has lost but not what he has lost in him’ (italics in original, 

“Mourning and Melancholia” 245). The outcome of this unconscious aspect of the loss is 

that the subject withdraws the libido into the ego, so that the latter begins to identify with 

the abandoned object. Freud identifies narcissism as the mechanism that enables this 

identification, a technology of the self that acts as a substitute for the ‘erotic cathexis’. 

Moreover, the substitution takes place as one relation consumes the other, in accordance 

with the ego’s oral or cannibalistic phase of libidinal development (258). The melancholic 

relation with the lost object is thus characterised by ambivalence, where ‘hate and love 

contend with each other; the one seeks to detach the libido from the object, the other to 

maintain this position of the libido against the assault’ (256). We can understand, then, the 

work of the unconscious here as it complicates the subject’s relationship with the lost 

object, buffeted unpredictably as it is by feelings of love and hate. Whilst melancholia is 

described as pathological in Freud’s essay, this pathology already carries within it the seeds 

of the later role melancholic identification will play in the constitution of the ego in The 

Ego and the Id (1923). For example, Freud observes that the melancholic subject’s self-

reproach is merely demonstrative of the fact that ‘he (sic) has a keener eye for the truth’ 

than other subjects who are not melancholic (246). Finally, within this essay, the delayed 

impact of traumatic loss is recognized, whereby, ‘traumatic experiences in connection with 

the object may have activated other repressed material’ (257). This ambivalent state of 

affairs means that the frequently protracted length of melancholia is precisely because of a 

complex of factors that accompany the process of loss.  

 

In The Ego and the Id, written several years after “Mourning and Melancholia”, Freud 
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reformulated, in part, the function of melancholy; namely, he assigned the ego a 

fundamentally melancholic constitution, whereby an assortment of ‘abandoned object-

cathexes, preserved as identification’, provided an ‘essential contribution’ towards the 

‘character’ of the ego (David Eng, “Melancholia in the Late Twentieth Century” (2000) 

23). This reappraisal of melancholia shifted the condition from its previous incarnation as 

a pathological condition of the ego, to playing a critical role within the formation of the 

ego itself. As Judith Butler observes in The Psychic Life of Power (1997), this kind of 

‘melancholic identification’ affects the fundamental constitution of the subject where the 

loss of the object in the external world is permitted, ‘precisely because it provides a way to 

preserve the object as part of the ego, and hence, to avert the loss as a complete loss’ (134). 

For the migrant, who might lose many objects simultaneously, how those objects are 

treated henceforth will play an integral role in the transposition of his or her subjectivity 

into a new environment.5 

 

Freud’s recognition of melancholy’s constitution of the psyche has become, along with 

Melanie Klein’s articulation of the “depressive position”, recognised as one of the key 

elements of pre-oedipal development by modern analysts. The constitutive function of 

melancholy in the formation of the subject has implications for the re-formation of 

subjectivity following migration. In particular, it is evident in the primary texts of this 

thesis that the process of migration produces a dramatic shift in the ontological bearings 

of the subject, an upheaval which in turn touches upon (and may re-open) certain wounds 

from the subject’s early formation. The latter then inflects the migratory journey as a 

5 In his final commentary on loss, Freud makes a few notes on the question of mourning and melancholia in 
‘Appendix C’ to Inhibitions, Symptoms and Anxiety (1936), which is entitled ‘Anxiety, Pain and Mourning.’ This 
section conveys a hesitancy that is also present in ‘Mourning and Melancholia’; ‘[s]o little is known about the 
psychology of processes of feeling that the tentative remarks I am about to make on the subject may claim a 
very lenient judgment.’ He adds that in “Mourning and Melancholia”, one feature of mourning remained 
unexplained (a quality which in fact is shared by the state of melancholia), namely, its ‘particular painfulness’ 
(166).  
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remembered account, while re-iterating the past onto the objects within the migrant’s new 

environment. These processes call into question the kinds of losses—before, during and 

following migration—that shape narratives of the present, and how these in turn, re-

narrativise the past.  

 

Within poststructuralist critical practice, there is a recognized distinction between 

historical and structural forms of loss. Eric Santner posits the two configurations in 

relation to each other, writing that, ‘historical suffering is believed to spring from a failure 

to tolerate the structural suffering—the always already shattered mirrors of the Imaginary—

that scars one’s being as a speaking subject’ (italics in original, Stranded Objects (1990) 9-10). 

LaCapra also focuses on this distinction in his article, “Trauma, Absence, Loss”, where he 

writes:  

 
When absence is converted into loss, one increases the likelihood of misplaced 
nostalgia or utopian politics in quest of a new totality or fully unified community. 
When loss is converted into (or encrypted in an indiscriminately generalized 
rhetoric of) absence, one faces the impasse of endless melancholy, impossible 
mourning, and interminable aporia in which any process of working through the 
past and its historical losses is foreclosed or prematurely aborted. (698) 

 

Keeping in mind then, the difference between absence and loss, this thesis is concerned 

with the historical suffering—to use Santner’s term—that inscribes the losses of 

migration, and how they abut against specific forms of structural suffering for the 

characters in each text. In this way, the analysis is concerned not to blur the distinctions 

between loss and absence (LaCapra), nor between structural and historial losses (Santner), 

but rather to carefully map the specific operations of each construct.  

 

In recent scholarship, mourning, melancholia and the postcolonial condition have 

garnered critical attention in works such as Ann Anlin Cheng’s The Melancholy of Race 
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(2001), Sam Durrant’s Postcolonial Narrative and the Work of Mourning (2004), and Paul 

Gilroy’s Postcolonial Melancholia (2005). Cheng’s study focuses on identity formation for 

Asian and African-Americans, with particular attention to the unspoken dynamics of race 

relations in the United States. Cheng argues that ‘public grievance is a social forum and 

luxury to which the racially melancholic minorities have little or no access’ (174).6 Within 

the strictures of the modern nation, these minorities hold an uncomfortable position as 

the recognition of their grief remains outside communal acknowledgement. And yet, this 

grief does not simply dissipate, but perversely, informs the defences of the nation. In his 

chapter “DissemiNation” in The Location of Culture (1994), Homi Bhabha argues that the 

presence of minority, especially migrant, subjects within modern nations articulates:  

 
[T]he death-in-life of the idea of the ‘imagined community’ of the nation; the 
worn-out metaphors of the resplendent national life now circulate in another 
narrative of entry-permits and passports and work-permits that at once preserve 
and proliferate, bind and breach the human rights of the nation. Across the 
accumulation of the history of the West there are those people who speak the 
encrypted discourse of the melancholic and the migrant. (236) 

 

The ‘migrant’, then circulates as a figure that threatens the nation as its ‘death-in-life’, 

wedged as it is between elision and hushed forms of recognition within and beyond the 

borders of the nation. Narratives of ‘encrypted discourse’, to use Bhabha’s term, form the 

central concern of Cheng’s study, who suggests that melancholia (in accordance with 

Freud’s model of ego-formation) provides a ‘provocative metaphor for how race in 

America, or more specifically, how the act of racialization, works’ (“Melancholy of Race” 

(1997) 50). Cheng suggests that melancholic migrant narratives speak back to the erasure 

of migrant subjectivities under narratives of the American nation, whose very constitution 

depends on the simultaneous recognition and disavowal of those minority identities. This 

6 Frantz Fanon’s work in texts such as Black Skin, White Masks (1970) [1952] and The Wretched of the Earth 
(1968) [1961], has, of course, provided a critical psychoanalytic influence in examining how disenfranchised 
subjects are racialised under the gaze of their others. While I do not use his work explicitly in this thesis, I 
am aware of his legacy in contemporary literary and postcolonial criticism. 
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is what Bhabha, in the extract above, calls the ‘death-in-life’ of melancholic discourse. 

Cheng’s study is critical to the work that this thesis performs, and the latter may be 

regarded as an extension of Cheng’s inquiry outside the realm of Asian-American cultural 

melancholy. On the other hand, Sam Durrant’s study on the novels of J.M. Coetzee, 

Wilson Harris, and Toni Morrison, challenges Freud’s distinction between mourning and 

melancholia, offering instead the Derridean category of ‘mourning without consolation’ to 

organise the discussion of racial oppression and trauma in the work of these authors. In 

Mémoires: for Paul de Man (1986), Derrida suggests that ‘interminable mourning’ offers a 

response to loss whereby the ‘goal’ of grief is not to substitute the lost object with 

another, but protects the cannibalisation of the lost object by maintaining the alterity of 

the lost other. In other words, narratives of ‘failed mourning’ move against the 

historicisation (and hence mastery) of loss, which according to Durrant, refuses the reader 

the ability to ‘digest’ suffering and ‘then to forget it’ (32). In the place of forgetting then, 

Durrant offers the following notion of communality, which he locates as a corollary of 

inconsolable mourning:  

 
Like mourning, the attempt to redraw the boundaries of community must remain 
incomplete, unsuccessful; its success if measured precisely by its failure to 
complete itself, its capacity to remain perpetually open to the difference of the 
other, to the possibility of different others and not yet imagined modes of being. 
(111) 

 

For Durrant, the un-bounded community is critical for the recognition of difference, 

thereby opening crypts of silence and erasure for minority identities.  

 

Questions of communality form a different, albeit related, kind of analytical pivot in 

Postcolonial Melancholia by Paul Gilroy. In this work, Gilroy addresses the geopolitical 

response to the attacks on the World Trade Centre Towers in 2001, in order to reflect on 
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Britain’s relation to its former colonies, as well as race relations between its internal 

subjects. Gilroy invokes the notion of ‘conviviality’ to describe a model of cohabitation 

and interaction that, in his words, have made ‘multiculture an ordinary feature of social 

life in Britain’s urban areas and in postcolonial cities elsewhere’ (xv). In contrast to 

Cheng’s Freudian approach to melancholia in The Melancholy of Race, Gilroy bases his 

definition of the same concept on The Inability to Mourn (1975), Alexander and Margarete 

Mitscherlich’s ground-breaking study of the ‘depressive’ reactions to the ‘loss of a fantasy 

of impotence’ by the German nation after the Second World War (99). Nonetheless, his 

concerns are similar to Cheng’s; Gilroy finds a source of the violence directed towards 

non-white subjects within Britain in the ‘fears of the host nation’ (144). One of the 

contentions in Gilroy’s study is to suggest that the postcolonial migrant needs to be 

recognised as ‘an anachronistic figure bound to the lost imperial past’ (149). In this 

proposal, he argues that displacing ‘the migrant’ as a category inimical to the interests of 

the Nation, opens the possibility for ‘stories about “race”’ to exist beyond a 

predominantly melancholic relation between individual and nation (150). The present 

discussion differs in its methodological approach, retaining ‘the migrant’ as a critical 

analytical figure—to whom the tensions inherent within home and away, public and 

private, nation and individual, attach.  

 

 

The ambivalent position of the migrant bears a melancholic relation to the construct of 

the nation. For example, in the case of David Eng and Shinhee Han’s ‘A Dialogue on 

Racial Melancholia’ (2003), the authors explore melancholia as a depathologised ‘structure 

of feeling’ in relation to the immigration, assimilation and racialization of migrant subjects 

(344). A similar approach is evident in another article by David Eng, where he argues that 

the concept of melancholia can be used as a model for political agency: 
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[P]eople of color and postcolonials are all coerced to relinquish and yet to identify 
with socially disparaged objects on their psychic paths to subjectivity. This 
ambivalent attachment to devalued objects, like ressentiment, comes to define – 
indeed, to produce – minoritarian subjectivities. Can the melancholic’s psychic 
ambivalence toward the lost object – an ambivalence turned against the ego as 
self-reproaches that undermine and destabilize the ego’s coherence – be thought 
of as a direct effect of social conflict between the melancholic’s desire to preserve 
a lost object that dominant society refuses to support or to recognize? If, for 
instance, there is no public language by which a loss can be recognized, then 
melancholia assumes a social dimension of contemporary consequence that must 
be acknowledged and analysed as a problem of the political. (“Melancholia in the 
Late Twentieth Century” 1278) 

 

In Eng’s words, melancholia can thus be used to mobilise a politics of grief that lies 

outside public regimes of mourning, and which can speak back to politics across private 

and public realms. Drawing on Bhabha’s, Cheng’s and Eng’s work, I suggest that the 

simultaneous inclusion and exclusion of the figure of the migrant from the cultural 

memory of the nation constitutes a traumatic event, which in turn precipitates a cultural 

haunting that hangs on tenaciously to the production of the nation. This haunting is what 

Toni Morrison calls the ‘ghost in the machine’ to describe the fantasm of the African 

American presence that haunts the canon of American literature (Playing in the Dark 

(1992), 16). This presence can be invoked to renew the traditionally abject within literature 

and politics. For example, Tammy Clewell has similarly argued that in certain cases, a 

‘persistent attachment to the lost object’ reveals not ‘a debilitating form of melancholia’, 

but rather ‘a creative and productive engagement with the past that has important social 

consequences for the future’ (Mourning, Modernism, Postmodernism (2004), 7). Indeed, in 

thinking about how modernist accounts of responses to loss are relevant transhistorically 

within postmodernity, we must consider how strategies of mourning have traditionally 

been co-opted for maintaining the mythos of Nation, for example. By extension, for those 

who are unable to mourn, melancholia becomes a politically infused strategy of resistance 
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to losses that remain attached to the pathologically imagined figure of the migrant—a 

figure whose place and emotions are frequently elided within public discourses of grief. 

Thus, melancholia is invoked as a politically charged position that signifies resistance 

towards the occlusion of grief in the public domain. Framed in this way, attention to the 

affect of melancholia can provide one way of exploring the difficulties that migrants 

confront in their multiple transitions within social, political and economic realms. As 

Cheng argues, ‘[t]he model of melancholia can help us comprehend grief and loss on the 

part of the aggrieved, not just as a symptom but also as a dynamic process with both 

coercive and transformative potentials for political imagination’ (xi).  

 

As an extension of Freudian psychoanalytic theory, object relations theory is useful in 

imagining how migrant subjectivities are shaped in new environments, where significant 

ontological shifts take place at the level of the individual. For the purposes of this thesis, 

the object relations theories of Melanie Klein and Donald Winnicott provide additional 

theoretical frameworks to understand the processes of relationality that the migrant must 

confront in his or her new environment. These theories are specifically addressed in each 

relevant chapter. 

 

 

RREPETITION 

How loss is staged and re-enacted is the subject of Freud’s account of his grandson 

playing with a spool of string. In Freud’s famous account of fort (gone) and da (here), his 

grandson Ernst processes his mother’s absence through his mastery over a spool, which 

he repeatedly throws away (fort) and then recovers (da). In this way, he manages his grief 

through his relationship with an object that, unlike the movement of his mother, he can 

control. The game of fort/da is repeated, and this repetition forms a critical characteristic 
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of how Ernst manages his relations towards his ‘lost’ or absent mother. As Elisabeth 

Bronfen elegantly states, ‘[r]epetition describes a longing for an identity between two 

terms even as it stages the impossibility of literal identity’ (“Risky Resemblances” (1993) 

104). She continues:  

 
For life to originate, the origin it departs from must in some way be disrupted, so 
that repetition can be conceptualized not only as a return to a movement before 
and beyond life but also as a form of departure … Repetition is, then, a double 
movement, both a return to something primary and the production of something 
new. (105) 

 

The oscillation between fort and da relives the moment of loss and its recuperation 

through the undulation of play. Eric Santner describes this creative play as a ‘form of 

empowerment’, which also indicates a capacity for ‘symbolic behaviour in accordance with 

rules and forms’ (Stranded Objects 20). Thus, both Bronfen and Santner recognise that 

repetition, far from locking the subject into stasis, promotes productivity, and that 

creativity arises precisely from the ability to play with the symbolic order. In this thesis, 

the movement—fort/da—informs the creative repetitions evident in each text, and this 

productivity informs how different kinds of loss are endured.  

 

 

Particularly important for the purposes of this project is the notion that within each 

migratory movement its other can be located, which complicates the readings of what it 

means to depart from and what it means to arrive at a new place. This double inscription 

is also apparent in trauma theory. For example, Caruth notes that this complexity indicates 

the difficulty of ascribing trauma to a particular original moment because each traumatic 

experience ‘could always be merely a repetition of an earlier one’ (Unclaimed Experience 134 

n. 11). As Bronfen suggests, this repetition in fact produces something new, and this 
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positioning of repetition as a productive response to loss, counteracts, in part, LaCapra’s 

concern that in recent critical literature there has been too much emphasis on acting out 

and the repetition compulsion (both of which he maps onto Freud’s notion of 

melancholia). He suggests that this move against ‘any facile notion of cure’ threatens to 

‘obscure’ other responses such as working through, located in what he frames as the 

distinct—but not oppositional—process of mourning (“Interview for Yad Vashem” 

(2001) 145). LaCapra’s discussion takes the Holocaust as a central point of reference in 

evaluating individual and social trauma. Indeed, this thesis draws upon Holocaust studies’ 

urgent questions about how the catastrophic resists memory, memorialisation, and 

representation. Dori Laub proposes that:   

 
The survival experience, or the Holocaust experience, is a very condensed version 
of most of what life is all about: it contains a great many existential questions, that 
we manage to avoid in our daily living, often through preoccupation with trivia. 
(“Bearing Witness” (1992) 72) 

 

Holocaust theorisation, in spite of its avowed singularity, is a useful critical adjunct to 

thinking about the exigencies of migration. The act of migration unravels ontological 

securities as the migrant reconfigures his or her relationship with the new environment as 

well as him or herself. As Cathy Caruth proposes, in the face of a traumatic event, 

repetition is not ‘an attempt to grasp that one has almost died, but more fundamentally 

and enigmatically, the very attempt to claim one’s own survival’ (italics in original, “Violence 

and Time” 25). Whilst not all migrations are traumatic, traumatic survivals are central to 

the texts in this thesis, and narratives about such survivals in twentieth-century fiction 

often resist consolation. For example, Sarah Henstra discusses the narrative form of 

particular novels by Ford Madox Ford, Doris Lessing and Jeanette Winterson in The 

Counter-Memorial Impulse in Twentieth-Century English Fiction (2009),  as examples of what she 

terms the ‘counter-memorial’ turn in twentieth-century literature. Henstra suggests that 
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‘certain texts encode loss on a structural or stylistic level without explicitly acknowledging 

its object or fully accounting for the longing it produces,’ and she calls this modality of 

loss ‘narrative melancholia’ (2). She goes on to explain that: 

 
The counter-memorial impulse … makes strategic use of a “narrative 
melancholia” that works paradoxically and in opposition to normative models of 
consolation-through-storytelling: it preserves a sense of unbearable longing for the 
lost object within and beyond the novel’s demands of coherence, chronology, 
closure, and resolution. (2)  

 

This re-appraisal of melancholia also correlates in part with the so-called ‘refusal to 

mourn’ that proposes an ethical (and intimate) encounter with the lost object (or lost 

other). In The Work of Mourning (2001), Derrida posits that in its various forms, the refusal 

to mourn maintains an urgent relationship between the one whom has lost and his or her 

lost others. By unceasingly transacting with the memory of the lost object, the object’s 

importance is retained, undiminished, over time. In other words, this argument suggests 

that in the face of limited delineations around cultural appositions of mourning, ‘resistant 

mourning’ as Eng and Kazanjian prefer to call it (3), can provide a kind of shelter for 

things that fall outside recognised or acceptable categories of grief. Henstra draws on 

Derrida’s argument when she suggests that:  

 
What is marginalized and abjected in the rehearsal of community, to abide by 
vulnerability, to live with haunting – is an ethical operation envisioned and enacted 
by the counter-memorial imagination. The possibility of such an ethics being 
bodied forth beyond literature hinges, at least in part, on our ability to re-evaluate 
the role of mourning and commemoration in our collective life (19). 

 

Henstra continues, ‘I pursue melancholia as a narrative and rhetorical mode evident in 

fiction that seeks deliberately to avoid consolatory and redemptive themes in relation to 

loss’ (18).  Her strategy parallels the framing of melancholia in this thesis, in the way that 

the past is, in difficult ways, sustained alongside the present in the space of loss. This 
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haunting has adopted different guises. For example, in Spectres of Marx (1994), Derrida 

argues, contra Francis Fukuyama, for the continued relevance, or ghostly presence, of Marx 

in a post-Cold War context. In presenting his argument, Derrida draws upon the notion 

of ‘mid-mourning’, which, as Alessia Ricciardi explains, differs from the Freudian sense of 

mourning in that ‘it does not pretend to achieve a successful ‘dismissal’ of the lost object, 

but instead adopts an inconclusive psychic rhythm of oscillation between introjection and 

incorporation’ (The Ends of Mourning (2003), 36). ‘Mid-mourning’, like ‘resistant mourning’, 

is another term that has gained currency as a third option to the mourning-melancholia 

binary. As Patricia Rae suggests, resistant mourning occupies a theoretical stance similar to 

melancholia in that it defies the normative ‘work of mourning’ (Modernism and Mourning 

(2007), 13-4). Critics such as Jahan Ramazani align resistant mourning with melancholia, 

who argues specifically that in the modern poetic elegy there is a general refusal to ‘find 

redemption in loss and to move on to new objects of devotion’ (“When There Are So 

Many We Shall Have To Mourn” (2007) 290). He notes more generally that ‘anti-

compensatory literary responses to … death, whatever their political affiliations, do 

potentially valuable and resistant work in the social sphere’ (290). While the alternative 

terminologies of ‘resistant mourning’, and ‘mid-mourning’ provide useful nuances in 

exploring the technologies of loss, for the purposes of this project, the term ‘melancholia’ 

will be adopted throughout the analysis in accordance with Freud’s definition in 

“Mourning and Melancholia”.  

 

IINTROJECTION and INCORPORATION 

Nicolas Abraham and Maria Torok extend Freud’s work on mourning and melancholia by 

considering the related processes of incorporation and introjection in “Mourning or 

Melancholia: Introjection versus Incorporation” (1972). The authors define incorporation 

as, ‘the refusal to reclaim as our own the part of ourselves that we placed in what we lost’, 
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and, ‘a refusal to acknowledge the full import of the loss’ (127). There are evident parallels 

here between their description of incorporation and Freud’s evaluation of melancholia. 

Moreover, Abraham and Torok locate the function of fantasy in incorporation as 

‘essentially narcissistic’ (125). Conversely, the process of introjection, ‘presupposes the 

successful replacement of the object’s presence with the self’s cognizance of its absence’ 

(126). Incorporation becomes particularly relevant in cases of traumatic loss, where it may 

not be possible to refer directly to the loss itself: 

 
The words that cannot be uttered, the scenes that cannot be recalled, the tears that 
cannot be shed—everything will be swallowed along with the trauma that led to 
the loss … Inexpressible mourning erects a secret tomb inside the subject. (130)  

 

The ‘secret tomb’ that the authors describe, can be regarded as ‘safe houses’ for the 

literary acts of attesting to the difficulties of migration. They derive the image of the 

wound from “Mourning and Melancholia” itself:  

 
After a careful rereading of Freud’s beautiful and difficult essay, we are struck by 
the recurrent image of an open wound that is said to attract the whole of the 
counter-cathecting libido. This is precisely, we think, the wound the melancholic 
attempts to hide, wall in, and encrypt. (135) 

 

 

While the characteristics of introjection resemble those that Freud attributed to 

melancholia, Abraham and Torok locate the fantasies of the melancholic in the site of the 

open wound, rather than by virtue of the subject’s ambivalent relations to the lost object. 

At this juncture, it is pertinent to establish my reasons for not conducting anasemic 

analyses as formulated by Abraham and Torok in The Shell and the Kernel (1994) with regard 

to each of the primary texts. By focussing on the function of the cryptonym as a semiotic 

mechanism that encodes a traumatic event within another signifier (and its extended chain 

of signification), Abraham and Torok provide a useful means by which to explore ideas 
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such as transgenerational haunting and the deferred, yet visible, effects of family secrets. 

In this respect, fantasies form a critical locus of analysis as they frequently access a ‘secretly 

perpetuated topography’—albeit one that is accessed obliquely (italics in original, 125). 

Whilst the primary texts I have chosen display many different forms of fantasy, the texts 

themselves are not, in my opinion, the product of such ‘secretly perpetuated’ 

topographies. In other words, the signification of traumatic losses and losses generally, 

takes place at the level of the text, rather than being encoded through a cryptonymic 

mechanism, which would shield their very signification. Hence, while this form of analysis 

is a highly useful tool of critical analysis,7 it will not be used in this thesis.  

 

TTHEORIES OF THE VISUAL 

Two of the texts analysed in this theory fall into the genre of ‘graphic novels’ or ‘comics’.8 

In his introduction to Joe Sacco’s graphic novel Palestine (2001), Edward Said wrote that 

comics seemed to defy, ‘the ordinary processes of thought, which are policed, shaped and 

re-shaped by all sorts of … ideological pressures’, concluding, ‘comics freed me to think 

and imagine and see differently’ (ii).9 The production of the new, the exciting, the 

unorthodox, which Said attests to, are the kinds of creations that Marianne Hirsch 

identifies as being particularly urgent in circumstances when trauma is co-opted as an ‘alibi 

for censorship’ (“Collateral Damage” 1211). She too focuses on the work that comics, or 

graphic novels, can perform in contrast to written narratives, emphasising, ‘[t]he relation 

of visuality to the experience and the transmission of personal and cultural trauma—

7 See, for example, Dana Luciano’s essay, “Passing Shadows: Melancholic Nationality and Black Critical 
Publicity in Pauline E. Hopkins’s Of One Blood”, in Eng and Kazanjian 148-87. 
8 While it is beyond the scope of the present discussion to evaluate the history of the respective terms 
‘graphic novel’ and ‘comics’, Andrés Romero-Jódar’s article, “The Quest for a Place in Culture: The Verbal-
Iconical Production and the Evolution of Comic Books Towards the Graphic Novel” (2006), provides an 
excellent exposition on the differences between (and relative merits of) each term.  
9 Said’s emphasis on the different kind of knowledge produced within the visual framework of comics also 
speaks to what Ernst van Alphen identifies—in the context of Holocaust studies—as the ‘haunting’ of 
Holocaust images which acquired their ghostly effect precisely because they did not fit within the widely 
promulgated ‘masterplots’ of the Second World War (Caught by History. Holocaust Effects in Contemporary Art, 
Literature and Theory (2007) 2-3). 
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trauma that may be unspeakable but may be communicated viscerally and emotionally 

through the alternative cognitive structures of the visual (1211). Migrations—traumatic or 

otherwise—similarly involve processes that can be powerfully expressed through the 

apparatus of visual narration. The psychic processes that accompany the physical act of 

migration are frequently overwhelming, as the subject grapples with adapting to a new 

environment and its systems of signification. In a meditation on the image and narrative, 

Tobin Siebers writes, ‘[t]he image may teach nothing, but it does open wounds’ (“Words 

Stare Like a Glass Eye” (2004) 1320). Siebers’ words recall the dream with which this 

introduction commenced, and the power of the image to narrate, and to narrate 

differently—differently, that is, to written narratives.  

 

The two visual texts under examination, The Arrival and Persepolis, provide distinct 

modalities of narrativisation. Whilst each is monochromatic, The Arrival uses sepia photo-

realism to paint its melancholic nostalgia, while Persepolis is created through an iconic, 

sparse style that plays with contrast in black and white to convey memory and trauma. 

Both these chapters utilise theories on the sequential art of comics by Scott McCloud, Will 

Eisner and Art Spiegelman, alongside Rosalind Krauss’s notion of the ‘on/off’ pulse of 

surrealist vision, and Susan Stewart’s taxonomy of ‘the miniature’.10 These concepts are 

complemented by other visual theories from the realms of photography and cinema. 

However—and this reveals the entwined nature of written and visual narratives—visuality 

is just as relevant to the analysis of the written narratives, as diegetic analysis is to the 

visual. This recognition of the interconnectedness of different narrative modalities 

responds to the critical turn identified by Mieke Bal, who suggests that the division 

10 See specifically, Scott McCloud, Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art. New York: Kitchen Sink P, 1993; 
Will Eisner, Comics and Sequential Art: Principles and Practices from the Legendary Cartoonist. Tamarac: Poorhouse 
P, 1985, and Graphic Storytelling. Tamarac: Poorhouse P, 1995; “‘Master Race’: The Graphic Story as an Art 
Form.” in Comics, Essays, Graphics and Scraps. Rome: dell’Arte, 1999; Rosalind Krauss, “The Im/Pulse to 
See.” Foster 51-75; and Susan Stewart, On Longing: Narratives of the Miniature, the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the 
Collection. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins UP, 1984. 
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between narrative and imagery as oppositional forms of ‘cultural expression’ is obsolete 

(and indeed, the rhetoric surrounding their opposition is questionable to begin with) 

(“Figuration” (2004) 1291).  

 

Roland Barthes raises the significance of comics in a footnote to his essay ‘The Third 

Meaning’ (Image-Music-Text (1977)), where he notes the function of graphic arts that 

combine ‘still (or at least drawing) and story, diegesis – namely the photo-novel and the 

comic strip’. He suggests that ‘these ‘arts’, born in the lower depths possess theoretical 

qualifications and present a new signifier (related to the obtuse meaning)’ (66 fn.1). 

Barthes then adds that in contradistinction to filmic time, which is of logical and 

operational duration, the still engenders permutations on how a story is read, so that it 

becomes ‘contradictorily a simple space, a field of permanences and permutations’ (64).  

 

The recognition of how comics and graphic novels produce composite fields of literary 

complexity is also evident in recent scholarship in this field. As Art Spiegelman has 

suggested, in comic books, the story ‘operates somewhere between the words and the idea 

that's in the pictures, and in the movement between the pictures, which is the essence of 

what happens in a comic’ (Huyssen, “Of Mice and Mimesis” (2000) 77). This 

‘interdependent’ gap between the respective written and visual syntaxes, thus appends two 

distinct levels of meaning—literal and metonymic—to the text. I am using the term 

‘interdependent’ here in accordance with Scott McCloud’s definition of the movement of 

meaning in comics, ‘where words and pictures go hand in hand to convey an idea that 

neither could convey alone’ (Understanding Comics (1993), 155). Acknowledging the medium 

of comics as one that utilises both verbal and visual narratives, Hillary Chute and 

Marianne DeKoven suggest that comics are ‘cross-discursive’ because they:   
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[D]o not simply blend together, creating a unified whole, but rather remain 
distinct. The diegetical horizon of each page, made up of what are essentially 
boxes of time, offers graphic narrative a representational mode capable of 
addressing complex political and historical issues with an explicit, formal degree of 
self-awareness. (“Introduction: Graphic Narrative” (2006) 769)  

 

The difference in the graphic novels I discuss in the third and fourth chapters, 

respectively, provides ample ground for contrapuntal analysis. On the one hand, Satrapi 

adopts a more iconic visual idiom in Persepolis, the subject of Chapter Three. On the other 

hand, Shaun Tan’s The Arrival (discussed in Chapter Four) is drawn in a photorealistic 

style, whose sepia images are punctuated by surrealistic elements. Through their different 

modes of representation, both works attest to the different ways that the affective 

complexities of migration can be represented. 

 

Judith Butler suggests that ‘loss fractures representation itself and loss precipitates its own 

modes of expression’ (“After Loss, What Then?” (2003) 467). Graphic novels indeed 

promulgate their own analytical and critical terminology. One of the most well-known 

examples in this respect is the notion of ‘postmemory’, which Marianne Hirsch developed 

after reading Art Speigelman’s pioneering graphic novel, Maus (2003). Drawing on the 

relationship between Artie, the narrator of Maus, and his father—a survivor of Auschwitz, 

Hirsch defines postmemory as:  

 

[T]he relationship of children of survivors of cultural or collective trauma to the 
experiences of their parents, experiences that they “remember” only as the 
narratives and images with which they grew up, but that are so powerful, so 
monumental, as to constitute memories in their own right. (“Surviving Images” 
(2001) 9) 

 

Indeed, postmemory is ‘an intersubjective transgenerational space of remembrance, linked 

specifically to cultural or collective trauma’ (10). Hirsch continues to explain that 
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‘postmemorial viewers do more than listen to the witness [of a trauma]; they gaze at the 

image with her and thus they can re-enact, recall in the very sensations of the body’ (15). 

Hirsch’s notion of ‘postmemory’ illustrates the way that grief can dis/connect the 

individual and the community.11 Eduardo Cadava notes that the relationality of grief 

between the individual and the community is constituted by two effects; in the first place 

it constitutes the individual subject, yet simultaneously it dispossesses the subject, because 

the individual’s relationship to others means that ‘we’ are never just simply ‘ourselves’ 

(“The Politics of Mourning”). Indeed, the act of reading takes place within a community 

of others – and reading builds relationships with the characters or authors, forms 

questions, half-articulated thoughts, fantasies, and so on. Reading is an activity that 

constantly negotiates the reader’s relationship with the others of the text. The original 

inviolability of the text (in the sense that the print itself cannot be altered – though it can 

be ignored, skipped over, torn up) means that a careful reading instantiates an ethical 

relationship with the text. This thesis does not propose literature as an alternative to 

clinical therapy but rather suggests that narrative mediates cultural grief in surprising and 

often radical ways.12  

 

In “Melancholy and the Act” (2000), Slavoj Žižek provides a succinct account of the way 

that melancholy has been rehabilitated as a radical space of reconfiguring relational 

possibilities for various ethnic, sexual and other minority groups.13 He challenges this 

11 Andreas Huyssen provides a reading of post-traumatic ‘beginnings’ which is complementary to Hirsch’s 
formulation of post-memory: ‘[W]e know that every posttraumatic new beginning bears the traces of 
traumatic repetition, even though increasing temporal and generational distance from the original experience 
may alter the discursive structure of the posttraumatic symptom’ (Present Pasts (2003), 151). It is precisely the 
‘discursive structure’ of post-memory that Hirsch uses to distinguish it from what might be called first-
generation memories.  
12 On the use of literatures of loss in clinical therapeutic practice see, for example, Rochelle Almeida, The 
Politics of Mourning: Grief Management in Cross-Cultural Fiction. New Jersey: Associated UP, 2004; James William 
Worden, Grief Counselling and Grief Therapy: A Handbook for the Mental Health Practitioner (4th Ed.). New York: 
Springer P Co., 2009; and Robert A. Neimeyer, “Narrative Strategies in Grief Therapy.” Journal of 
Constructivist Psychology 12.1 (1999): 65-85. 
13 “Melancholy and the Act.” Critical Inquiry 26.4 (2000): 657-81, see particularly p. 658. On this account, see 
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manoeuvre in the following way: 

 
Therein resides the melancholic’s stratagem: the only way to possess an object 

 that we never had … is to treat an object that we still fully possess as if this 
 object is already lost. The melancholic’s refusal to accomplish the work of 
 mourning thus takes the form of its very opposite, a faked spectacle of the 
 excessive, superfluous mourning for an object even before this object is lost.  (661) 
 

Žižek’s problem with the spectacle of this ‘excessive’ mourning is that by conflating loss 

with the Lacanian lack, the (Freudian) rules can be turned this way and that, disregarded 

for particular purposes. As he puts it, “Thou shalt not commit adultery—except if it is 

emotionally sincere and serves the goal of your profound self-realization” (676). He notes 

that this kind of reasoning has found a (post)modern voice in a politically correct version, 

‘that of ethnic, sexual, and other minorities rewriting their past in a more positive, self-

asserting vein’ (676). Similarly, in The Ends of Mourning, Alessia Ricciardi identifies what can 

be regarded as a complementary crisis in cultural mourning in through the refusal of a 

‘genuinely critical relation to the past’ (1). In response, Ricciardi emphasises an ethics of 

mourning, which arises from her insight that this refusal has shifted mourning towards ‘an 

aesthetic device or posture (not a process of careful self-interrogation, but a kitschy 

display of nostalgia)’ (4). Both Žižek and Ricciardi are concerned with the paradox in 

which a celebratory relationship with mourning in fact empties mourning of its genuine 

uses. Perhaps it would not be going too far to suggest that the rehabilitation of 

melancholy has meant that in some cases the genuine agonies of grief are paradoxically 

forgotten. In response to this debate, this thesis establishes a mode of inquiry that remains 

focused on the formation of melancholia as a useful apparatus through which to examine 

Douglas Crimp ‘Melancholia and Modernism’ pp. 188-202; Ann Cvetkovich ‘Legacies of Trauma, Legacies 
of Activism: ACT UP’s Lesbians’ pp. 427-57; Dana Luciano ‘Passing Shadows: Melancholic Nationality and 
Black Critical Publicity in Pauline E. Hopkins’s Of One Blood’ pp. 148-87, all in David L. Eng and David 
Kazanjian (eds.) Loss: The Politics of Mourning. Berkeley: U of California P, 2003. Also relevant is Crimp’s essay 
on melancholia and AIDS in “Mourning and Militancy.” October 51 (1989): 3-11, and Michael Moon, 
“Memorial Rags.” in Professions of Desire: Lesbian and Gay Studies in Literature. George E. Haggerty and Bonnie 
Zimmerman (eds.). pp. 233-40. New York: Modern Language Association, 1995.  
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loss, one which is mindful of tendency in critical debate of lapsing into what can be 

regarded as the sensationalisation of melancholia itself. Moreover, a partial response to 

Žižek’s criticism can perhaps be offered through the discourse of memory studies, which 

in turn plays a critical role in the formation of loss and its aftereffects. For example, 

Andreas Huyssen writes that: 

 
[W]hile the hypertrophy of memory can lead to self-indulgence, melancholy 
fixations, and a problematic privileging of the traumatic dimension of life with no 
exit in sight, memory discourses are absolutely essential to imagine the future and 
to regain a strong temporal and spatial grounding of life and the imagination in a 
media and consumer society that increasingly voids temporality and collapses 
space. (Present Pasts 6) 

 

Indeed, the function of memory—its recall, repetition and persistence—is pivotal in the 

texts under examination in the way that it complicates the subject’s relationship to the past 

and its losses. The role of memory (and post-memory) in each of these texts reveals ways 

in which remembering the past is critical to forgetting it in certain cases, and in producing 

new relations between the subject and the future, as Huyssen suggests. To give only one 

example, Hirsch’s notion of post-memory reveals how intergenerational gaps produce 

another kind of memory between the children of survivors and their parents, who in fact, 

do not share a common past, but one which can be created through the apparition of 

post-memory.   

 

3. The Texts Under Examination 

Writing of and about loss necessarily involves a dance between past, present and future. 

Loss radiates from the past, and while in some cases it is possible to describe a concrete 

node at which ‘the loss’ occurred—such as the death of a loved one—the texts that form 
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the study of this thesis illustrate the variety of loss, its heterodoxy.14 Indeed, in the flux of 

migration, the point of loss itself is frequently open to negotiation and points towards a 

complex terrain. This terrain is composed of multiple networks of affect, space and time, 

thereby highlighting the importance of concepts associated with migration such as 

memory, nostalgia, trauma and belonging. The diversity of the texts reflects Susan 

Strehle’s approach in Transnational Women’s Fiction (2008), where she suggests that ‘we read 

local literature best when we approach it transnationally, attending to the overlaps and 

reverberations among texts from different lands’ (4). In particular, the nuances of each 

migratory text inflect one another—in their differences and similarities—through the 

comparative readings of this project.  

 

The migrant’s relationship with the places and people ‘left behind’ is fraught, constellated 

by particular familial, cultural, political and economic specificities. Being called to witness 

these turmoils is not light work. As Cathy Caruth inquires in a more general context: 

Is the appointment to the testimony voluntary or involuntary, given to or against 
the witness’ will? The contemporary writer often dramatizes the predicament … 
of a voluntary or of an unwitting, inadvertent, and sometimes involuntary witness: 
witness to a trauma, to a crime, or to an outrage; witness to a horror or an illness 
whose effects explode any capacity for explanation or rationalization (italics in 
original, Trauma 15). 

 

Each of the four primary texts offers a kind of testimonial to the challenges of migration, 

and none of them are concerned with an overly redemptive or consolatory response to the 

kinds of losses that the migration process mobilises. I use the term ‘mobilise’ deliberately, 

14 This is evident in both literary narratives and critical commentary. Mourning as an expression of political 
resistance is clear in early Greek plays such as Antigone, Electra, and Medea. For example, R. Clifton Spargo 
has written about ‘unresolved mourning as a dissenting act’ in The Ethics of Mourning: Grief and Responsibility in 
Elegiac Literature. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins UP, 2004, p. 6. Gail Holst-Warhaft identifies the potential 
volatility of the ‘passion of grief’, which may in some circumstances translate into ‘political outrage’, and 
thus a force of revolt (emphasis in original). The Cue for Passion: Grief and its Political Uses. Cambridge: Harvard 
UP, 2000. p. 2. See also Gail Holst-Warhaft, Dangerous Voices: Women's Laments and Greek Literature. 
Routledge: London, 2002.  
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to position this analysis in terms of movement, of the affective networks of loss and 

mourning as a network of relations. Rather than present a linear, teleological response to 

loss, the texts offer cyclicity (for example, the final departure in Persepolis, the arrival of a 

new migrant in The Arrival), or merely a glimpse of something consolatory at the 

conclusion of the narratives in both Lucy and The Shadow Lines. For example, in Lucy the 

narrative concludes with a wash of tears running over the page, while in Ghosh’s novel, 

the narrator catches only ‘a glimpse of the ultimate redemptive mystery’ (252). 

 

TTHE SHADOW LINES 

The first chapter on The Shadow Lines by Amitav Ghosh is concerned with the 

permutations of remembrance that surround traumatic loss, in the fist instance, of the 

narrator’s second uncle Tridib. The narrator’s refusal to forget details from the past is 

striking in its loyalty to the losses of the past, including his beloved Tridib. The latter’s 

absence haunts the structure of the novel, and from the narrator’s perspective, events and 

memories are organised around this particular absence. In this sense, the narrator’s 

embeddedness in the past illustrates the social and political productivities that the 

mobilisation of grief enables, a process that is inherently fractured by the event of loss 

itself. For the narrator, ‘recovery’ from loss is marked by the impossibility attached to 

‘recovering’ Tridib. This impossibility, moreover, disturbs individual agency because it 

complicates the cohesion of the self as it is refracted through loyalty to the lost other. The 

narrator’s insistence on ‘not forgetting’ in The Shadow Lines reflects this counter-memorial 

and melancholic impulse.  

 

LUCY 

Lucy opens with Lucy’s arrival in the United States from Antigua. Her role as an au pair 

installs her in the Oedipal drama of her employers, Mariah and Lewis. She forms a 
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significant relationship with the mother of the family, Mariah, whose employment she 

leaves towards the end of the narrative to continue living in the United States. The 

chapter on this text demonstrates that Lucy’s relationship with Mariah allows her to 

painstakingly repeat the breaking of bonds she has experienced with her own mother. By 

exploring Lucy’s place within these ‘maternal triangulations’, to use Roberta Rubenstein’s 

term (Home Matters (2001) 127), the space of her migratory journey provides a new 

dimension within which she explores her relationship with her mother, her ‘homeland’ 

and her developing sexuality. Lucy’s losses are not wholly recuperated through the 

substitute mother figure of Mariah, although her relationship with the latter allows her to 

access some of the pain associated with the loss of her mother. Thus, while her rage 

towards her mother retains its potency, it becomes a richer source of knowledge through 

her interactions with her adoptive family in New York. This modulation in maternal 

resentment animates the novel's thematic disruption of any romantic celebrations of 

immigrant initiative or white liberal benevolence.  

  

 

 

PERSEPOLIS 

As Satrapi has herself stated, the stories in Persepolis are meant particularly for non-Iranian 

readers (“An Interview with Marjane Satrapi”). Her narrative provides alternative images 

of Iran that complicate the dominant associations of Iran with ‘fundamentalism, 

fanaticism, and terrorism’ (PI, np). Accordingly, the visual idiom and the written text 

produce an account of an upper-middle class protagonist—Marji/Marjane—in a vastly 

misunderstood culture. Satrapi’s narrative portrays a traumatised childhood and the 

traumatising effects of both revolution and war on Marjane, her family, and their social 

milieu. Thus, the analysis of Satrapi’s Persepolis will demonstrate that Marjane’s return to 
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Iran from Austria, in fact compounds the losses that she suffers upon her initial departure 

four years previously. The analysis is situated around the return to the origin (itself the site 

of impossibility) and the way that it complicates Marjane’s relation to the losses associated 

with Iran. Soon after her return, Marjane attempts suicide twice, and this act is positioned 

in terms of her depression and her fraught position as a second-hand witness to the 

brutalities of Iranian life in the 1980s. The narrative tone of Persepolis—explanatory, 

assured, humorous—resists nostalgia, whilst still engaging with the past through an 

affectively melancholic register. The brutal events of the narrative are diegetically 

amplified by the shadows and stylised black and white illustrations of the work.  

 

TTHE ARRIVAL 

The final chapter on The Arrival by Shaun Tan brings together the themes of the previous 

chapters through its partial visual abstraction of a migrant’s journey. The Arrival is a 

graphic work, which depicts a migrant’s journey from one unknown place to another. A 

‘silent’ work—in the sense that it is devoid of legible text—the main narrative is 

interspersed with stories with other migrants who have arrived in the new destination. As 

a potential site for empathy and remembrance, the text (as book, album, film, image, 

installation and so on) is fertile ground for exploring the confusion, contradictions and 

complexities of loss and grief. A useful parallel can be drawn between the problematic 

status of the text of The Arrival, and the ways in which historical losses can be negotiated 

through textual narrative in Marianne Hirsch’s description of yizker bikher, or Jewish 

memorial books. In her words:  

 

The memorial books are acts of witness and sites of memory. They are also acts of 

collective mourning ... but they are also sites where subsequent generations can 

find a lost origin, where they can learn about a time and place they will never see. 
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The books form spaces of connections between memory and postmemory. They 

also act as graves for those who had no graves. (“Past Lives” 423) 

 

These books contain historical narratives of life before and after the Nazi genocide, and 

also provide accounts of survivors’ efforts to properly bury their dead. Moreover, in 

creating a vision of community life before the genocide, the narrative is complemented by 

individual and group photographs ‘that evoke life before’ (423). In The Arrival, infused as 

it is in a future-past nostalgia for an imaginary world, the repetition of visual oscillations, 

such as zooms in and out, and the use of mise-en-abyme, approximate the physical play of 

fort/da, as it stages a scopic drive towards ‘the’ origin, along with its expulsion from that 

impossible place. Moreover, the concluding set of frames contains household objects that 

resemble the objects in the establishing set of frames, yet the repetition of this composite 

also establishes how distinct the new items are from their predecessors. 

 

 

The examples of migratory loss in this thesis are not exhaustive, nor are they ranked in 

terms of authenticity or validity. Rather, by recognising that representations of loss are 

conducted within ‘performative conventions’ (Cadava and Spivak “The Politics of 

Mourning”), the analysis demonstrates the variety of performances the permutations of 

melancholic grievance may adopt. In this sense, the analysis is informed by both the work 

of mourning (Freud’s Traurarbiet), as well as Benjamin’s Trauerspiel15—the play of 

mourning (in both its senses), in which mourning is staged respectively as both tragedy 

and comedy. It is within this dynamic relation between loss and creation that this thesis 

locates its consideration of the productivities of loss in literary migrant narratives. Each of 

15 This is the subject of Benjamin’s discussion in The Origin of German Tragic Drama. Trans. John Osborne. 
London: NLB, 1977 [1923-25]. 
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the texts under examination attests to the rich and varied relationship between loss, 

creativity and the literary. The work of this thesis attests to the polyvalent qualities of 

melancholia and its operation in literary narratives of migration. By establishing a dialogue 

between written and visual texts, this thesis brings to light the under-examined interaction 

between these two distinct modes of literary representation. In this way, the thesis extends 

scholarship on loss and mourning by examining the interplay of written and visual 

narratives of migratory loss. The relationality of the terms ‘departure’ and ‘arrival’ makes 

both terms provisional. In turn, provisionality defines the migrant in many ways, as 

subjective identifications and identities are broken down and re-formed in the movements 

of immigration. Maurice Blanchot offers the following meditation on reading in The 

Writing of the Disaster (1986)[1980]: 

 
Reading is anguish, and this is because any text, however important, or amusing, 
or interesting it may be (and the more engaging it seems to be), is empty—at 
bottom it doesn’t exist; you have to cross an abyss, and if you do not jump, you do 
not comprehend. (10) 

 

Blanchot’s diagnosis of the relationship between reading, anguish and meaning correlates 

with the dream with which this introduction commenced in terms of the affective 

significance that the act of reading can generate. Indeed, the title of Blanchot’s work, The 

Writing of the Disaster, finds precedent in Kafka’s letter referred to earlier in this chapter, 

where he states; ‘we need books that affect us like a disaster’.  The primary texts chosen 

for analysis stage difficult questions about what departures and arrivals mean for migrant 

subjectivities, and how these multiple transitions complicate ideas around temporality, 

memory, loss and trauma. They trace precarious, open-ended, yet persistent forms of 

narrative invention across the ‘disaster’ of loss, and invite the reader to engage with their 

own experiences of loss as they confront the themes revealed by the struggles of the 

migrants in these texts.   
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

 

Talismans of the Past: Amitav Ghosh’s TThe Shadow Lines  

 

 

All contemplation can do no more than patiently trace the ambiguity of melancholy in 
ever new contemplations. 

 

Theodor Adorno, Minima Moralia (1974) [1951], 121. 

 

O hours of childhood …/ there we would stand/ within the gap left between world and 
toy/ upon a spot which, from the first beginning/ had been established for a pure 

event. 
 

Rainer Maria Rilke, ‘The Fourth Elegy’ Duino Elegies (1942) [1923], 53. 

 

1. Memories in the Space of the Shadow  

The Shadow Lines is a novel preoccupied with an ethics of memory, a concern with what 

persists in the face of individual and cultural mourning, and what it means to translate 

memory and imperfect knowledge across space and time. The narrator’s oft-repeated 

question ‘how could you forget?’ (19), and its corollary ‘do you remember?’ (220), 

represent his refusal to forget the past, and specifically his second uncle Tridib. The 

novel spans a broad temporal range—from 1939, thirteen years before the narrator is 

born, through the Partition of 1947, the Muslim-Sikh riots in Dhaka of 1964, until the 

‘present’ of the narrator’s recollection of these events many years later, in the 1980s. The 

novel weaves together many stories through the eyes of the novel’s unnamed narrator—

the son of a Bengali family—as he grows from childhood into adulthood. The main 
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narrative threads in the novel include the narrator’s unrequited love for his cousin Ila, 

their family’s history leading up to and following Partition, and their relationship with 

the Price family, an English family who have settled in Calcutta. Most urgently, 

however, the novel performs an investigation into Tridib’s death in the 1964 riots. The 

narrator resuscitates Tridib so that the latter’s present absence defines this investigation, 

and consequently defines the narrator himself. Set in Calcutta, London and Dhaka, the 

novel connects people, places and spaces through the human connections that persist in 

‘the shadow lines’.  

 

The narrator’s refusal to relinquish the past betrays his own desires; he shifts rapidly 

from past to present, and his memories are repeatedly found to have failed in some 

crucial respect. The inaccuracies of his memory draw attention to the construction of 

memories—or narratives for that matter—around the past. Yet far from privileging 

memory as a source of authentic knowledge, Ghosh problematises what it means to 

remember through both official (public) and unofficial (private) regimes. The narrative 

is destabilised, in particular, by the porous boundary in perspective between the narrator 

and Tridib. The narrative fluidity between past and present, and the rapid shifts in 

viewpoint, gradually introduce a deeper ontological uncertainty at the structural level of 

the narrative. In turn, this instability forms the central ethical concern of the novel—

how narratives are stitched together, and which voices are heard, or alternatively, remain 

silent in this process.  

 

The formation and dissolution of ‘others’ takes place in multiple and surprising ways in 

The Shadow Lines. The anguish that frequently accompanies both processes animates 

debates about difference and how alterity is embedded within history. This theme of the 

novel picks up on Edith Wyschogrod’s introductory questions to her work, An Ethics of 
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Remembering (1998): 

 
What is it that must precede the conveying of history? Must there not be the 
declaration of a double passion, an eros for the past and an ardour for the others 
in whose name there is a felt urgency to speak? (xi)1  

 

The phrases ‘eros for the past’ and ‘ardour for the others’ are fundamental concepts 

within The Shadow Lines. Many of the characters find unexpected resonances in unlikely 

counterparts, and alternatively, similarities often break down at the point at which their 

sustenance is most critical. The events around and following Partition provide large-

scale examples of where the other confounds the ‘self’ with its simultaneous 

presentation of difference and sameness. The narrative drive is fuelled by this 

complexity concerning the location and function of the other. In the passage from 

Wyschogrod, the location of the past—as ‘other’ of the present—introduces questions 

about an ethics of remembering, and its intersection with the work of mourning. In The 

Shadow Lines, the past is not over, but is rather continually negotiated through the 

narrator’s interaction with its ghosts. In this sense, it is a melancholic text, after Freud’s 

account. Through the narrativisation of memory, the narrator connects disparate spatio-

temporal nodes through various memory-forms, including family gossip, photographs, 

newspapers, and of course, the respective memories of different characters. Memories 

also constellate the novel with different circuits of desire including sexual desire, the 

desire for alterity, and thwarted desires for nationalism. Thus the narrative flow 

frequently dips from the present of the novel into the past, re-animating the latter 

through successive recollections and memories. These relations produce a narrative that 

is dialogic in structure, where the past and present frequently speak through one 

another, creating a frisson between loss, grief and imagination (Suvir Kaul (1988) 286).  

                                                
1 Alessia Ricciardi makes the related observation in The Ends of Mourning , that without ‘memory’s ethical 
urgency’, we are ‘left with the ability to relate to the past only as spectacle (1). 
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The novel provides an imaginative account about what it means to speak for the absent 

other. This absent other is personified in the character Tridib, in whose name there is 

indeed, in Wyschogrod’s terms, a ‘felt urgency to speak’. The circumstances leading to 

Tridib’s death in a sectarian riot in 1964, and the triptych of trauma-silence-language 

that follows his death, raises questions about what Cadava calls the multiple legacies of 

loss (“The Politics of Mourning” (2004)). Through different narrative fragments, 

including the representation of memories and photographs, Tridib is carved out from 

the space of his physical absence into a vibrant, albeit, spectral figure. It is not until the 

end of the novel that the narrator understands for the first time the events leading to his 

death. Tridib’s death stands not only as a central event in itself, but also as a metonym 

for the trauma of the 1947 Partition, especially to those on the India-Pakistan borders. 

His absence is inextricably bound to questions of how national and post-national 

identities are constructed through difference, and his death captures the complexities of 

grief located at an interstice between private and cultural mourning. Yet, despite his 

physical absence, Tridib figures as the most significant influence on the narrator’s 

‘melancholic ontology’ (Roy Steinhoff Smith (1989)), who repeatedly accesses his 

memories of Tridib to produce his sense of the world.  

 

Tridib was, ‘the only person in [the narrator’s] family who had spent most of his life in 

Calcutta’ (6). The narrator recalls from his childhood that Tridib would attend the street 

corners around Gole Park ‘once or twice a month’, where he was a ‘familiar figure’. 

During this time, Gole Park is on the outskirts of Calcutta and ‘[t]here were only a few 

scattered shacks on Gariahat Road … put up by the earlier refugees from the east’ (8). 

As such, when the narrator tells his school friends that he lives there, they ask him if he 

catches a train every morning into school, ‘as though [he] lived in some far-flung refugee 

camp on the border’ (8). Here, the narrator’s domestic location destabilises his 
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‘bourgeois’ world, by locating his family’s house in a site of relative marginality. The 

spatial dynamic affects Tridib’s subjectivity in the narrator’s eyes: ‘I was a bit unsure of 

the Tridib of the street corners’ (18). In this deterritorialised space, Tridib’s character is 

at once serious and playful, with the ability to ‘hold forth on all kinds of subjects—

Mesopotamian stellae, East European jazz, the habits of arboreal apes, the plays of 

Garcia Lorca, there seemed to be no end to the things he could talk about’ (8-9). In the 

same vein, he offers alternatively helpful, perverse or contrary advice, for example, on 

one occasion he advises an audience member that he should attend an interview with a 

multinational corporation in a dhoti as the company had recently become enamoured of 

nationalism (9). Tridib is thus cast in a Socratic mould in his oration, a wise man playing 

a fool to expose the foibles of his audience. The inability of the spectators to map a 

definitive account of Tridib’s character foreshadows his emphasis on reaching beyond 

political borders as well as beyond social conventions. As Sauvir Kaul suggests, Tridib is 

a character whose ‘imagination and cross-cultural identifications enable him to think 

beyond frontier limits’ (284). The narrator’s own uncertainty about Tridib reflects his 

idealisation of the latter as a king of sorts. Indeed, the ability to think—and feel—across 

frontier limits provides the organisational vitality of the novel, and this desire reveals 

itself in multiple ways.  

 

2. Through the Looking-Glass: Journeys in Desire 

The production of others by means of political, international, economic and social 

forces forms the driving thematic concern of The Shadow Lines. Within the novel, the 

complexities that emerge from the cleft of separation, from the instantiation of 

otherness, are represented through messy and contradictory social, nationalistic, and 

sexual forms of desire. The narrator recalls Tridib’s emphatic insistence on the 

importance of desire:  
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[O]ne could never know anything except through desire, real desire, which was 
not the same thing as greed or lust; a pure, painful and primitive desire, a longing 
for everything that was not in oneself, a torment of the flesh, that carried one 
beyond the limits of one’s mind to other times and other places, and even, if one 
was lucky, to a place where there was no border between oneself and one’s 
image in the mirror. (29) 

 

In Tridib’s conception, desire is positioned as a force that can provide one means of 

reckoning with the by-products of traumatic separations. The narratives of desire that 

constellate the novel provide alternative forms of knowledge, which cannot be 

contained, or permitted, for example, within sanctioned stories of nationhood. As 

Sauvir Kaul observes, the novel ‘describes no sexual or romantic relationship between 

two people who share an obvious identity of nationality, race or cultural experience—

desire originates, and finds its object, across borders’ (271). In this decisive passage in 

which the narrator explains Tridib’s conception of desire, we garner something of 

Tridib’s fundamental psychodynamics, and the mirror operates as an instrument of both 

division and unification, with each relation serving desire in different ways.2 As an 

instrument of division and unification, the mirror gratifies the desire to see oneself 

simultaneously as ‘I’ and as other. As Tridib explains, the relationality of the mirror’s 

reflection and its referent provides a model for a space ‘where there was no border 

between oneself and one’s image’ (29). In this space, the ‘I’ becomes the other, and vice 

versa, and this imaginary permits an exploration around the very conditions of alterity. 

In his version, desire operates as a reparative force, seeking to somehow reintegrate the 

misrecognised self. As Suvir Kaul suggests, ‘Tridib’s yearning, addressed to a time and 

                                                
2 There are a number of articles on the trope of mirrors in The Shadow Lines, most significantly, 
Meenakhshi Mukherjee’s, “Maps and Mirrors: Co-ordinates of Meaning in The Shadow Lines” (1988), but 
also Suvir Kaul’s article, “Separation Anxiety: Growing Up Inter/National in The Shadow Lines” (1988), all 
in Amitav Ghosh The Shadow Lines. Educational Edition. New Delhi: Oxford UP, 1988. See also Nivedita 
Bagchi, “The Process of Validation in Relation to Materiality and Historical Reconstruction in Amitav 
Ghosh’s The Shadow Lines”, Modern Fiction Studies 39.1 (1993): 187-202. 
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space before subcontinental borders, before the historical alienation of culture and self 

… function[s] as critique and as utopian hope’ (284-5). As part of this imaginary, 

Ghosh’s trope of mirrors explores the instantiation of difference, where the reflection 

confirms the knowledge of what has already and always been lost. For example, 

following Partition, Calcutta and Dhaka are officially drawn into an antagonistic 

relationship with one another, yet the narrator notes that the people on the other side of 

the border, East Pakistan (now Bangladesh) had never previously felt themselves split in 

this way before: 

 
[They] had drawn their borders, believing in that pattern, in the enchantment of 
lines, hoping perhaps that once they had etched their borders upon the map, the 
two bits of land would sail away from each other like the shifting tectonic plates 
of the prehistoric Gondwanaland. What had they felt, I wondered, when they 
discovered that ... the simple fact that there had never been a moment in the 
four-thousand-year-old history of that map, when the places we know as Dhaka 
and Calcutta were more closely bound to each other than after they had drawn 
their lines—so closely that I, in Calcutta, had only to look into the mirror to be 
in Dhaka; a moment when each city was the inverted image of the other, locked 
into an irreversible symmetry by the line that was to set us free—our looking-
glass border. (233) 

 

The term ‘looking-glass’ introduces the emergence of the unexpected. In the case of 

Partition, the official boundaries have engendered an unexpected connection, a familial 

intimacy between two countries that are expected to ‘sail away from each other’ 

following this event. The narrator dehistoricises Partition by referring to the ‘four-

thousand-year-old-history’ of the map. He thereby desanctifies the event by locating it 

within an epic scale, in the deep, inhuman time of continental drift. Moreover, phrases 

such as the ‘enchantment of lines’ gesture towards the contingency of grand narratives 

of nationhood. ‘Enchantment of lines’ sounds similar to ‘enchantment of lies’, which is 

what the narrator encounters late in the narrative as he discovers different accounts of a 

single day according to Calcutta and Dhaka newspapers, respectively. Similarly, the 
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phrase ‘the line that was to set us free’ refers to the resolution of complex political and 

social tensions that Partition promised to deliver, yet which would erupt in a different 

mode following the event.  

 

As an instrument of division, the mirror also functions to instantiate difference by 

revealing the façade of sameness, the mirror image. For example, the narrator 

remembers an early family expedition where his grandmother Tha’mma and her sister 

Mayadebi meet, ‘laughing, and talking quickly in that language that none of us could 

understand properly, their old Dhaka dialect.’ He recalls that as he looked up at them, 

they were, ‘smiling with their lips pressed together … in exactly the same way, as though 

there was a mirror between them’ (35). Later, the narrator’s second uncle (and Tridib’s 

brother) Robi, corrects his recollection by explaining, ‘the fact was they hadn’t looked at 

all like each other; they were completely different’ (35). This time, Robi’s statement 

corrects the imagined similarity of the sisters in the narrator’s memory. Yet, the 

narrator’s memory hints at a metaphysical alignment between them, a recollection that 

seems to defy the factual evidence. In these instances, memories act as a caché for the 

narrator’s unfulfilled desires, and their permutations reveal themselves in the form of 

fantasy. Thus, the fantasies attest to the underlying affective content of the scene, such 

as in the meeting between Tha’mma and Mayadebi. This quality of the narrative calls to 

mind an incident Dori Laub describes in his chapter on the vicissitudes of “Bearing 

Witness” (Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in Literature, Psychoanalysis and History (1992)), 

where a survivor of Auschwitz ‘incorrectly’ remembers four chimneys—rather than 

one—blowing up in the camp. As Laub discusses the eye-witness’s testimony with 

several historians, he does not divest her testimony of value because of its inaccuracy, as 

the historians insist upon, but rather, accords this fragile memory—surrounded as it is 

by silence—with especial worth because, ‘she came to testify to the unbelievability, 
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precisely, of what she had eyewitnesses—this bursting open of the very frame of 

Auschwitz’ (62). Laub continues, ‘[k]nowledge in the testimony is … not simply a 

factual given that is reproduced and replicated by the testifier, but a genuine advent, an 

event in its own right’, and it is by listening to the arrival of this new narrative, that the 

event’s historicity is heard in an ‘entirely new dimension’ (62). The shadow lines thus 

also operate as a force-field of desire, skewing memories according to an alternative 

logic of loss, and generating fantasies that traverse and play with the spaces left in its 

wake. 

 

In the novel, many of the journeys of desire take place in the aftermath of familial and 

communal forms of trauma. Judith Butler suggests that while ‘thinking’ itself does not 

cease after a traumatic event, the ontological structure of the thinking act changes ‘after 

such an internal break … and that continuation is founded and structured by that break, 

carries the break with it as the signature of its history’ (“After Loss, What Then?” (2003) 

468). In Butler’s sense, then, the narrative mode of the novel bears the imprint of its 

traumatic history, a history that is constellated by intersections between personal, 

familial and cultural traumas. These traumas constitute the internal break of the 

narrative, and drive its multiple spatio-temporal refractions to offer a fractured 

testimonial of Partition. Nationality is a notion that mystifies the “transnational” 

characters of the novel at one point or another. In this way, along with the evident 

fractures of trauma present in the narrative mode, The Shadow Lines contests the rhetoric 

of nationalism to explore the micro-legacies of Partition in familial, societal and 

transnational contexts. 

 

Despite Tridib’s insistence on imaginative possibilities of desire, the narrative does not 

simply privilege a utopian transnational imaginary that floats untethered to any kind of 
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boundary. Nor are geographic lines discarded as unnecessary. For example, the narrator 

actively sustains his own romance with lines by memorising street names and the co-

ordinates of a London map to flaunt his knowledge of them, or in the childhood game 

of ‘Houses’ he plays with Ila. Consequently, the real dilemma of the novel resides in the 

tension between the need to mark difference and the very fragility of that mark. This is a 

sentiment that can also be discerned in Ghosh’s article about the collapse of the World 

Trade Towers on September 11 2001. In describing the impact of this traumatic event, 

Ghosh accesses the pain of an earlier trauma—the 1947 Partition and its belated 

repetition in the present. Ghosh locates the grief of Partition not within the movement 

of division itself, but rather:  

 
[In] that particular species of pain that comes from the knowledge that the 
oppressor and the oppressed were once brothers. It is this species of pain, 
exactly, that runs so poignantly through the literature that resulted from the 
Partition of the Indian subcontinent in 1947. (“The Greatest Sorrow” (2003) 92) 

 

Throughout the novel there is a dialectic relationship between the topography of maps 

and the way imagination can subvert topography as a deterritorialised event. The 

narrator loves maps as much as he loves using his imagination. While there is tension 

between the visual medium of maps, and the structures of the imagination, they inherit 

qualities from each other, and inflect how each text is ‘read’. For example, when the 

narrator arrives in London, and meets Nick Price, he begins to ‘show off,’ locating 

Solent Road in a relational network against West End Lane, Sumatra Road, and Mill 

Lane (55). He has also memorised page 43, square 2F of the London “AtoZ” and uses 

this internalised map hesitantly, but correctly, to locate the Price’s residence at 44 

Lymington Road (58). Yet in this cartographic exercise, he encounters some difficulties 

in mapping the present space onto his memories of the London Blitz, which he has 

formed second-hand through Tridib’s stories. For example, rather than seeing Tridib’s 
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‘bombed-out Solent Road,’ the narrator encounters an ‘old lady walking her Pekinese’ 

(57). Yet this incompatibility does not erase the past, and the narrator decides that, 

despite the ‘clear testimony’ before his eyes, he sees something ‘truer still’ in Tridib’s 

description of Solent Road made almost two decades earlier in Calcutta (57). Despite 

Tridib’s death fifteen years previously (218), the narrator’s loyalty to his vision means 

that his imagined ‘bombed-out’ Solent Road takes precedence over the immediate visual 

record before him. The narrator’s refusal to privilege the immediate present enables a 

palimpsestic engagement with the past so that it is enfolded into the present. In this 

way, the narrator refuses a teleological consolation of past losses, and rather, holds onto 

the past melancholically, as he visualises it in the same space as the present. 

 

Ghosh utilises the trope of ‘shadow lines’ in different ways, primarily as a signifier of 

difference, and also to connote visual and metaphysical lines of illusion. For example, 

when the narrator meets Nick Price for the first time, he already ‘knows’ Nick in his 

imagination as Ila’s object of desire. Nick is May’s brother, and their grandfather, Lionel 

Tresawsen was a close friend of Ila’s grandfather, Justice Chandrashekhara Datta-

Chaudhuri, which is how the narrator’s extended family and the Price’s became linked. 

As children, Ila introduces the figure of Nick, as she and the narrator play ‘Houses’ 

under the cellar table: ‘Oh he’s big, she said, perching on a foot rest. He’s very big. 

Much bigger than you: much stronger too’ (49). Thus, the narrator and Nick are located 

in direct rivalry, where Nick is reflected as a spectral presence in the narrator’s imagined 

looking glass. The narrator muses that he and Nick grew older together, yet, Nick was 

‘always bigger and better, and in some way more desirable … it was so in Ila’s eyes and 

therefore true’ (50). Seventeen years later, the narrator meets Nick for the first time in 

London at a platform station. As he approaches the latter, he initially perceives that 

Nick is ‘just as [he] had imagined him’, looking ‘very tall and broad’ (54). And yet, as he 
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comes closer, the narrator realises that his vision had in fact ‘been deceived by the 

distorted perspectives of the long, straight lines of the platform’ (55). Here, the 

propensity towards an amplified distortion of Nick’s figure speaks of the narrator’s 

triangulated desire for Ila, interrupted by Nick, who by virtue of being Ila’s object of 

desire was ‘always bigger and better’ than the narrator. Critically, Tridib also occupies 

this larger-than-life position for the narrator, and his ghostly omnipresence yields 

another kind of distortion in the narrator’s melancholy for the past.  

 

Ghosh uses lapses in perspective to signify the surprise, fear, and confusion that locates 

trauma beyond familiar frames of reference. As a schoolboy, the narrator’s everyday 

passage to and from school, acquires terrifying dimensions as it becomes intimately 

inflected with pre-Partition violence. As the narrator boards the school bus, he notes 

‘the emptiness of the streets, the absence of the other boys’ (200), including the notable 

absence of his Muslim friend Montu. In class, the quiet terror of the bus ride begins to 

find expression as the students hear the onset of violent demonstrations. In the 

narrator’s words, ‘[t]here is a uniquely frightening note in the sound of those voices … a 

crescendo of discords which you know, because of the slippery formlessness of the fear 

it creates within you, to be the authentic sound of chaos’ (201). Their teacher dismisses 

the class, ordering that the children return home by bus. In the strained hush of their 

journey, the narrator’s friend Tublu silently points at a rickshaw lying across a ‘narrow 

lane’, and all the boys turn to gawk at the object. As the narrator explains:  

 
There was no reason for us to stare … And yet … there was something about 
the angle at which it had been placed that was eloquent of an intent we could 
not fathom: had it been put there to keep Muslims in or Hindus out? At that 
moment we could read the disarrangement of our universe in the perfectly 
ordinary angle of an abandoned rickshaw’. (203) 
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In the face of the boys’ terror, the presence of the rickshaw becomes uncanny, signalling 

the ‘disarrangement’ of their universe as the streets turn ‘themselves inside out’ (203). 

The narrator and his peers are ejected from the city’s co-ordinates that have until now 

been associated with familiarity and belonging. The violence of the mob reveals the 

tenuous stability of the ‘everyday’, while the city’s spatial co-ordinates remain the same, 

they now produce an inverted affective topography of alienation, threat, and terror. The 

boys encounter a spatial unheimlich, as the violence of the crowd produces an intensely 

defamiliarised city space.  

 

The narrator’s school-bus ride recalls an almost identical journey that Amitav Ghosh 

recounts in his essay, “The Ghosts of Mrs Gandhi” (1995) on the day of Indira 

Gandhi’s assassination in 1984. Leaving Delhi University by bus, Ghosh describes its 

eerie passage past stores that had closed early, the passengers slowly gaining a 

preternatural sense of the mass violence they were approaching. Soon an enraged throng 

of young men stop the bus to look for Sikhs on board, whom the other passengers 

protect, and continuing its journey, the bus finds its way into scenes of brutal violence. 

Describing the impact of Mrs Gandhi’s death—of whom, Ghosh reminds us, he was 

not an uncritical admirer—he writes, ‘it was not grief I felt at that moment. Rather it 

was a sense of something coming loose, of a mooring untied somewhere within’ (189). 

Ghosh seems to locate this sense of cataclysm, of becoming unmoored within the 

carnage that followed Indira Ghandi’s death—a repetition of the carnage that 

accompanied Partition  

 
Like many other members of my generation, I grew up believing that mass 
slaughter of the kind that accompanied the Partition of India and Pakistan, in 
1947, could never happen again. But that morning in the city of Delhi, the 
violence had reached the same level of intensity. (189) 
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The repetition is accompanied by acute disbelief, its intensity overthrowing the fragile 

co-ordinates of social order. In a later article, Ghosh writes about the ‘unsung death of 

teleology’, stating that it ‘“is not the fall of the minaret but the loss of the map that is the 

true catastrophe: it is this loss that evokes the words, “Nothing will remain, everything’s 

finished”’ (italics in original, “The Greatest Sorrow” 94). Ghosh’s elegiac words quote the 

last line of the Kashmiri poet Agha Shahid Ali’s poem, ‘The Country without a Post 

Office’. The reader can discern the similarly traumatising effect of the ‘loss of the map’ 

in the upheaval faced by the narrator and his peers as the recognisable becomes alien. 

He explains:  

 
It is this [fear] … that sets apart the … subcontinent from the rest of the world 
… it is the special quality of loneliness that grows out of the fear of the war 
between oneself and one’s image in the mirror (204).  

 

Here, a terrifying other emerges from the seemingly bounded self. In Strangers to 

Ourselves, Julia Kristeva uses the language of spectrality to describe ‘the projective 

apparition of the other at the heart of what we persist in maintaining as a proper, solid 

“us”’ (192). In The Shadow Lines, the ‘projective apparition’ adopts different guises; for 

the narrator, his others include Ila, Nick and Tridib. More generally, the characters are 

forced to confront the ‘disturbing otherness’ that they each house, against the ‘epistemic 

upheaval’ of Partition (“The Greatest Sorrow” 98), an event that produces an apparition 

en masse in the form of new nations. 

 

The radical intimacy of the estranged other is represented in an episode many years later 

involving Tridib’s older brother Robi, who worked as a policeman in Calcutta. While in 

London with the narrator and Ila, Robi recalls finding an anonymous note in the lead up 

to Partition: ‘We’re going to get you, nothing personal, we have to kill you for our 

freedom’ (246-7). In disbelief, Robi remembers the unexpected similitude between his 
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own sentiments, and the written message of the note, that in facing death at the hands 

of a nameless other, it seemed as though he was reading his own speech, ‘transcribed on 

a mirror’ (247). Robi’s memory of the note leads him to recall a nightmare that has 

repeatedly haunted him since Tridib’s death. The uncanny figure of the rickshaw 

appears in another incarnation in Robi’s dream, that he used to have ‘once a week’ 

during his youth, but which has diminished in frequency so that now he is haunted by 

the dream only ‘twice a year’ (243). The dream recasts the events leading to Tridib’s 

death, including the task of moving their grand-uncle Jethamoshai, in nightmarish 

vibrancy. In the dream, spatial relations fluctuate as the sequence of events reaches its 

climax. For example, the rickshaw grows ‘like a gigantic anthill … its sides seething with 

hundreds of little men’, and May remains just out of Robi’s grasp, ‘tiny’ and ‘shrunken’. 

It is at this moment that Robi tries to rescue Tridib but cannot reach him, at which 

moment he awakes, ‘gagging, trying to scream’ (246). The disturbance of linearity in this 

dream accesses the shocking violence of this event, and the loss of perspective retrieves 

the overwhelming psychic impact of the riot’s devastating effect. Moreover, the 

repetition of his dream over more than a decade signifies the Robi’s belated attempts to 

make sense of the catastrophic events that led to Tridib’s death.  

 

In contradistinction to Tridib and the narrator, Ila focuses on points of sameness during 

her family’s extensive transnational travels and the narrator imagines her, ‘alighting on 

these daydream names—Addis Ababa, Algiers, Brisbane—and running around the 

airport to look for the Ladies, not because she wanted to go, but because those were the 

only fixed points in the shifting landscapes of her childhood’ (20). For Ila, the ‘current 

was the real’ (30) and the narrator ‘could never persuade her that a place does not 

merely exist’:  
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… that it has to be invented in one’s imagination; that her practical, bustling 
London was no less invented than mine, neither more nor less true, only very far 
apart … as Tridib often said of her, the inventions she lived in moved with her, 
so that although she had lived in many places, she had never travelled at all. (21) 

 

This passage is reminiscent of Benedict Anderson’s notion of ‘imagined communities’, 

wherein the members of a nation are tenuously linked to each other through the popular 

imaginary of the nation itself and the media that help to construct this connection 

(Imagined Communities (2006)[1983] 224). In Ila’s case, her relationships to different places 

are constituted through their ‘sameness’ so that they ‘moved with her’. However, 

contrary to the narrator’s assumption, Ila does not lack imagination, and this is evident 

at times; for example, when the narrator presents her with a wedding gift, she responds, 

‘[l]et me guess—it’s a miniature tiepin studded with diamonds; or no, it’s a gold plate for 

feeding pet ants; or yes, I know, it’s a thimble for a baby’s little finger….’ (155). Ila also 

constructs fantasies as a schoolgirl which she describes to the narrator, inventing friends 

and boyfriends from pictures of her peers in her various ‘Yearbooks of the International 

Schools’. Notwithstanding her reports of a glamorous jet-setting lifestyle, her reality is 

more painful; in one Yearbook, the narrator spies a photograph of Ila ‘standing a little 

apart, unsmiling’, and soon after notices that the page has been torn out (23). Ila’s 

imagination is particularly evident in the form of fantasies fuelled by the pain of 

bullying, exclusion and racism at her school in London. A poignant episode involves an 

outburst from Ila which the narrator later understands in relation to her distress at 

school. In a scene where the narrator and Ila play ‘Houses’ under the table in the Ila’s 

grandfather’s cellar in Calcutta, the narrator asks Ila why she insists on playing ‘Houses’ 

in the cellar, rather than in the drawing room or the garden. Ila replies, ‘[y]ou can’t play 

Houses out in the garden … It has to be somewhere dark and secret’ (70). They draw a 

‘chequerboard of lines’ on the dust that coats the cellar floor, but soon the rules of their 

game fall into disarray. There is something about the lines they have drawn that disturbs 
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the narrator, and he insists that their House must have a veranda to be ‘real’, to which 

Ila responds, “[w]hat shall we do with a veranda?” (70), explaining that they must keep 

room for their baby, Magda—who is, in fact, Ila’s doll.3 The narrator asks Ila, “[w]hy 

should a doll need a room?” and she retorts, “[t]his is the real Magda—our baby. A 

house has to have a baby … She has nice golden hair … She has blue eyes and she goes 

to school every day” (71). Ila’s story about Magda is interspersed with details from her 

own childhood. Despite Ila’s consternation, the narrator leans over her house rubs away 

a line and draws another in its place (71). Ila stares at him ‘aghast’ and the narrator 

observes that she is ‘close to tears’ (71). As the physical lines of their house are 

disturbed, the boundaries of their game also modulate to incorporate other fantasies. 

Magda is Ila’s doll and is almost the same size as Ila, with ‘pink cheeks and snow-white 

arms, bright gold hair, and blue eyes’ (71). The transition from reality (Magda as doll) to 

fantasy (Magda as their baby, Ila as Magda) takes place as Ila circumscribes the rules of 

their game. Ila explains that there is no room for a veranda because they need a room 

for Magda, who is old enough to go to school. After Magda arrives ‘home’ from 

‘school’, Ila explains to the narrator the events that have taken place there. While at 

school, most of the other children admire Magda’s clothes, shiny hair and ‘deep blue 

eyes’ (73), one ‘ugly’ girl, Denise, inexplicably bullies Magda. Tensions between them 

escalate after Magda corrects Denise’s spelling on the blackboard, and the teacher says 

to Denise, ‘you ought to take English lessons from her [Magda], even though it’s your 

own language, not hers’ (italics in original, 74). Denise continues to torment Magda on 

the way home from school, calling her ‘[b]loody wog, nig nog’. Ila’s story reaches its 

zenith as Denise punches Magda, only to be pulled away by the hero-figure of Nick 

                                                
3 Meenakshi Mukherjee suggests that Ila’s confusion around the purpose of a veranda might be attributed 
to her upbringing in a succession of different places, so that, ‘unlike the narrator, she does not need 
architectural spaces that connect her with the outside world ensuring at the same time the privacy of 
interiority’ (262). Tanya Dalziell has also argued that the veranda can be read in terms of colonial history, 
‘as a site from which women may observe the so-called public sphere where they are understood 
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Price. As Ila finishes her story, she ‘unaccountably bursts into tears’ (75). Here, the 

narrative jumps three years hence, where, after the narrator describes this story to May, 

she gently informs him that contrary to Ila’s fantasy, Nick in fact avoided her after 

school, leaving her to the mercy of bullying. This leaves the narrator speechless as he 

imagines Ila walking home alone because, ‘Nick Price was ashamed to be seen by his 

friends, walking home with an Indian’ (76). Ila’s fantasy about Nick as hero also defers 

the painful reality of his actions, just as her construction of the Magda story allows her 

to speak obliquely but clearly about her torment at the hands of a bully.  

 

Along with fantasy, another aspect of storytelling is its function as a safeguard against 

loss, a facet which is expressed in the re-telling of narratives. In Tridib and May Price’s 

relationship, the transmission of desire across borders finds one of its most poignant 

examples. Tridib and May begin their acquaintance through letters, starting when Tridib 

was twenty-seven (in Calcutta) and May, nineteen years old (in London) (17). Tridib 

recounts the story of Tristan und Isolde to the narrator and Ila as children. In turn, Tridib 

was told the story as a nine-year-old, by Snipe, a close friend of May’s grandfather (182). 

In Tridib’s re-telling of the story, he explains to the narrator and Ila:  

 
It was an old story, the best story in Europe, Snipe said, told when Europe was a 
better place, a place without borders and countries … it was the story of a hero 
called Tristan, a very sad story, about a man without a country, who fell in love 
with a woman-across-the-seas. (186) 

 

Tridib himself hears this story under the heavy bombing of the London Blitz, and as a 

‘very sad story’ the legend also embeds his attenuated relationship with May within the 

story itself.4 Indeed, Tridib’s recount acquires especial pathos as the reader learn that, ‘it 

                                                                                                                                     
historically to be excluded’. “Beyond the Verandah: Elizabeth Jolley’s The Orchard Thieves and Drusilla 
Modjeska’s The Orchard” (1997), 38. 
4 For a fascinating discussion of Wagner’s opera Tristan und Isolde see Linda Hutcheon and Michael 
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was the last story Tridib ever told [the narrator]’ before he died (186). Tridib-as-Tristan 

occupies a tragi-romantic role as a visionary ‘without a country’, and the story acquires 

an incantatory, melancholic quality through its repetition. Moreover, the story takes 

place ‘everywhere’, originating from a time when Europe was a place ‘without borders 

and countries’ (186). Years later, as the narrator re-visits the same cellar with Ila, she 

tells him of Nick’s infidelity following their marriage, and he sees the story re-emerge 

amongst the ghosts that surround them in the cellar, ‘of Snipe, telling it to Tridib, of 

Tridib telling it to Ila and me … I see myself, three years later … leading [May] into that 

underground room’ (185-6). The repetition of the story thus unites a disparate set of 

temporalities and settings, bringing the ghosts of the past into the present. Later still, 

when the narrator visits May in London, she looks at him in the mirror before 

recounting the first time that she and Tridib were alone together: ‘[a]ll I remember, she 

said, is him saying—you’re my love, my own, my love-across-the seas; what do I have to 

do to keep you with me? But it’s just a whisper’ (175). May’s recollection maintains 

Tridib as a ghostly presence, who is joined by other spectres of the past.  

 

In “Fors: the Anglish Words of Nicolas Abraham and Maria Torok” 1986 [1976], 

Derrida explores some common associations with the concepts of incorporation and 

introjection, as considered by Freud, Ferenczi, Melanie Klein, as well as Nicolas 

Abraham and Maria Torok. The work of these analysts suggests that while 

incorporation involves an unconscious absorption of the lost object into the griever’s 

psyche, thereby bringing about a melancholic attachment with the object, the process of 

introjection complicates the work of mourning, where the lost object is gradually 

internalised through a conscious labour of grief. Derrida analyses the position often 

adopted by the mourner, where, ‘[f]aced with the impotence of the process of 

                                                                                                                                     
Hutcheon. “Death Drive: Eros and Thanatos in Wagner’s ‘Tristan und Isolde.” Cambridge Opera Journal 1.3 
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introjection (gradual, slow, laborious, mediated, effective), incorporation is the only 

choice: fantasmatic, unmediated, instantaneous, magical, sometimes hallucinatory’ (xvi). 

He goes on to suggest that one of the exchanges that takes place within the 

incorporative process is ‘a kind of theft to reappropriate the pleasure object’ where the 

loss of the object is rejected and where desire for the object is maintained yet excluded 

from introjection (xvii). Implicit in Derrida’s discussion, as with other conversations 

about mourning, is the question of responsibility towards the other. Recent discussions 

about melancholia have sought to reappropriate the melancholic position as an ethical 

refusal to relinquish loss, particularly in relation to those losses that are not afforded a 

public space for commemoration. Yet, according to Derrida, the melancholic goal of 

reappropriating the lost object often remains unsuccessful, as ‘the more the self keeps 

the foreign element as a foreigner inside itself, the more it excludes it’ (xvii). This 

entombment of the lost object seals off the loss from any kind of productive 

mobilisation, thereby calling into question the success—as well as the ethics—of 

melancholic misery. The stasis that the melancholic position might produce, also forces 

an acknowledgement of the limits of loss; that the lost object remains lost, regardless of 

how it is approached through grief. In The Shadow Lines, the narrator traces his pain 

around Tridib’s death by inventing, narrativising and re-narrativising memories. 

Crucially, however, Tridib’s gift of imagination to the narrator means that the latter 

produces his own versions of the past, rather than remaining entirely faithful to Tridib’s 

versions. Consequently, the reader can discern elements of introjection in the way that 

the narrator recasts the past anew in the present. The narrator is Tridib’s double, and he 

refuses to relinquish his hold as a guardian over the other’s memory. The way that the 

narrator has imbibed Tridib’s subject position demonstrates his fidelity to this lost 

object, and this doubling effect is also produced precisely because of Tridib’s absence. 

                                                                                                                                     
(1999), 267-93.  
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For example, in the opening pages of the novel, the narrator believes that he looked like 

Tridib when the latter was eight years old ‘since he had nothing [else] to go on’ (3). He 

continues:  

 
Over the years, although I cannot remember when it happened any more than I 
can remember when I first learnt to tell the time or tie my shoelaces, I have 
come to believe that I was eight too when Tridib first talked to me about [the 
time Tridib travelled to English in 1939]. (3)  

 

As Meenakshi Mukherjee suggests, ‘it is possible to see the narrator’s consciousness as a 

porous space that absorbs other lives and other experiences (260). Kate Mitchell 

describes this notion of the permeability as a form of embodied memory, where, ‘[t]he 

lexicon of spectrality is transferred to the body, which becomes a medium for the 

repetition of the past, its unbidden persistence in the present’ (“Ghostly Memories and 

Embodied Memories” (2008), 94). What Mitchell describes as the ‘lexicon of spectrality’ 

is evident in the dearth of description regarding the narrator’s appearance. Thus, while 

he imagines he resembles Tridib, he also believes he looks like Ila, whom he resembles 

to the extent that it was said during their childhoods ‘that [he] could have been her twin’ 

(31). The spectrality of the narrator’s chameleonic appearance adds another dimension 

to the ‘clamour of voices’ within him, voices from the past, which refuse to stop 

speaking, and shape the narrator’s continued negotiation with the other.  

 

The narrator’s memories are embodied in the way that he perceives the world around 

him. For example, the narrator asks Ila whether she remembers the many stories that 

Tridib told them as children. While Ila has some faint memories of these stories, she 

asks the narrator in surprise, ‘the real question is, how do you remember?’ (19-20). The 

narrator reflects, ‘I tried to tell her, but neither then nor later…did I ever succeed in 

explaining to her that I could not forget because Tridib had given me worlds to travel in 
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and he had given me eyes to see them with’ (20). The narrator’s embodiment of Tridib 

recalls Walter Benjamin’s statement that the purpose of a story is not to ‘convey a 

happening per se,’ but to embed in the story ‘the life of the story-teller in order to pass it 

on as experience to those listening.’ (Work of Art in the Age of its Technical Reproducibility 

(2008)[1936], 611). Indeed, the narrator acts as a device that, with almost sacred regard, 

embodies Tridib’s desires throughout the narrative. The narrator’s attachment to Tridib 

also demonstrates another disruption of linearity; the narrator’s parents are barely 

present throughout the narrative, thereby disrupting the lineal influence of his parents. 

Rather, his primary attachments seem to be towards Tha’mma (his grandmother) and 

Tridib, who stand in for the narrator’s mother and father, respectively. The deviation of 

these relationships from the direct bond between the narrator and his parents, although 

not explored explicitly, suggests another complicated engagement with the past where 

the narrator does not follow the direct lines of immediate descent, but instead searches 

for meaning in his ‘shadow’ mother and father.  

 

3. Mourning the Ghosts of Nationhood and a Crisis of Movement 

The traumata that infuse The Shadow Lines—focused around Tridib’s murder and the 

devastating effects of Partition—engender confusion in the movement between places 

once regarded as ‘origin’ and ‘destination’. One episode in particular, demonstrates this 

crisis of passage and locationality. When Tha’mma talks about her envisaged trip to 

Dhaka, her birthplace, she describes how in the past when she travelled out of her 

native region she “could always come home to Dkhaka” (152), using ‘come’ as if she 

still resides there. Following Partition, Dhaka belongs to East Pakistan, and the city now 

bears the impact of this divide, to render Tha’mma’s birthplace ‘at odds with her 

nationality’ (152). The narrator responds teasingly, “[h]ow could you have ‘come’ home 

to Dhaka? You don’t know the difference between coming and going!” (152). He 



 59 

continues to tease her about this confusion over the years, and the phrase, ‘you don’t 

know the difference between coming and going’, becomes embedded as a family joke, a 

‘part of its secret lore’ (153). Yet, this joke is inscribed with a double function—not only 

as an articulation of a bond (and a testament to the tenacity of those bonds)—but also 

its inversion, as a ‘barb in [a] fence we built to shut ourselves off from others’ (153). In 

this way, Ghosh hints at the utility of language as a technology of union and a means of 

separation. The movement amongst the two is akin to Tha’mma’s confusion about her 

own physical journey between Calcutta and Dhaka. As the narrator contemplates:  

 
The fault wasn’t hers at all: it lay in language. Every language assumes a 
centrality, a fixed and settled point to go away from and come back to, and what 
my grandmother was looking for was a word for a journey which was not a 
coming or a going at all; a journey that was a search for precisely that fixed point 
which permits the proper use of verbs of movement. (153) 

 
This slipperiness of the ‘fixed point’ extends to the placement of people and things in 

different locations. For example, while visiting Tridib in Calcutta, May is horrified to 

discover a colonial statue of Queen Victoria at the Victoria Memorial. The narrator 

notices that May ‘had turned her head, averted her eyes from the statue and the 

building’ (169). With clenched teeth, she exclaims to Tridib, ‘[i]t shouldn’t be here … 

It’s an act of violence. It’s obscene’ (170). May’s horror is inversely reflected in 

Tha’mma’s comments about Ila living in London, while undertaking a B.A. at the 

University College in London. Specifically, Tha’mma tells the narrator, ‘Ila shouldn’t be 

there … She doesn’t belong there,’ and then goes on to emphasise:  

 
It took those people a long time to build that country; hundreds of years … 
Everyone who lives there has earned his right to be there with blood: with their 
brother’s blood and their father’s blood and their son’s blood. They know 
they’re a nation because they’ve drawn their borders with blood. (77-78) 

 

Whilst Tha’mma is positioned as a fierce nationalist, her nationalistic fervour is 
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positioned through the lens of her desire for a ‘shy bearded boy’ in her high school class 

who was arrested for participating in nationalist activities (37). As a young woman, 

Tha’mma was already ‘fascinated’ by the ‘heroism’ of Khudiram Bose and Bagha Jatin, 

Bengali revolutionaries who agitated against British rule (38). Soon after, the boy is ‘tried 

and later deported to the infamous Cellular Gaol in the Andaman Islands’ (38). She 

explains to the narrator that for years afterwards she would lie in bed and think to 

herself, ‘if only she had been working with him, she would have … stood at his side, 

with a pistol in her hands, waiting for that English magistrate.’ Ironically, her emphatic 

statement that she would have killed the magistrate, ‘[i]t was for our freedom: I would 

have done anything to be free’ (38), replicates Ila’s adamant lament years later, as she 

jumps into a taxi, shouting to Robi and the narrator, ‘[d]o you see now why I’ve chosen 

to live in London? Do you see? It’s only because I want to be free’ (88), and also in the 

sentiments of the letter sent to Robi.  Ghosh utilises the similarities in Ila and 

Tha’mma’s phrasing to expose the underlying similarities between their opposed 

ideologies. Both characters have the same imperative of freedom, though this imperative 

is constructed through different scaffolds, one the rhetoric of liberalism, and the other, 

the rhetoric of conservatism. Their unexpectedly identical yearnings for freedom, 

deconstructs the parameters of difference between Ila and Tha’mma and how they 

choose to carve out their respective senses of place and belonging.  

 

Tha’mma’s confidence in the clarity that arrives with the demarcation of borders is 

shaken later in the narrative when she plans to travel to East Pakistan after Partition. 

She wants to know, ‘whether she would be able to see the border between India and 

East Pakistan from the plane … surely there’s something—trenches perhaps, or 

soldiers, or guns pointing at each other, or even just barren strips of land. Don’t they 

call it no-man’s-land?’ (151). The narrator’s father laughs at Tha’mma, explaining, ‘No 
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… if you’re lucky, [you see] some green fields,’ and his response provokes her 

bewildered questions:  

 
But if there aren’t any trenches or anything, how are people to know? I mean, 
where’s the difference then? And if there’s no difference, both sides will be the 
same; it’ll be just like it used to be before, when we used to catch a train in 
Dhaka and get off in Calcutta the next day without anybody stopping us. What 
was it all for then—partition and all the killing and everything—if there isn’t 
something in between? (151) 

 

This passage captures the dissonance between the mythos of Partition and the lack of its 

assured, material signification. As Roland Barthes observes, ‘myth … abolishes the 

complexity of human acts, it gives them the simplicity of essences … [and] … things 

appear to mean something by themselves’ (Mythologies 1973 [1957], 143). It is precisely 

the failure of what Partition was meant to signify that Tha’mma’s questions attempt to 

grasp, as they challenge a popular image of what nationalism and separation entails. 

Towards the end of the narrative, the narrator recounts the events that took place when 

several members of the family, including Tha’mma, Mayadebi, Tridib, and May, 

travelled to post-Partition Dhaka to relocate Tha’mma’s uncle, Jethamoshai, to Calcutta. 

Tha’mma’s anxiety about the delineation of boundaries as an apparent instantiation of 

difference, is reflected in Jethamoshai’s protest at being relocated; ‘I don’t believe in this 

India-Shindia. It’s all very well, you’re going away now, but suppose when you get there 

they decide to draw another line somewhere? What will you do then? Where will you 

move to?’ (215). Indeed, Tha’mma and Jethamoshai are travelling, or are meant to 

travel, in opposite directions; the former from Calcutta to Dhaka, and the latter from 

Dhaka to Calcutta. Yet by unravelling a dialectic process that informs—and threatens to 

subvert—the borders of their respective countries, they reflect the other’s anxieties. 

This mirroring of the officially sanctioned other, against the fractured rhetoric of 

nationhood, is only apparent after Partition. Ghosh borrows from an incident in the 
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newly formed East Pakistan to represent this emulation. In 1963, thousands of Hindus 

were killed after the Pakistani Government fabricated a report claiming that a hair of the 

Prophet Mohammad—the Mu-i-Mubarak—had been stolen from the Hazratbal Mosque 

in Kashmir on the 26 December 1963. The narrator notes that a few days later, the relic 

mysteriously re-appeared in the mosque, and that in the meantime, the Governments of 

India and East Pakistan have traded ‘a series of curiously symmetrical accusations’ (230), 

in response to demonstrative riots in both countries. In this sense, both governments 

were ‘subject to a logic larger than themselves, for the madness of a riot is a pathological 

inversion, but also therefore a reminder, of that indivisible sanity that binds people to 

each other independently of their governments’ (230). Within the violence of the riots 

that took place in India and East Pakistan, with their explicit movement of opposition, 

Ghosh locates a quasi-romantic reassertion of indivisibility between self and other. 

 

Elsewhere in the narrative, Tha’mma tells the narrator about ‘the upside-down house’, a 

story she made up for her sister Mayadebi when they were children, to imagine the half 

of their childhood family home which was eventually partitioned off by their father’s 

brother (125). As a miniature act of partition, the carving of the house into its halves 

stands in a synecdochal relationship with the 1947 Partition anticipating its alienating 

impact. The interplay between invention, narrative and regimes of rhetoric is explicit in 

Tha’mma’s lament; ‘[b]ut now, she said sadly, ruffling my hair, it’s all gone. They’re all 

dead and I have nowhere to invent stories about and nowhere to escape to’ (126). 

Tha’mma’s comment resembles the narrator’s memory of Tridib who explains that, 

‘[e]veryone lives in a story … because stories are all there are to live in, it was just a 

question of which one you chose’ (182). Tha’mma’s and Tridib’s comments reflect one 

another’s, and this demonstrates another strategy of doubling in the novel, in which the 

characters who at first seem most unlike one another (for example, Tha’mma and 
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Tridib, Tha’mma and Ila) articulate thoughts that in fact bear the strongest resemblances 

to one another. Ghosh presents another way in which difference is unhinged through 

the exposure of its precarious relation to similarity. 

 

4. The Erotics of Loss 

On one occasion during the narrator’s childhood, he and his family visit Ila’s 

grandfather’s house for Durga Puja (32). Since Ila is also expected to attend this 

occasion, the narrator awaits her arrival with excitement and anticipation. The strength 

of his desire for her, and the way that it influences the production of his memories of 

this event, is introduced through a sequence where, as an adult, he meets Ila and Robi in 

London. During this meeting, the narrator remembers that when he saw Ila at her 

grandfather’s home, she was wearing clothes of a kind he had not seen previously, 

‘English clothes, a white smock with an appliqué giraffe that had its hooves resting on 

the hem while its neck stretched almost as far up as her chin’ (43). Ila corrects him, 

saying she ‘hadn’t got that one till much later’ (43). At this juncture, the narrative swiftly 

delves back into the past through the narrator’s imagined memory:  

 
But I do remember. I can see her in it. I can still hear the starch that Lizzie-
missy [Ila’s maid] had washed into it, I can see the creases left by her iron, I can 
feel the gauzy texture of the cloth, I can smell the faint milky smell of the baby’s 
talcum powder that Lizzie-missy has poured over her, I can even see the patch 
of white it has left on her neck and the two rivulets of sweat that have wound 
their way through it. (43) 

 

The sensory detail with which the narrator remembers Ila’s outfit eclipses the outfit 

itself; and the reader’s attention is drawn instead to the processes around the image. The 

outfit has been washed and ironed, the narrator can smell that Ila bears the traces of 

talcum powder that she has sweated through in parts. The hyper-real detail in this 

passage inscribes an erotic charge to the narrator’s memory. The absence of the 
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narrator’s desired intimacy with Ila is circumscribed through the memory fragments that 

speak of his longing via the diffused intensity of their detail. As a fragmented recording, 

and as a recording of a fragment, the narrator’s fetishisation of the minute in this 

memory-image functions as an aid to remembering as well as incorrectly remembering 

Ila’s outfit. In his article “Photography and Fetish”, Christian Metz positions fetish as a 

mode of looking that means ‘both loss (symbolic castration) and protection against loss’ 

((1985), 84). Indeed, the narrator’s fetishistic attention to detail means that he does not 

grieve for his unrequited desire for Ila, but rather develops a melancholic attachment to 

this imagined memory (which may be displaced from another occasion). This fixation 

‘protects’ the narrator, to use Metz’s term, from the fact that his yearning for Ila 

languishes unrecognised and unfulfilled. The mode in which the narrator records his 

memory, in extreme ‘close-up’ as it were, bears out Metz’s suggestion that:  

 
The compromise is more or less spectacular according to the person, which 
consists in making the seen retrospectively unseen by a disavowal of the 
perception, and in stopping the look, once and for all, on an object, the fetish—
generally a piece of clothing or underclothing—which was … near, just prior to 
the place of the terrifying absence. (Italics in original 86) 

 

This is the logic of the fetish which itself constitutes a melancholic ‘compromise’ 

through its profusion, an excess of detail around an unattainable ‘object’, in this case, 

Ila.  

 

The narrator’s deferred, and at times, unconscious desire for Ila, also finds expression in 

his fascination for a mole that sits above one of her nipples. While they are playing 

‘Houses’, Ila changes her ‘outfits’. As she undresses, the narrator sees ‘a spot above her 

nipple, a tiny, black bump.’ Although he is puzzled by Ila’s ‘stick-like bones’ and ‘china-

thin ribs,’ he begins to play with the bump and wants to feel it with his tongue (72). Ila 
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pushes him away and their game continues. This memory image of deferred desire also 

contains traces of another memory that the narrator constructs, based on a letter from 

Tridib to May. The letter details a sexual encounter between a man and woman among 

the ruins of a cinema following the Blitz. In particular, Tridib describes the woman’s 

nipples, adding that he ‘longed to reach down and touch them and roll them between 

his fingers’ (142-3). The narrator evinces a similar desire to play and lick Ila’s mole, and 

his memory of the displacement of his attention from Ila’s nipple (which he does not 

mention in this scene) to her mole, is inflected by his memory of the sexual encounter in 

Tridib’s letter. Ila’s mole ‘appears’ several times throughout the narrative as a reminder 

of the narrator’s insistent yet muted desire for her. For example, as an adult, the narrator 

remembers another incident where he watched Ila talk, observing her nipples harden 

against the fabric of her T-shirt, noting again that one of them is ‘dotted with a tiny 

black mole’ (81). Again, it is the mole, rather than the nipple that forms the object of his 

fascination.  

 

The relation between the mole and the nipple is also expressed in another spatial 

relation. Many years later, the narrator frequently walks around London city at night. On 

these jaunts, the narrator notes that he would start humming from the back of his throat 

a tune from an ‘old Hindi film song’ (94). While he has not seen the film, the tune 

haunts him nonetheless, and is saturated with differing affective valences as he hums it 

at various times. As the narrator notes, ‘[a]t times it was a happy, lilting kind of tune’, 

and yet: 

 
[T]here were times when the tune became eerily sombre: I would find myself 
shying away from the patches of shadow on the pavement … On nights like that 
I would pray for the tune to go away, to leave me alone … and then, invariably I 
would hear it again, buzzing softly at the back of my throat. (94) 
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The melody is repeated relentlessly, yet regardless of its tone, the narrator inevitably 

finds himself at the same location at some point during his walk. Every time he arrives 

at this point, he realises, ‘[w]hy, here I am, at Lambeth Bridge. Since I’ve come this far I 

may as well walk to Stockwell and visit Ila’ (94-5). The relation between the bridge and 

Ila’s house mirrors the relation between Ila’s mole, which is located close to, but above 

her nipple. Further, the melancholic song acts as a conduit for the narrator’s silent 

yearning for Ila and his repeated recall of the melody maintains the urgency of his 

desire. His motivation for arriving at Lambeth Bridge is not entirely unconscious, 

although; ‘the part that knew perfectly well why [he] happened to be on Lambeth 

Bridge, would be silent: [he] would not allow [him]self to listen to it’ (95). As he sets 

himself on a course to Ila’s flat, the narrator thinks about ways in which desire might be 

enumerated, particularly in cases of unrequited love, through fetishistic tracings around 

the object of desire. For example, he contemplates why advertisements carefully hint at 

‘the exact price of jewellery’ to be bought for one’s lover, why a girl attempt suicide 

‘exactly nine times’ for her unrequited love, and finally he draws his analysis to his own 

circumstances, questioning why he is driven to ‘count all the yards’ he walks to visit Ila 

(95-6). His reflective answer to this dilemma is, ‘[p]erhaps those miles and yards were 

my own living metaphors, my attempt to claim a share of justice’ (96). A justice he seeks 

in the face of his unfulfilled desire for Ila, and another force behind the way he 

chronicles the past with intense attachment.  

 

While in London, the narrator and Ila join the Price family for a Christmas Eve dinner. 

The two of them spend the night at the Price residence to avoid an oncoming blizzard. 

As they settle into beds that have been set up in the cellar, Ila says, ‘here we are … 

[w]e’re back under our old table, playing houses,’ and the narrator agrees with shaking 

knees and sweating palms (110-1). He watches her changing again, observing, ‘She was 
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in a thin blouse now; I could see the outline of her breasts and even the shadow of the 

mole above her nipple’ (111). His desire is represented obliquely, through the ‘shadow 

of the mole,’ and the underground space of the cellar further locates his desire in the 

realm of the forbidden. Another image from Tridib’s letter finds its way into the erotic 

tension of this scene. Tridib describes that in the ruins of the cinema he saw sweat 

travelling down the man’s thighs, ‘beading the line of dark hair that divided them’ (143). 

Similarly, as the narrator watches Ila change, he observes ‘the slanted grain of the down 

running down her legs’ (111). Eventually, he puts a hand on her shoulder and when she 

turns to face him, for the first time, Ila realises the significance of his distress and she 

exclaims, ‘[y]ou were always the brother I never had … If I’d known, I wouldn’t have 

behaved like this’ (111). It is only after Ila’s recognition of his distress that the narrator 

realises his own distress, that his face is covered in tears. Ila leaves the cellar to talk to 

Nick, and when she fails to return, the narrator despairs, ‘I knew that a part of my life as 

a human being had ceased: that I no longer existed, but as a chronicle’ (112). With this 

scene, the first half of the novel draws to a close; the narrator’s recognition of his 

frustrated desire for Ila is revealed. As a ‘chronicle’, the narrator binds himself into a 

timeless, melancholic state. Indeed, this scene reconfirms an encounter earlier in the 

novel, where the narrator recalls how Ila wrenched him into adulthood by 

‘demonstrating for the first time, and forever, the inequality of our needs’ (112). The 

conjoining of ‘first time’ and ‘forever’ depicts the narrator’s unrequited melancholic 

desire for Ila. Ila eventually marries Nick, and upon leaving their wedding, the narrator 

feels his body tingle:  

 
I could feel the skin, the hair, on my scrotum and my thighs coming alive. It was 
as though a part of my body had discovered, in my drunkenness, a means of 
pricking me on to look for a means of mourning Ila’s marriage. (156) 
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The narrator’s grief produces physical discomfort; the skin and hair around his groin are 

sensitised, intimate and embodied signifiers of re-membering his loss, crystallised in Ila’s 

marriage to Nick. His physical sensations offer the narrator an embodied form of grief 

although his frustration is enacted more problematically later that night. Returning to 

May’s apartment after the wedding, he foists himself on her, ripping her dress in the 

process. After apologising profusely for his behaviour the following day, the narrator 

accompanies May, who is collecting money for a famine relief in Africa, to a train 

station in London (162). At this point, the narrator delves into the past, remembering 

his journey in Calcutta with Tridib, who was meeting May for the first time at the 

Calcutta train station (163).  

 

Much earlier in the narrative, May is represented as a solitary character, living alone in an 

Islington bedsit (16). When the narrator first visits her during a doctoral research trip to 

London, a television switches on automatically as she turns on the lights of the bedsit, 

and she explains that it is to fill the void of her solitude. It is in this space of solitude 

that the narrator encounters a picture of May ‘taken a long time ago’ (17), which she had 

sent Tridib. The narrator insists that this photograph corresponds exactly with May’s 

appearance when she stayed in Calcutta with the narrator’s family. In a corrective 

response, May replies, ‘[n]ot quite exactly… her voice ironically precise; it was taken at 

least a couple of years before that’ (17). Nonetheless, the narrator explains that in his 

memorial landscape, ‘I like to think that Tridib received May’s photograph the day he 

came to Gole Park and told us that made-up story’ (17). The ‘made-up story’ is a story 

that Tridib tells his street-corner audience about the reasons for his absence, which he 

claims was because he was in London. Here, the narrator’s improvisation on his 

memory of May’s photograph is inscribed through his narrativisation, and his story 

weaves the photographic event into a larger framework of significance. Later in the 
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novel, as May reveals more details about her relationship with Tridib, Ghosh employs 

the image of the mirror again, this time as an object through which connections can be 

drawn out. As she looks at the narrator’s reflection in the mirror (while her reflection 

remains unseen), May recalls private memories of Tridib, which she conveys to the 

narrator.  Later she confesses, ‘I don’t know why I’ve told you all this … I’ve never told 

anyone else ever before’ (176). The narrator responds, ‘There was no one else you could 

tell. No one knew Tridib like I did’ (176). Indeed, the narrator’s archival work means 

that he remembers, repeats and creates a considerable store of hyper-detail in the space 

of Tridib’s absence. The sentiment behind his statement ‘[n]o one knew Tridib like I 

did’ is reminiscent of Eduardo Cadava’s observation that the relationality of grief is 

simultaneously constitutive (“makes us who we are”) and dispossesses the mourner, 

because his or her relation to the deceased is singular (“Politics of Mourning”). In other 

words, Tridib’s death has left his trace in the narrator, and the narrative bears witness to 

the ways in which the latter is inhabited by Tridib in certain ways.  

 

5. Photographic Emanations and the Trace of Loss  

Martha Langford suggests that ‘speaking the album is not merely the supplement of 

photographic and textual reading, but the discovery of the album’s ordering principle’ 

(italics in original, “Speaking the Album” in Kuhn and McAllister (2006) 224). Langford 

draws her assertion from her interviews with participants about a photographic album 

donated anonymously to the McCord Museum. Whilst conducting her research, 

Langford was struck by the function of the photographs as mnemonic devices that 

allowed each of the interviewees to produce a reading of the album intermingled with 

stories from their own memories. Langford emphasises the orality of the interviewees’ 

‘conversations’ with the album, and a similar ‘conversational’ quality is evident in The 

Shadow Lines in the narrator’s desire to narrativise the past through photographic images. 
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In doing so, the narrator inscribes his own affective desires as he details particular 

events behind, or leading to, a particular photographic moment. Behind this reanimation 

of the past, the narrator functions as an archivalist, faithfully imagining each 

photographic event as a testament to its being-lost. For example, the narrator describes 

a photograph of Mrs Price, Lionel Tresawsen, Mayadebi and some of their family 

friends. In his description of their conversations, and the minute details of their clothing 

and appearances, the narrator notes that this photograph was one of Tridib’s favourite 

images. While the narrative remains in the narrator’s voice, his voice seems to merge 

with Tridib’s rendition of the story. For example, in the statement, ‘[a] few minutes 

before this picture was taken Tresawsen and Mayadebi spoke to each other for the first 

time’ (65), it is difficult to distinguish whose voice the reader is encountering—the 

narrator’s or Tridib’s. This representation of the photograph corresponds with Cadava’s 

words in another essay on Barthes’ Camera Lucida, where he writes:  

 
It is this ghostly survival—as a metonym for all such survivals—that defines the 
madness of the photograph, since it is there, within the medium of photography, 
that we simultaneously experience the absence of the “observed subject” and the 
fact of its “having-been-there,” the relation between life and death, between 
testimony and its impossibility, between the self and an other, and among the 
past, the present, and the future. (Cadava and Cortes-Rocca (2006) 6) 

 

This tension between the absence of the subject and its ‘having-been-there’ is evident 

within the narrator’s own relationship to Tridib, which continually oscillates between 

past and present. In the novel, Tridib’s memory is thus not annulled but continually 

reinscribed by the narrator through his use of image, narrativisation and spatio-temporal 

collapse.  

 

Part of the mystery of the narrative is that both Tridib and the narrator are enigmatic in 

different ways; whilst Tridib is an endless point of reference for the narrator, the reader 
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only accesses him as an invention of the narrator’s, which remains stuck, much like the 

narrator, in the aftermath of Tridib’s death. Tridib’s impact on the narrator is 

demonstrated to some extent in the way that the latter has internalised what can be 

assumed to be Tridib’s perspective and manner of speech. Textual homage as an kind of 

extended eulogy is touched upon by Gayatri Spivak and Eduardo Cadava in a discussion 

following the death of Jacques Derrida in 2003, where they explore how Derrida’s death 

can be mourned, if it can be mourned at all (“Politics of Mourning” (2004)). Cadava 

observes that in The Work of Mourning (2001), Derrida himself would surrender himself 

to the language of the person he was eulogising, until he hit upon a difference through 

this repeated but new use of language. This modality of sorrow bears particular meaning 

for the ways in which the narrator of The Shadow Lines mourns Tridib, through a 

linguistic mode that seems to replicate what the reader can discern as Tridib’s own. On 

the other hand, while the novel is narrativised by the narrator, he remains nameless and 

faceless, floating between different semblances of appearance.  

 

The link between photography and externalised memory is evident in the novel where 

the narrator adopts photographic language to describe a scene. For example, on one 

occasion when narrator visits Ila in London, she has married Nick Price, but he does 

not see her following the wedding until three months later when she and Nick have 

returned from their honeymoon (178). The narrator asks her to accompany him in 

visiting Mrs Price at Lymington Road. He spies Ila first as she approaches their meeting 

place on the steps of St Martin-in-the-Fields, and the language (similar to what would be 

used to describe a delayed exposure) he uses to describe his meeting with Ila accords 

with Susan Sontag’s proposal that since the advent of photography, there is a tendency 

to ‘attribute to real things the qualities of an image’ (A Susan Sontag Reader (1982) 353). 

The narrator gazes at Trafalgar Square, ‘a look that would be long enough to keep it 
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alive in my mind for years’ (179). As he sits on the steps:  

 
the clouds in the sky parted, as if to my command, and a great, golden shower of 
sunlight poured into the square. The traffic became a blur, a frame for the white 
canvas of the square; for the tourists’ clothes as they sat eating their sandwiches 
and feeding the pigeons at the foot of Nelson’s Column, as they swarmed over 
the great stone lions and danced on the parapets of the fountains. In exultation 
the organ of St Martin-in-the-Fields boomed out the first rising notes of a Bach 
toccata, and at the same moment, I saw her, Ila, picking her way through the 
crowd that had gathered at the steps of the National Gallery. (179)  

 

The narrator inscribes this memory through the language of photography. In his 

melancholic desire for Ila, the narrator seeks to proleptically memorialise this moment 

in a majestic frame. Indeed, the biblical allusions in this passage, such as the parting 

clouds, ‘golden shower of sunlight’, and the ‘exultation’ of the organ allude in no 

uncertain terms to the depths of the narrator’s affective intensity in this moment. 

Elizabeth Edwards refers to the function of the photograph as a form of cultural 

memory, suggesting that the reproductive and repetitive qualities of photography is a 

‘form of externalised memory par excellence, fulfilling the inscriptional and performative 

qualities of memory and cultural habit’ (Kuhn and McAllister 70). In a similar 

observation to Edwards’, albeit written almost one hundred years earlier, Samuel Butler 

emphasises the link between the production of memory and its performance, in Life and 

Habit (1910): ‘[t]he greatest proof of memory is by actual repetition of the performance’ 

(130). Both Edwards and Butler recognise that the repeated performance of memory is 

a critical aspect of its production. The passage above locates the narrator’s ‘memory 

image’ as a photographic image, in accordance with the definition of ‘memory image’ by 

Siegfried Kracauer, where he explains that the memory image is an image that retains 

‘what is given only insofar as [it has] significance’ (The Mass Ornament: Weimar Essays 

(1995) [1963] 50). Similarly in the novel, far from being an independent, objective 

medium of historical representation, photographs are used as a counter-memorial tool 
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to invent memories of the narrative present, such as the narrator does in the scene with 

Ila. In this episode, there is reference to the way that photographic images and memory 

images overlap. For example, against the backdrop, the narrator sees Ila’s face as a ‘dark 

smudge against the shimmering silver [of her collar]’ (179). This smudge, as a failure of 

vision and of memory appears elsewhere as well, such as when the narrator imagines his 

grandmother’s face at the airplane window, ‘like a smudged cameo’ (192). The 

references to smudges also speak back to the narrator’s descriptions of actual 

photographs, such as Tridib’s favourite photograph, which contains a door that the 

narrator describes as ‘no more than a dark smudge’ behind the main subjects of the 

photo (65). As indexical failures within the photographic print, the blotches refer to the 

narrator’s inability to fully revive the past, so that despite his scrutiny and absorption 

within it, the past does not wholly ‘come alive’ through his narrative. 

 

After the narrator meets Ila at St-Martin-in-the-Field, they visit a now-elderly Mrs Price, 

who soon retires to rest. Immediately, the narrator requests that he and Ila visit the 

Price’s cellar; ‘[w]ithout a word, [Ila] crossed the hall’ and they enter the cellar. As they 

sit there, the ‘scattered objects’: 

 
… seemed to lose their definition in the harsh, flat light of the naked bulb; one 
of their dimensions seemed to dissolve, they flattened themselves against the 
walls: the trunks seemed to be hanging like paintings on the walls. Those empty 
corners filled up with remembered forms, with the ghosts who had been handed 
down to me by time: the ghost of the nine-year-old Tridib, sitting on a camp 
bed, just as I was, his small face intent, listening to the bombs: the ghost of 
Snipe … the ghost of the eight-year-old Ila, sitting with me under that vast table 
in Raibajar. They were all around me, we were together at last, not ghosts at all: 
the ghostliness was merely the absence of time and distance—for that is all that 
a ghost is, a presence displaced in time. (181) 

 

In the familiar space of the cellar, while Ila despairs over Nick’s infidelity, the 

‘remembered forms’ take over for the narrator, and as Ila buries her face in his shoulder, 
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‘it is that other eight-year-old Ila—and I, my own other—both of us sitting under that 

table in Raibajar’ (181). In an interview from 2002, Amitav Ghosh explained that his aim 

in The Shadow Lines was to ‘collapse space’ in the novel’s narrative structure (“An 

Interview with Amitav Ghosh” (2002) 90). The spatial collapse is evident in the extract 

above, along with the corollary of displaced time. This passage, with the final phrases, 

‘merely the absence of time and distance’, and, ‘that is all that a ghost is’, suggests that 

the past is not really past, nor the dead irrecoverably absent any more than the way in 

which their ghosts populate the present. Instead, the narrator holds the ghosts of his 

loved ones—dead and alive—through the force of his imagination.   

 

In The Shadow Lines, the narrator’s borrowed memories allow him to create other 

prosthetic memories. The idea of the photograph as invented memory is demonstrated 

in one scene where the narrator imagines his grandmother’s trip to Dhaka following 

Partition: 

 
I had only her memories to go on, and those put together could only give me a 
faint, sepia-tinted picture of her other arrivals in Dhaka, decades ago: a picture in 
which I could see dimly in the middle distance, a black steam engine, puffing 
smoke, and a long line of carriages. (193) 

 

The narrator thus uses an archive of memories, inherited from his grandmother in this 

example, to create a prosthetic memory. Elsewhere, Sontag notes that the camera 

simultaneously performs two functions in relation to what it records, that is, ‘to 

subjectivise reality and to objectify it’ (A Susan Sontag Reader 366). In The Shadow Lines, 

photographs act as transitive records of reality, that is, they are simultaneously subjective 

and objective inventions of memory. As Roland Barthes writes in Camera Lucida, ‘[t]his 

longing to inhabit … is fantasmatic, deriving from a kind of second sight’ (40). Barthes’ 

use of the term ‘fantasmatic’ highlights the role of desire in imagination, and in 
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particular, how it permits the viewer to populate the invented world of the photograph, 

even if only momentarily. Using Barthes’ terminology, it is the narrator’s ‘longing to 

inhabit’ the past and its loss that protects him from forgetting, and yet, it is inevitable 

that his memories are marked by the traces of these successive spatio-temporal 

narratives. The narrator functions as an archivalist, and his immersion into memories of 

the past, means that he also stands—in narrative terms—as an archive. The archive 

stands as a melancholic testament to the past, its textual belly swelling as it records the 

passing of time. In doing so, he is mindful of changes in photographic practices, for 

example, comparing the camera during World War Two, where it was still ‘a public and 

alien eye’ with the present of the narrative, where it ‘pretends to circulate like a friend’ 

capturing its subject in postures of informality (60). Both of these photographic 

conventions are performative, and their respective narrative frameworks present a 

similar dilemma to that produced by different written accounts, such as the newspaper 

reports the narrator sifts through in an attempt locate Tridib’s death.  

 

6. Silence and Melancholy 

In an essay from 2003, Ghosh describes the haunting effect of the 1947 Partition, 

where, ‘far from being primordial, the enmities that have led to the sufferings of the 

present are new and unaccountable; that there was a time once, when neither 

protagonist saw the other as an adversary’ (“The Greatest Sorrow” 92). It is onto the 

trans-national turmoil of this catastrophe that the narrator attempts to map Tridib’s 

death, and his endeavours are largely thwarted through the rhetoric of nationhood. Late 

in the narrative, the narrator struggles to locate Tridib’s death in amongst conflicting 

and contradictory newspaper reports, which are produced within different locations:  

 
[T]here was not the slightest reference … to any trouble in East Pakistan, and 
the barest mention of the events in Kashmir. It was, after all, a Calcutta paper, 
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run by people who believed in the power of distance no less than I did. (227) 
 

The narrator identifies the convenience of the ‘imagined community’ of the nation, and 

his comments reaffirm the difficulty of locating within the semiotic realm that which 

cannot be imagined within the spatial realm. He explains: 

 

I believed in the reality of nations and borders; I believed that across the border 
there existed another reality. The only relationship my vocabulary permitted 
between those separate realities was war or friendship … And things which did 
not fit my vocabulary were merely pushed over the edge into the chasm of 
silence. (219) 

 

As he explains, it is for this reason that he struggles to articulate the events leading to 

Tridib’s death, and the silence around this event is ‘not a presence at all; it is simply a 

gap, a hole, an emptiness in which there are no words’ (218). Yet, this gap is critical to 

producing the narrator’s story, which speak of his unrequited love for Ila as well as 

Tridib’s death. Yasmine Khan picks up on this gap or silence in her discussion about the 

hesitant declarations of the leaders of the different groups of the Partition, explaining 

that on its declaration, the speeches themselves, ‘were oddly flat’, and she further goes 

on to note that amongst all the factional leaders, including the English and Indian Prime 

Ministers, only the Muslim League leader, Mohammed Ali Jinnah, spoke of ‘Pakistan’ as 

a new formation (The Great Partition: The Making of India and Pakistan (2007) 3). In the 

novel, the narrator searches the newspaper archives, and he notes that the two 

governments traded ‘curiously symmetrical accusations’ which soon resolved into 

similarly symmetrical self-congratulatory notes for ‘quelling’ the disturbances (230). In 

her analysis, Khan also notes the similarly of conduct between two seemingly ‘opposite’ 

countries, noting that, ‘[b]oth the Indian and Pakistani states have proved extremely 

adept at papering over these differences and muffling the multiple voices that made up 
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the ‘nationalist’ groundswell in the late 1940s’ (5). The semiotic slippage between the 

word and the world of the text, resembles the link between ‘nation and narration’, most 

clearly expounded by Homi Bhabha in his book by the same name, is evident in what 

the narrator describes as ‘other things’, things that do not fit within the discourse of 

nationhood: 

 
But for these other things we can only use words of description when they 
happen and then fall silent, for to look for words of any other kind would be to 
give them meaning, and that is a risk we cannot take any more than we can 
afford to listen to madness. (228)  

 

The trace of loss is also embedded in material items; for example, the narrator explains 

that the only ‘chink’ in his grandmother’s armour was her ‘secret fondness for jewellery’ 

(233). In particular, ‘there was one piece of jewellery that she had never parted with. It 

was a long, thin gold chain with a tiny ruby pendant. It was so much a part of her that I 

hardly noticed it’ (235). A gift from her husband, she goes ‘to great lengths to hide it’ in 

amongst her clothes and refuses to remove it, even forcing hospital staff to sterilise the 

necklace for an operation rather than take it off. The narrator notices that ‘[i]t smelt 

exactly like her, of soap and starch and powder, but in a sharpened, metallic kind of 

way. It really was a part of her’ (235). And yet, Tha’mma gives her necklace away—an 

extension of her self—one-and-a-half years after her trip to Dhaka. Its removal proves 

to be extremely distressing for her, and re-opens the wound surrounding Tridib’s death. 

After returning home from school, the narrator hears his grandmother listening to her 

radio at high volume, and sees her ‘crouching over the radio, with both her arms around 

it, as though she were waiting for the noise to blow a hole through her’ (237). As the 

narrator asks why she gave her necklace away, she screams at him: ‘I gave it to the fund 

for the war … For your sake; for your freedom … we have to wipe them out.’ She then 

smashes her fist into ‘the glass front of the radio,’ and distractedly comments on her 
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bleeding hand, ‘I mustn’t waste all this blood. I can donate it to the war fund’ (237). The 

narrator is sedated after he screams ‘from the pit of my stomach, holding my head and 

shutting my eyes.’ As he falls asleep his mother explains, ‘[d]on’t worry about Tha’mma 

… She’s never been the same you know, since they killed Tridib over there’ (238). As 

the narrator questions his mother over the word ‘killed,’ he falls asleep under the 

sedative. Soon after, his father tells him that Tridib has died in an accident in Dhaka, 

and asks the narrator to never mention his death to anyone in their family or to his 

peers. The narrator agrees to his father’s request, registering neither shock, nor grief. He 

explains, ‘I did not understand that I would never see him again; my mind was not large 

enough to accommodate so complete an absence’ (239). It is the very completeness of 

Tridib’s absence that consumes the narrator in the years to come.  

 

While their conversation passes without incidence, the narrator in fact maintains his 

promise until ‘fifteen years’ after Tridib’s death. In the concluding pages of the 

narrative, the narrator recalls May questioning why he has never asked her how Tridib 

died, stating ‘I thought it would be the first thing you’d ask’. The narrator responds with 

‘the truth’; ‘that I hadn’t known how to ask, that I simply hadn’t possessed the words; 

that I had not had the courage to breach her silence without a solid bridgehead of words 

(250). This passage carries another resemblance to Ghosh’s essay from 1995, “The 

Ghosts of Mrs. Gandhi”, where he writes, ‘[l]ooking back, I see that the experiences of 

that period were profoundly important to my development as a writer, so much so that 

I have never attempted to write about them until now’ (187). The narrator’s promise to 

his father and his subsequent confusion connects with the mystery of Partition itself.  

The narrator explains:  

 
I do not know where within me, in which corner of the world, this silence lies 
… when we try to speak of events of which we do not know the meaning, we 
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must lose ourselves in the silence that lies in the gap between words and the 
world. (218) 

 

It is within this gap between ‘words and the world’ that the narrator attempts to unearth 

the facts surrounding Tridib’s death. This takes place as he spends hours in a Calcutta 

library, sifting through multiple newspaper broadsheets to find some mention of the riot 

in which Tridib was killed. Tridib’s death is mediated through a piecemeal assortment of 

newspaper reports, a network of half-stories, some of which omit the riots altogether. 

The narrator explains: 

 
So that is why I can only describe at second hand the manner of Tridib’s death: I 
do not have the words to give it meaning. I do not have the words, and I do not 
have the strength to listen. (Italics in original, 228) 

 

The stories around Tridib’s death, not the stories solely about his death of which the 

narrator hears only two—May’s memories and Robi’s nightmare—but more commonly 

the stories that omit his death, can be understood in relation to the vexed public 

rhetoric on the meaning of Partition. Veena Das notes the absence of a public space in 

which communal mourning could take place following the separation of India and 

Pakistan (Critical Events (1994) 192). John Mee also picks up on this absence in his essay 

on The Shadow Lines, remarking that as the narrator attempts to locate the details of 

Tridib’s death in between the pages of the newspapers, he is ‘literally caught in someone 

else’s story, the story of a difference between Hindu and Muslim enshrined in the nation 

states of India and Pakistan’ (“‘The Burthen of the Mystery’: Imagination and 

Difference in The Shadow Lines” (2003) 103). In other words, there is an impasse in the 

transmission between private losses and their commemoration in communal spaces. 

This dilemma is apparent in the narrator’s search; as he sorts through the newspapers he 

encounters the incongruity between what Tridib’s absence has meant for him, and the 
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positivism in the rhetoric surrounding the riots in this public, printed medium. 

 

7. Conclusion 

In the final sequence of the novel, after May recounts her version of events on the day 

of Tridib’s death, she asks the narrator to stay for the night. He recalls: 

 
I stayed, and when we lay in each other’s’ arms quietly, in the night, I could tell 
that she was glad, and I was glad too, and grateful, for the glimpse she had given 
me of a final redemptive mystery. (252) 

 

The phrase, ‘final redemptive mystery’ sits uneasily against the tensions between subject 

and other that the narrative has carefully constructed. This discomfort is also apparent 

in John Mee’s analysis of the novel’s ending, wherein he suggests that the phrase sounds 

like an ‘appeal to a higher master code’ (91). I agree with Mee’s point that Ghosh’s 

terminology stands in contrast to the preceding narrative which has identified 

contingencies inherent to language, desire, imagination and the politics of nationhood—

none of which provide redemptive strategies beyond the turmoil of the narrative. 

Further, Mee imports the influence of Wordsworth’s Tintern Abbey and Romantic 

idealism into his reading of the final passage, suggesting that the word ‘glimpse’, for 

example, is distinctively Wordsworthian (98). Yet, the very ambiguity of the passage—

for example, the multiple ways that the phrase ‘sleeping with’ can be interpreted—

means that it is also difficult for the reader to readily conclude that Ghosh has lapsed 

into romantic transcendentalism. The glimpse that he derives from this interaction with 

May need not be privileged above other fragments of meaning he perceives previously. 

Mee makes the point that, the ‘phenomenology of reading … has been put under 

immense pressure by the chronological and spatial disorientation experienced in reading 

the rest of the novel’ (107). I would suggest that for the narrator, the ‘redemptive 

mystery’ he speaks of has to do with the fact that he is sleeping with May, Tridib’s 
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object of desire, which affords his investigation into Tridib’s death and the fact of his 

absence an embodied dimension which has been missing hitherto.  

 

Earlier in the narrative, the narrator explains that he was never able to successfully 

explain to Ila that: 

 
Tridib had given me worlds to travel in and he had given me eyes to see them 
with: she … could never understand what those hours in Tridib’s room had 
meant to me, a boy who had never been more than a few hundred miles from 
Calcutta. (20) 

 

For the narrator, ‘those hours’ include locating cities and places in Tridib’s ‘tattered old 

Bartholomew’s Atlas’, names that acquire the potency of ‘magical talismans’ through the 

sanctity of this event (20). With his newly acquired knowledge of the circumstances 

leading to Tridib’s death, the narrator performs his own cartographic explorations with 

a compass and Tridib’s atlas. The conditions under which Tridib acquired his atlas, 

which become apparent only later in the novel, also lend gravitas to the talismanic 

qualities of this activity. Tridib is given the Bartholomew’s Atlas for his ninth birthday, 

which fell on 25 September 1940. The occasion of this birthday is particularly significant 

because it takes place during the London Blitz, which began on 7 September, 1940. It is 

on this birthday that their family friend Snipe tells Tridib the ‘proper Middle English’ 

story of Tristan und Isolde, under blackout restrictions and with war-rationed treats 

supplementing the occasion of Tridib’s birthday (183). Tridib’s ‘tattered’ Atlas thereby 

signifies not only the passing of time, but also stands as a testament to survival. 

Moreover, the survival of the Atlas provokes the anguished recognition that its owner, 

Tridib, has indeed perished. The narrator recognises the past as a tenacious presence 

within the present, and his insistence on acknowledging ghosts reveals his melancholic 

bind with the past. This connects with his earlier contemplation, where, in response to 
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Tha’mma and Ila’s respective yearnings ‘to be free’, he wonders: ‘whether it was I that 

was mad because I was happy to be bound: whether I was alone in knowing that I could 

not live without the clamour of the voices within me’ (89). His consternation is 

evocative of what Derrida addresses in his work The Politics of Friendship (1997)[1994], 

which, to paraphrase Spivak, presents a radical ontology of friendship that reframes 

‘madness’ as in fact, acting reasonably (Cadava and Spivak). Derrida writes:  

 
[T]he truth of friendship is a madness of truth, a truth that has nothing to do 
with the wisdom which, throughout the history of philosophy qua the history of 
reason, will have set the tone of this truth - by attempting to have us believe that 
amorous passion was madness, no doubt, but that friendship was the way of 
wisdom and of knowledge, no less than of political justice. (52) 

 

The narrator indeed sustains an ‘amorous passion’ for his lost friend, Tridib—what 

Wyschogrod refers to as an ‘ardour for the past’—which the narrator imagines as a 

madness of sorts because, unlike Tha’mma and Ila, he does not long to be free of the 

past. The phrases, ‘I was happy to be bound’ and ‘I could not live without the clamour 

of the voices within me,’ are pivotal statements within the narrative as they are in 

acknowledgement of the relentless chorus of ‘other’s’ as a constitutive force within the 

narrator’s own subjectivity. He fears that his performance of subjectivity is somehow 

mad, or paradoxically, alienating. Extrapolating this relationship between madness and 

friendship to mourning (and for Derrida, friendships instantiate a kind of proleptic 

mourning because of the singularity of friendships (The Work of Mourning)), it is precisely 

the way that the ‘madness’ of friendship can transgress the performative conventions of 

grief by permitting an unorthodox form of melancholy to emerge. In the novel, this 

melancholy is evident in the narrator’s fixation on minutiae from the past that the other 

characters have forgotten (in the narrativisation of photographs, memories and post-

memories), and conversely, in his inaccurate remembrance of other details that 
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demonstrates his fraught ardour for the past.  

 

The narrator’s loyalty to the past is maintained in the final pages of the novel, where he 

repeats the process of cartographic discovery that Tridib has initiated him into many 

years before. He discovers the unexpected compressions of space that the compass arcs 

reveal, and feels Tridib watching over him as he ‘tries to learn the meaning of distance’ 

(232). In this sense, the gift of imagination functions as a trace of Tridib, a creative 

product that traces the void of his death. Imagination thereby produces one connection 

between the past and present, in the circuitry between desire and loss. This productivity 

of loss enlivens the narrator’s melancholy whereby his desire to remember Tridib 

promotes different forms of creativity through counter-memorial inscriptions of 

memory, imagination, and narrative.  

 

In the next chapter on Jamaica Kincaid’s novel Lucy, the analysis shifts its focus towards 

the traumatic separation between Lucy and her mother, and how Lucy’s grievance at 

this loss is melancholically inscribed through her relationship with Mariah—her 

employer and ‘othermother’. The conversation extends the analysis of loss, memory and 

trauma by focussing upon the imbrication of the domestic within post-colonial and 

migratory contexts. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

 

Ambivalent Bodies: Mourning the Maternal in Jamaica Kincaid’s LLucy 

 

‘My own island, Antigua, is named after a church in Spain … this is an act of 
possession, a way of claiming something. When you name something, you empty it 

out of its past and you give it a new beginning and it’s your beginning.’ 
 

Jamaica Kincaid, Anisfield-Wolf/SAGES Lecture, 2009.  
 

‘Better to reign in hell than to serve in heaven.’ 
 

Milton, Paradise Lost [1667] (Book I, line 263). 
 

 

1. Ambivalence as Recovery of the Past Anew 

Almost every novel in Jamaica Kincaid’s oeuvre can be regarded as an arabesque in 

grief and cultural mourning. Diane Simmons (1994) makes this point: ‘Kincaid’s 

work is about loss, an all but unbearable fall from a paradise partially remembered, 

partially dreamed, a state of wholeness, in which things are unchangeably themselves 

and division is unknown’ (1). Kincaid’s novels, including At the Bottom of the River 

(1984), Annie John (1985), and Lucy (1990), explore fraught relationships between 

mothers and daughters, Antiguan cultural losses under English colonial rule, as well 

as dilemmas arising under post-Independence rule. The intersections between these 

networks produces a complex politics of loss within the realms of the familial and 

postcolonial. Lucy continues where Annie John—Kincaid’s previous novel—ends, 

namely, as Annie John decides to migrate from Antigua to Great Britain. While Lucy 

is set in an wealthy neighbourhood, in an anonymous city in the United States 



 86 

(widely acknowledged as Manhattan, New York), it continues Annie John’s story (set 

in Antigua) through its thematic concerns, particularly regarding what Victoria 

Burrows terms ‘the mother-daughter knot’1. Like Annie John, in Lucy the loss of the 

mother-daughter relationship is simultaneously cemented and negotiated anew 

throughout the length of the narrative, and this theme abuts against questions of 

postcolonial subjectivity in both novels. In an interview, Kincaid explains:  

 

[I]n figuring out the relationship between the girl and her mother, and 
observing the power of the mother, and eventually her waning authority … 
was leading me to a fictional view of the larger relationship between where I 
come from and England. I must have consciously viewed my personal 
relationship as a sort of prototype of the larger, social relationship that I 
witnessed (Birbalsingh (1996) 144). 

 

Lucy explores the complexities of the mother-daughter relationship in a post-

migration setting. Like Tan’s The Arrival, the narrative opens with the central 

protagonist’s entrance into a new place, where the contingencies and challenges of 

migration present themselves with full force. In Lucy, the reader accompanies the 

eponymous character as she arrives in Manhattan to work as an au pair for a white, 

liberal, middle-class couple and their four daughters. As a migrant narrative, Lucy 

further complicates the mother-daughter knot by displacing it from its Antiguan 

origin to the affluent white North American family whom Lucy serves. This 

dislocation means that Lucy continually sifts through her past in understanding her 

present circumstances. As Moira Ferguson remarks, the novel is set in the 1960s, a 

few years before Antigua achieved partial independence from Britain in 1967 

(Jamaica Kincaid (1994), 107). Lucy’s financial and to a limited degree, emotional 

independence towards the end of the novel, stands in a metonymic relationship with 

                                                
1 In her book, Whiteness and Trauma: The Mother-Daughter Knot in the Fiction of Jean Rhys, Jamaica Kincaid,  
and Toni Morrison, Victoria Burrows theorises on the relation between ‘whiteness’ and trauma, drawing  
on scholarship from race and whiteness studies  (New York: Palgrave, 2004).  
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Antigua’s political status, as both nation and character strive towards some form of 

liberation from their pasts.2 The novel contains many of the recurrent motifs in 

contemporary Caribbean women’s literature identified by Helen Scott, such as ‘the 

distinctive subject position of the insider/outsider; consciousness of the material 

roots of women’s oppression; a critique of imperialism past and present … [and] 

complicated nodes of class affiliation and identification’ (Caribbean Women Writers and 

Globalization (2006) 55). Lucy is neither a ‘native’ of Antigua, nor a ‘colonial subject’, 

or again, a ‘migrant’ to New York, to mention only a few descriptors. Instead, she 

modulates painfully between each of these positions. In this, she exemplifies 

Katherine Sugg and Rey Chow’s suggestion that, ‘meta-stories of women’s relations 

to home and homeland, found in both feminism and cultural nationalism, are 

inadequate constructs for the more adversarial and complex affective registers of 

work like Kincaid’s’ ((1996)161). In other words, Lucy embodies a certain 

awkwardness. 

 

As a ‘matrifocal’ novel (Rody (2001) 117), Lucy’s intense affective valences towards 

both women allow her to dramatise her own entry into womanhood. Indeed, Lucy 

stages an oscillation between Caribbean and European mother figures, where neither 

is completely corrupt nor completely satisfactory. Mariah operates as a ‘substitute 

mother figure’, as Diane Simmons notes, yet an important difference between 

Mariah and Lucy’s mother is that Mariah, ‘lacks the omnipotence of these other 

characters, and this lack seems essential to the role Kincaid now needs the 

‘othermother’ to play’ (30). For example, when Lucy tells Mariah about her new 

friend Peggy, Mariah responds empathetically to Lucy’s need for a friend. Lucy 

thinks to herself, ‘[t]his was a way in which Mariah was superior to my mother, for 

                                                
2 Lucy is born on the ‘twenty-fifth of May 1949’ (148), and at the end of the novel is twenty years old. 
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my mother would never come to see that perhaps my needs were more important 

than her wishes’ (63-4). At other points in the narrative Lucy thinks, ‘Mariah 

reminded me more and more of the parts of my mother that I loved’ (59), and 

‘Mariah was like a mother to me, a good mother’ (110). Caroline Rody suggests that 

many Caribbean women’s texts treat ‘the heroine’s mother as a compromised or 

alienated figure, while elevating … other mother figure[s] to the special, honorific 

status of “good” nurturer’ (121). While Lucy’s mother is afforded a partially alienated 

position throughout the narrative, Lucy’s relationship with her ‘othermother’ Mariah, 

is constellated through an ambivalent network of relations, which, in some ways, 

recover her mother from her estrangement. In this way, Mariah acts as a foil for 

Lucy’s mother so that Lucy mobilises her relation to the latter in previously 

unexplored directions. Fundamentally, Lucy’s complex relationship with both women 

means that neither the lost paradise of Antigua, nor the affluent, liberal domain of 

Mariah and her family, retain idealised or utopian qualities. During her employment 

with the family, Lucy witnesses the dissolution of her employers’—Mariah and 

Lewis’—marriage, crystallised in Lewis’ affair with Dinah, a close family friend. As a 

new arrival in their domestic life, Lucy experiences first-hand the conflicting 

emotions that accompany the dissolve of a fundamental bond, such as that between 

her employers. Moreover, she maps some aspects of her affective life along the fault-

lines of Mariah and Lewis’ relationship, using their interpersonal exchanges to replay 

and process the ways in which her personal relations have been configured. The 

bonds that dominate the novel—and inflect Lucy’s other connections—are her 

relationships with her Antiguan mother, and Mariah, her employer and surrogate 

mother. Lucy’s relationship with her mother embeds the past into the present of the 

narrative, and Lucy’s relationship with Mariah triangulates this past anew. 
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Lucy’s losses, whether realised or anticipated, are embedded in the everyday, in the 

specificities of each textual moment. Various scenes vibrate with unresolved conflict 

and the novel offers only partial or fragmentary closure. The lack of finality allows 

the complexities of loss to be sustained throughout the narrative and to reach beyond 

its end. The slipperiness of pinning down the layers that inflect Lucy’s lost objects 

means that the novel is populated by polyphonic inscriptions of loss. In Lucy this 

multi-vocality is constructed through a series of intimate relationships, including 

those between mothers and daughters, female friendships, and romantic 

relationships.  

 

2. Unravelling a Ball of Rage: Deconstructing Colonial Myths  

Lucy provides a fictional narrative within which Kincaid examines the imposition of 

colonialism in Antigua, particularly with regard to its conditioning of gender and 

sexuality. The novel also explores the subtle ways that colonial myths begin to 

unravel in Lucy’s postcolonial context. For example, upon her arrival in New York, 

Mariah and Lewis pick her up from the airport. Immediately, there is evidence of 

decay in the colonial myths that Lucy has grown up with as she observes the physical 

constructions in this new place. Specifically, she remembers that in a recurrent 

daydream she used to have, the physical landmarks now before used to operate as 

‘points of happiness’, where she would ‘imagine [her]self entering and leaving them, 

and just that … would see [her] through a bad feeling [she] did not have a name for’ 

(3). Now she begins to function as an iconoclast; ‘I saw these places, they looked 

ordinary, dirty … it occurred to me that I could not be the only person in the world 

for whom they were a fixture of fantasy’ (4). The word ‘fantasy’ seems to derive 

from Lucy’s ‘bad feeling’ in the previous passage—an unconscious suspicion that 

her day-dreams held her aspirations, as well as the seeds of her discontent. The 



 90 

opening scene of Lucy thus imaginatively articulates the impact of ideology as a 

technology of surface (perpetuating the mythos of the colonial project), and depth 

(through meaning-making). Similarly, in her essay, “On Seeing England for the First 

Time”, Kincaid writes:  

 
[W]e were meant to understand then – that England was to be our source of 
myth and the source from which we got our sense of reality, our sense of 
what was meaningful, our sense of what was meaningless – and much about 
our own lives and much about the very idea of us headed that last list ((1991) 
32).  

 

In other words, myths—in the form of fantasies and day-dreams—store idealised 

images (as surface), which in turn, signify the depth of the colonial ideologies that 

permeate these appearances. The reader can immediately discern the collapse of 

colonial myths in the ‘ordinary’ and ‘dirty’ landmarks that Lucy encounters. In this 

sense, these landmarks function as metonyms for the Janus-faced nature of colonial 

myths as they bisect the colonial subject.  

 

Lucy’s post-migration experiences allow her to increasingly test and reflect on the 

‘realities’ promulgated under the English colonial project and how these intersect 

with other, non-colonial realities. For example, Lucy recalls her own ‘two-facedness’ 

during her school days when, as a ten-year-old, she recites Wordsworth’s poem, 

‘Daffodils’ (although it is not named in the narrative), at a special school assembly. 

She remembers that upon being congratulated for her exemplary reading of the 

poem, she makes a vow to ‘erase’ the poem from her memory. She explains, ‘I was 

then at the height of my two-facedness … outside false, inside true’ (18). In another 

configuration of what it meant to be ‘two-faced’, Kincaid has herself explained that 

while her mother brought her up to be like ‘a little English person’, she could not 
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ultimately inhabit that identity, because the more likely outcome is that ‘would have 

been a servant’ (“Audio Interview with Jamaica Kincaid” (1991)). Kincaid recalls that 

as she reached puberty, she began to express herself in opposition to the 

performative conventions of English-ness with which she had been raised. She 

explains that her mother, ‘suddenly had a young person on her hands who was sort 

of crazy, depressed … the girl I’d been brought up to be didn’t really fit … it was 

awful’ (“Audio Interview with Jamaica Kincaid”). Kincaid’s internalisation of colonial 

mores and the despair of realising the disparity between those values, and the 

political and social realities of her status as an Antiguan female colonial subject, is 

encapsulated in her frank assessment: ‘I would have been a servant’. In the novel, 

Lucy is also aware of her status as a proto-servant: ‘I was a young woman from the 

fringes of the world, and when I left my home I had wrapped around my shoulders 

the mantle of a servant’ (95). This mantle denotes both limit and status; it describes 

Lucy as a colonial subject and like a yoke it binds Lucy to a history of oppression, 

violence and ignorance, one that is perpetuated by the mythos of colonial 

subjectivity.  

 

Lucy’s gender has also determined much of her status along with the painful 

separation from her mother. For example, Lucy recounts such a traumatic break 

following the births of Lucy’s three younger brothers, the first of whom was born 

when she was nine years old: 

 
each time a new child was born, my mother and father announced to each 
other with great seriousness that the new child would go to university in 
England and study to become a doctor or lawyer or someone who would 
occupy an important and influential position in society. I did not mind my 
father saying these things about his sons, his own kind, and leaving me out 
… But my mother knew me well, as well as she knew herself … whenever I 
saw her eyes fill up with tears at the thought of how proud she would be at 
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some deed her sons had accomplished, I felt a sword go through my heart 
for there was no accompanying scenario in which she saw me, her only 
identical offspring, in a remotely similar situation (130). 

 

In this passage, ‘new child’ stands for son, and the traumatising event lies in the 

disparity between Lucy’s treatment compared to that of her brothers by her parents 

and particularly her mother. Lucy articulates this aspect of her anguish through a 

question posed earlier in the narrative: ‘[w]hy did someone not think that I would 

make a good doctor or a good magistrate or a good someone who runs things?’ (92). 

Her torment at this difference, instantiated by her gender, is clear in her recollection 

of the shift in her relationship with her mother after her brothers were born: ‘I then 

began to call her Mrs Judas, and I began to plan a separation from her that even 

then I suspected would never be complete’ (131). There are echoes of this sentiment 

in Kincaid’s statement from an interview, ‘although it hurts to be betrayed by a 

stranger, when you are betrayed by someone close to you, it’s more painful’ 

(Birbalsingh 141). Katherine Sugg and Rey Chow connect Lucy’s ‘incomplete 

separation’ with Freud’s description of melancholia, suggesting that Lucy’s plan, 

‘encapsulates the processes of melancholia and the crucial role of ambivalence in 

those processes’ (165). Moreover, while Lucy ‘plans’ her separation from her 

mother, it is only as her separation is actualised through her migration to the United 

States, that she begins to mobilise some of the elements of this split from her 

mother. The ambivalence that infuses their separation is narrativised through 

memory and affect, and Lucy’s repeated separation through her migration 

paradoxically allows her to recognise the loss of her mother. This tension within 

Lucy’s ambivalent relations with this lost object means that her melancholia is a 

potent source of understanding. This reading ties in with Sugg and Chow’s 

suggestion that ‘Lucy’s ambivalence becomes, therefore, a strategy of trying to 
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maintain a self that is both a product of a particular past (and the colonial and 

patriarchal conditions that constituted it) and one that is liberated from that past’ 

(165). In turn, this understanding of melancholia works in contradistinction to the 

paradox of incorporation that Derrida identifies in “Fors” (1986), whereby ‘the more 

the self keeps the foreign element as a foreigner inside itself, the more it excludes it’ 

(xvii). Instead, Sugg and Chow’s positioning of melancholic affect in Lucy 

emphasises it’s contradictory and productive capacities, qualities that are particularly 

important for the re-creation of migrant subjectivities as questions around 

temporality—what belongs ‘properly’ in the past or present—complicate the 

emerging formations of identity. 

 

Lucy’s ambivalence towards her mother persists in her replacement, Mariah. As she 

explains, ‘[t]he times that I loved Mariah it was because she reminded me of my 

mother. The times that I did not love Mariah it was because she reminded me of my 

mother’ (58). It is within this affective ambivalence in the representation of both 

women that Lucy’s loss of her mother is located. Thus, Lucy’s dilemma is not that 

she must choose between either mother-figure, but that the juxtaposition of the two 

figures causes an unbearable shift in the production of her own subjectivity. This 

shift corresponds symbolically to Klein’s depressive position where the hitherto 

separate figures of the ideal and bad mothers are relocated in the single mother-

figure (Segal (2008)[1973], 68-9). Lucy’s ambivalence towards her mother conveys 

the complexity of holding competing emotional valences; as Lucy thinks, ‘isn’t it so 

that love and hate exists side by side?’ (20) Her ability to hold this affective 

complexity is at one with the step taken into the depressive position, characterised 

by an ambivalent love for the mother-figure (Segal, 126). Caroline Rody explains 

that Lucy’s mother ‘embodies the ambivalence of colonial female identity; she is a 
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figure at once of oppression and of potentially liberating origin’ (127). Lucy herself 

configures the oppressiveness of her relationship with her mother temporally; ‘[a]s 

each day unfolded before me, I could see the sameness in everything; I could see the 

present take a shape—the shape of my past’ (90). This melancholic future-past finds 

another representation in the archive of unopened letters from her mother that Lucy 

stores. While she initially responds to her mother’s first letter, by telling her about 

her adventures, such as taking a ride in an underground train (20), her mother 

responds fearfully to this story in her second letter. As Lucy explains:  

 
[a]fter I read her letter, I was afraid to even put my face outside the door. 
The letter was filled with detail after detail of horrible and vicious things she 
had read or heard about that had taken place on those very same 
underground trains on which I had travelled (21). 

 

Her mother’s warnings threaten the tenuous sense of security Lucy is attempting to 

establish in her new place. At this relatively early juncture in the narrative, Lucy 

carries letters from her family and friends in her brassiere. The letters scorch her 

breasts, and Lucy notes:  

 
[i]t was not from feelings of love and longing that I did this; quite the 
contrary. It was from a feeling of hatred ... isn’t it so that love and hate exists 
side by side? Each letter was a letter from someone I had loved at one time 
without reservation (20).  

 

A little later in the narrative, Lucy recalls, ‘[w]hen I was at an age where I could still 

touch my mother with ease, I used to like to sit in her lap and caress a large scar she 

had on the right side of her face’ (54). Here, touch is associated with Lucy’s intimacy 

with her mother, and the loss of that intimacy reveals its trace in the burning scald of 

the letters. Moreover, there is sensuousness in the way that Lucy caresses her 

mother’s scar, much like the way she carries the letters in her brassiere. The sear of 
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the letters, and their guarded carriage in Lucy’s brassiere, are both traumatic 

inscriptions—signifying the separation between mother and daughter. Brutality 

replaces the sensuality of touch, as the letters brand Lucy with the physical reminder 

of her struggle with her mother. This intimate alienation that characterises the way 

Lucy holds the letters demonstrates her loss, and the way in which the absence of 

love, symbolised positively through touch, now provokes a burning sensation for 

Lucy. This passage also demonstrates Derrida’s reflection in “Fors” on melancholic 

incorporation as a technology of intimate estrangement.  

 

Lucy uses myths from her colonial upbringing to assign particular identities to the 

people around her, using the Biblical name of Judas, for example, to express the 

force of her mother’s duplicity. Despite her feelings, Lucy is unable to confront her 

mother directly about her experience of her betrayal, although the subject is 

broached in the final letter she sends to her mother from New York: ‘I said I 

believed she had betrayed me also, and that I knew it to be true even if I couldn’t 

find a concrete example right then’ (127). Her inability to provide a ‘concrete 

example’ in the letter demonstrates the complex relation between silence and 

articulation, whereby each quality is inflected with the other. As Robyn Fivush 

explains, ‘what is voiced and what is silenced occurs at multiple levels 

simultaneously, including the cultural, individual and situational’ ((2006) 4). In Lucy’s 

case, her written communication to her mother—the only direct form of 

communication that takes place—is shaped by all three factors that Fivush 

identifies. Namely, Lucy’s separation from her mother provides a set of 

circumstances in which she can begin to articulate some of her feelings through the 

form of the letter, whilst other feelings, remain silent—at least for the time being. 
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Sara Ahmed’s taxonomy of affective circuitry posits that emotions occupy the spaces 

between objects rather than residing positively within objects themselves (“Affective 

Economies” (2004) 119). Ahmed suggests that ‘the non-residence of emotions is 

what makes them “binding”’ (119). In other words, under spatial and temporal 

constraints, emotions circulate entirely remote from the objects to which they are 

attached and which means that they can stick to almost any object. Affectively then, 

Lucy experiences a strong sense of betrayal that ‘sticks’ to her mother and her home 

culture. She explains, ‘for ten of my twenty years, half of my life, I had been 

mourning the end of a love affair, perhaps the only true love in my whole life I 

would ever know’ (132). Lucy’s subsequent refusal to open any of her mother’s 

letters after the first, is characterised by an inability to mourn: ‘I knew that if I read 

only one [of the nineteen unopened letters sent by her mother], I would die from 

longing for her’ (90-91). Instead, Lucy contemplates opening the letters and sending 

them back, unread, but burnt at each corner. She explains, ‘[i]t was an act, I had read 

somewhere, of one lover rejecting another, but I could not trust myself to go too 

near them’ (91). By appropriating the symbolic register of romantic ‘lovers’, Lucy 

expresses the pain of her separation from her mother through another facet, and her 

strained refusal to open the letters—‘I would have died if I did nothing; I would have 

died if I did something’ (139)—signifies a melancholic stasis that attests to the force 

of her embattled relationship with her mother. 

 

Ahmed’s idea non-resident emotions is particularly useful for thinking about how 

emotions attendant to loss work as psychic circuits in migrant contexts. Lucy can be 

regarded as a narrative that deconstructs the colonial paradigm, not through a binary 

construction of the subject strictly outside that archetype, but rather one that 

complicates received ideas through their tension both within and without colonial 
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descriptors. Hence the text constructs meaning not solely contingent on received 

cultural ideas of what matters and what does not, but one in which Lucy grapples 

with piecing together her largely disavowed subjectivity. It is during this process that 

Lucy’s rage at her mother, and Antigua as a paradise lost, intertwines. In the 

pantheon of the novels’ drama, Lucy’s mother occupies the role of both God and 

Judas, and this schism represents the intense conflict between Lucy’s love and hatred 

for her mother.  

 

While she refuses to read her mother’s letters, Lucy mourns their relationship 

obliquely through the narrativisation of her memories. For example, early in the 

diegesis, Lucy remembers a story about her mother walking through the forest, 

where, upon being struck in the head by monkeys throwing stones, ‘blood poured 

out of her as if she were not a human being but a goblet with no bottom to it’ (54). 

The metaphor by which Lucy describes her mother, ‘a goblet with no bottom’, calls 

to mind allusions such as the ‘cup of life’, ever flowing with life-giving force, as well 

as menstruation. The image of an unstoppable flow of blood depicts Lucy’s mother 

in the guise of a warrior-god or oracle, a Kali-esque figure who can survive a severe 

head injury. Yet Lucy dismantles this mythology as well by explaining, ‘everyone 

thought … that it was a miracle she survived, though the truth lay in her own 

mother’s skill at dealing with such events’ (54-5). Here, Lucy traces a strong maternal 

lineage by referring to her grandmother’s skill in an emergency, as well as her 

mother’s resilience to injury. In turn, Lucy uses these memories to bolster her own 

spirits and that of her charges as they walk through another set of woods, this time 

near the Great Lakes where they are vacationing with Mariah. By reciting her 

mother’s story to the children, Lucy gains the courage to walk through the woods by 

herself.  She begins to see the beauty of the woods and notes, ‘I had one more thing 
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to add to my expanding world’ (55). Her ‘expanding world’ is one in which she 

begins, hesitantly, to mobilise the loss of her mother, and her Antiguan home. At the 

same time, the force of her memories is particularly significant because they gesture 

to her particular vulnerabilities as a child. While her remembrance of these images 

from her childhood is sourced in a melancholic attitude towards her loss, the act of 

remembrance itself and the retelling of these stories are also the very conditions that 

enable Lucy to generate new bonds and connections. Paradoxically, these conditions 

enact both mourning and melancholy. While Lucy is reliving these memories, she is 

not stuck in an affective stasis, but rather, is able to unravel the associations that 

those maternal memories hold, to change her perspective on the woods from 

something fearful to ‘something beautiful’ (55). By ‘looking awry’ (Žižek (1992)) at 

her relationship with her mother, Lucy uses narrative to reinscribe the content of her 

grief.  

 

3. Inscription, the Act of Naming and Recitation 

As an act of possession, naming and names form an important backbone to the 

narrative of Lucy. Kincaid uses names as a way of signposting a complicated 

engagement with historical and cultural characters. Most of the main characters are 

referred to only by their first names and as Moira Ferguson notes, ‘Kincaid uses no 

patronymic for Lewis and Mariah in a telling reminder of the erasure of African 

names’, whilst observing that this strategy also homogenises the imaginary of ‘the 

family’ (108). This strategy of reversal is one of the main techniques Kincaid employs 

to highlight the way that images become naturalised in the colonial imaginary. For 

example, Lucy remembers that while on her island homeland of Antigua (which itself 

remains unnamed throughout the narrative), she sent letters to a pen pal who lived 

on a neighbouring French island. She recalls that the stamps on her friend’s letters 
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contained the ‘French words for liberty, equality, and fraternity’ whereas on her own 

stamps, there was ‘only the image of a stony-face, sour-mouth woman’ (136). Here, 

the exclusion of the Queen’s name—despite which the image is instantly 

recognisable underscores the pervasiveness of her image, and the de-naturalisation of 

the image reveals its artifice as it stands in a synechdochal relationship with English 

discourses of imperialism. Furthermore, Lucy notes that while she could see her 

friend’s island from her own, their correspondence had to go to the ‘ruler country, 

thousands of miles away, before reaching its destination’ (136). This description 

provides an example of colonial intervention as a technology of distance par excellence. 

In this example, Lucy and her friend’s communication is enabled and intercepted by 

a third party, an act that weakens their transaction by imposing a physical and psychic 

distance on their exchange.  

 

In another example, the reader only learns of Lucy’s full name at the end of the 

narrative, when she inscribes ‘Lucy Josephine Potter’ on the first page of a new diary 

(163). Early in the narrative, Lucy recalls, ‘[w]hen I was quite young and just being 

taught to read, the books I was taught to read from were the Bible, Paradise Lost, and 

some plays by William Shakespeare’ (152). Later, she recalls asking her mother why 

she was named Lucy, to which her mother mutters under her breath, ‘I named you 

after Satan himself. Lucy, short for Lucifer’ (152). Lucy recalls; ‘I went from feeling 

burdened and old and tired to feeling light, new, clean. I was transformed from 

failure to triumph. It was the moment I knew who I was’ (152). She also realises for 

the first time that her own circumstances could be linked to other ‘stories of the 

fallen’ (152). In the context of the novel, then, Lucy’s name depicts her status as 

doubly outcast as a migrant, as well as through her extant separation from her 

mother. Kincaid situates this ‘fall’ as a critical turn in Lucy’s development; ‘I did not 
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grow to like the name Lucy – I would have much preferred to be called Lucifer 

outright – but whenever I saw my name I always reached out to give it a strong 

embrace’ (153). In an interview, Kincaid explains that as a seven-year old, she was 

given the first two chapters of Milton’s Paradise Lost to write out as punishment. 

Specifically, she explains that in the execution of this exercise, she identified very 

strongly with the character of Lucifer, and that that identification is something she 

has never since relinquished (Birbalsingh 143).3 Jana Evans Braziel suggests that by 

embracing her full name, Lucy learns to ‘diabolically delight in her own 

transgressions, despite her mother’s censure or seeming damnation’ (85). Like 

Lucifer, Lucy has fallen from the Edenic paradise of the mother, and her migration 

signifies her second fall, from this troubled origin, a place marked by her mother’s 

betrayal, the inequalities of gender, and one bound to its English colonial legacy. This 

complicates the picture of Antigua as a paradise lost to one that is, in Kincaid’s 

version, lost again. As the author has commented: 

 

It’s not this paradise [Antigua] that’s a big influence on me. It’s not the 
physical Antigua. It’s the paradise of mother in every way: the sort of benign, 
marvellous, innocent moment you have with the great powerful person, who, 
you then realize, won’t let you go. (Birbalsingh 147)  

 

Early in the narrative Lucy notices the way Mariah’s young children adore their 

mother and are happy to ‘see things her way’ (36). Comparing this to her relationship 

with her own mother, Lucy notes:  

 
I already had a mother who loved me, and I had come to see her love as a 
burden ... I had come to feel that my mother’s love for me was designed 
solely to make me into an echo of her; and I didn’t know why, but I felt that 
I would rather be dead than become just an echo of someone. That was not 

                                                
3 For further commentary on Kincaid’s use of the figure of Lucifer in her novel, see the chapter on 
“Kincaid and the Canon: In Dialogue with Paradise Lost and Jane Eyre” in Simmons, 57-72. 
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a figure of speech. (36) 
 

As Braziel suggests, this passage evokes the myth of Narcissus and Echo in Ovid’s 

Metamorphosis (8 AD). In this story, the nymph Echo is condemned by the goddess 

Juno (a mother herself) to merely echo what she hears, thereby preventing Echo 

from using her own voice. While Echo desires Narcissus, she wastes away, leaving 

only her delayed voice, and does not forge her own connection with him or anyone 

else. In Ovid’s story, Echo’s voice is only found ‘[i]n vaults, where still it doubles 

ev’ry sound’ (“Book the Third” line 56). The space of the vault corresponds with 

Derrida’s concept of melancholic incorporation, and in this story, Echo’s voice is 

encrypted, and with that, her ability to speak according to her own volition. Lucy 

herself states that she would rather be dead than an echo of someone, and extends 

the urgency of her statement beyond a ‘figure of speech’, to encompass a more literal 

desire to evade her mother’s hold over her. Braziel observes that, ‘Lucy too feels 

herself diminished (in body and in spirit) by her mother’s all-too-present presence’ 

(85). Her name therefore becomes a way of signifying her antagonism towards a 

mere ‘echo’ of her mother. Thus, by ‘reaching out’ to her name, Lucy delights in how 

it consolidates her ‘fallen’ status by aligning her with the figure of Lucifer, a status 

that in turn, affirms her separation from her mother whom, for Lucy, possesses a 

God-like omnipotence. 

 

The nexus between acts of speech and acts of submission is drawn out in a different 

way later in the narrative, where Lucy remembers her resistance to taking part in a 

routine act of colonial allegiance. She refuses to sing ‘Rule Britannia’ at school and 

thinks, ‘I was not a Briton and … until not too long ago I would have been a slave’ 

(135). Her misdemeanour does not cause a scandal, but something more insidious; 
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‘my choir mistress only wondered if all their efforts to civilize me over the years 

would come to nothing in the end’ (135). Helen Tiffin writes that recitation acts as a 

metonym for ‘the wider processes of colonialist interpellation, in the reproduction, 

at the colonial site, of the locally embodied yet paradoxically disembodied imperial 

“voice,” in a classic act of obedience’ (914). The text bears out this argument, and in 

this example, Lucy’s resistance to speech is equated with a lack of (imperial) civility. 

Paradoxically, her silence resounds throughout the narrative, and is almost always 

something that she imposes on herself. Lucy does not remain completely silent 

because we are given her censored thoughts and not merely her words. For example, 

one night Mariah tells Lucy, ‘I was looking forward to telling you that I have Indian 

blood…But now, I don’t know why, I feel I shouldn’t tell you that. I feel you will 

take it the wrong way’ (ellipsis in original, 40). Lucy thinks wryly, ‘I could swear she 

says it as if she were announcing her possession of a trophy’ (40). Lucy’s use of the 

word ‘trophy’ condemns Mariah’s hesitant celebration of her Indian blood, which is 

safely encased within a white—rather than coloured—body. Lucy’s thoughts expose 

the more sinister reality of what it means to be ‘Indian’: 

 
My grandmother is a Carib Indian … the Indians she came from are all dead 
… one of the museums to which Mariah had taken me devoted a whole 
section to people, all dead, who were more or less related to my 
grandmother. (40)  

 

Thus for Lucy, the ‘whole section’ of the museum functions as a mausoleum, rather 

than a display of non-white ‘others’. Mariah does not make the link between her 

statement and the display, as Lucy does, although she anticipates that her claim to 

Indian heritage may upset Lucy. Both characters are aware, albeit in different ways, 

of what ‘Indian-ness’ can mean, and the gap between their respective understandings 

is what leads to Lucy’s anguished question—which she gives voice to on this 
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occasion—by asking Mariah, ‘[h]ow do you get to be the sort of victor who can 

claim to be the vanquished also?’ (41). In the passage above, Lucy ends her 

statement with reference to her grandmother, rather than drawing the link out to 

include herself. The ambivalence in Lucy’s reluctance to insert herself into the 

connections she is drawing goes hand in hand with Mariah’s act in taking Lucy to the 

museum. In other words, there appears to be confusion around what it means to be 

Indian, particularly in the process of potentially reclaiming an identity from its 

reification (or mummification as it were) as an artefact of colonial imperialism. 

Lucy’s ambivalence can be read as an affective impasse between accepting the pain 

of loss under colonialism—in this case with regard to Indian identity—and the 

burden of regarding herself as a descendent of Antigua’s recent colonial past.  

 

4. Material Modalities of Mourning 

The novel commences with Lucy’s arrival in New York. On her way to Manhattan, 

Lucy explains:  

 
The undergarments that I wore were all new, bought for my journey, and as I 
sat in the car, twisting this way and that to get a good view of the sights 
before me, I was reminded of how uncomfortable the new can make you 
feel. (4) 

 

Here, cloth and affect are consonant, and Lucy’s material discomfort reflects the 

emotional upheaval of her journey. As Nicole Matos writes, in Lucy, ‘the association 

between psychic vulnerability and discomfort with clothing is often so strong as to 

be reciprocal’ (847). The reciprocity in Lucy’s resentment towards her undergarments 

draws attention to the intrusion of something that is foreign to her body, and yet 

which rests intimately against her skin. The next day—Lucy’s first morning in 

Manhattan—cloth is used to denote yet another encounter with the unfamiliar, 
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through a different juxtaposition. Seeing the sunshine outside her window, Lucy 

decides she will wear a colourful dress made of madras cloth, a kind of dress she 

would wear if ‘at home’ (5). However, contrary to her expectation, the weather is 

cold, despite the sunshine, and she thinks, ‘[i]t was all wrong’ (5). This time, it is 

Lucy’s dress, associated with her Antiguan home, that is out of place in her new 

environment, and which marks her displacement as a migrant. Throughout the 

narrative, Kincaid uses cloth—and madras cloth in particular—to set up a network 

of diverse significations that speak of Lucy’s losses. The reference to madras cloth 

further embeds the meaning of cloth within a specifically colonial context. While 

originally made in Madras and other part of South India, madras cloth was adopted 

by the British for mass-production in different ‘colonial markets’ (Buckridge (2004), 

162). Madras cloth was especially used as an inexpensive material for slaves, 

indentured labourers, and peasants in a variety of colonial contexts, including the 

Caribbean colonies. While Lucy is not fixed to any of those positions, she is aware of 

her proximity to all three as slave, indentured labourer and peasant, and her madras-

cloth dress hints at this contiguity.  

 

After returning from the vacation at the Great Lakes, Lucy reflects on the summer 

just past, and decides that contrary to her mother’s wishes, she will not study to 

become a nurse. She remembers that as a child she had been told ‘what a good mind’ 

she had, and this knowledge had ‘allowed [her] to cut quite a figure of authority 

among [her] peers’ (92). Yet, her intelligence is allotted only a limited scope. Her 

mother insists that she become a nurse, a figure Lucy associates with servitude. The 

‘last thing’ her mother says before Lucy leaves Antigua, is, ‘“Oh, I can just see you in 

your nurse’s uniform. I shall be very proud of you”.’ In response, Lucy muses, ‘[a]nd 

I could only guess which nurse’s uniform she meant—the uniform made of cloth or 
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the one made of circumstances’ (93). By resisting her mother’s injunctions and 

expected trajectories through her choices regarding her career and sexuality, Lucy 

begins to define the production of her new subjectivity, generated by her experience 

of migration. 

 

Cloth or clothing is also experienced as a medium or screen, with one side resting 

against the skin, keeping the latter within its boundaries, and its other side facing the 

exterior. In this sense, cloth mediates the connection between the intimate and the 

public, and encapsulates the negotiation between exposure and coverage that 

characterise the relation between the two realms. Soon after choosing the madras 

dress, Lucy laments the futility of her migration:  

 
Oh, I had imagined that with my one swift act—leaving home and coming to 
this new place—I could leave behind me, as if it were an old garment never 
to be worn again, my sad thoughts, my sad feelings, and my discontent. (6-7)  

 

Here, Lucy complicates her relationship with her past; whilst she has imagined her 

past as a garment of mourning, a discrete object that she can discard, she realises it 

cannot be relegated to the past, but endures through its traces in the present. In this 

regard, cloth also functions as a transitional object, a tenacious inter-temporal link 

between past, present and future. This association arises from D. W. Winnicott’s 

work on transitional objects as the first ‘not-me’ thing that infants use to negotiate 

their entry into a world that is differentiated between the infant and his or her 

mother (Playing and Reality (2005), 2). The notion of a transitional object provides a 

useful concept for the mechanism of transition that migrants must also undergo in a 

new environment. Thus, for Lucy, for example, cloth functions at a liminal zone 

between her and the world outside her. Madras cloth in particular, is from her past, 

and her dresses of this material are not thrown away once she arrives in New York, 
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but rather withstands the force of her positive and negative associations between 

herself, her past, and this hitherto unknown place. 

 

For example, there is a central incident that sustains a link in Lucy’s memory between 

puberty, sexuality and the modality of cloth. She recounts how at around the age of 

twelve she was presented with ‘an ugly piece of cloth; it had printed on it a design of 

brown boxes with the word “Pandora” written across each one and a black-haired 

beast emerging from the open lid’ (68). This is the first episode relayed to the reader 

about Lucy’s sexual development and as such, represents a critical moment in her 

femininity and the mother-daughter relationship. Similar to the design imprinted on 

the cloth, Lucy’s sexuality is positioned as a powerful yet dangerous force that needs 

to be contained. Lucy’s memory of the ‘Pandora’s Box’ cloth occurs immediately 

after Lucy remembers that she has forgotten to use contraceptives while sleeping 

with Dinah’s brother Hugh. Upon this realisation, Lucy is instantly reminded of her 

past, ‘filled with confusion and dread’ (67). In her memory, Lucy recalls that with her 

mother’s permission, she had the cloth made into a dress with ‘no sleeves and a 

sweetheart neck’ (68), a design which denotes womanliness. Lucy’s dress carries 

multiple valences as a material object; the pattern of the fabric references internal 

embodied processes as Lucy commences menstruation. Further, it’s womanly cut—

sleeveless and with a sweetheart neckline—marks Lucy’s entrance into adolescence 

and her developing sexuality.  The reader learns that while wearing the dress for the 

first time, she discovers that she is developing pubic hair, which she tries to remove 

by rubbing with a ‘washrag,’ and soon after she begins menstruating. These events 

are, for Lucy, ‘a sign that certain parts of my life could no longer be kept secret from 

my mother, or people in general; anyone could look at me and know things about 

me’ (68). In short, Lucy’s anguish at this juncture is brought on by her thoughts 
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about how she might be constituted through the gaze of (male) others, but also 

through her mother’s intervention as an intimate model of feminine authority.  

 

The ‘Pandora’s Box’ episode signals the beginning of the alienation between mother 

and daughter. In the original iteration of this legend, written by the poet Hesiod in 

Works and Days (8 AD), sexuality is represented as a force to be reckoned with—one 

that needs to be contained within the body as a surrogate Pandora’s box. In this 

episode, Lucy aligns the myth with her developing sexuality, demonstrated through 

the pattern and design of her dress, which she wears as she begins to menstruate. 

Her mother warns Lucy that, ‘finding blood in my underpants might be something 

one day I would get down on my knees and pray for’ (69). While her mother remains 

silent about why Lucy might miss a menstrual cycle, she shows her daughter how to 

prepare a brew ‘to bring on a reluctant period’. The brew is also cast as something 

that will ‘strengthen the womb’ (69-70), and both mother and daughter are complicit 

in maintaining this pretext: 

 

We both knew that a weak womb was not the cause of a missed period ... but 
we presented to each other a face of innocence and politeness and even went 
so far as to curtsy to each other at the end. (70) 

 

The wary manner in which mother and daughter dance around each other, through 

this indirect communication, produces an ominous undertone to their interaction. 

Sugg and Chow suggest that in Lucy, ‘the threat of colonial discourse and the horrors 

of mimicry converge on the sites of Lucy’s struggles with her mother’ (162). It is as 

though these ‘horrors of mimicry’ (Sugg and Chow), which Bhabha locates within an 

ontological failure on the side of the colonisers, finds another expression in 

constituting some of the ambivalence between Lucy and her mother.  
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Kincaid’s use of the word ‘curtsy’ draws attention to how colonial practices are 

imbricated within the everyday, including the domestic and familial realms. Colonial 

mimicry, in Bhabha’s description, functions as self-regulation for the colonial 

subject, and represents the zenith of ideology under a normalised discourse of 

‘common sense’ (Belsey (1980), 2). Colonial subjects are interpellated into its 

ideology not simply through administrative regulations, segregations and divisions of 

labour and capital, but also through mimetic codes that subsist from coloniser to 

colonised, and eventually, amongst the colonised themselves. Here, the two women 

represent two sides of the same coin, namely, how colonisers and their colonised 

evade anxieties of the imperial project—and in this case, around sexual practices—by 

acting, paradoxically, as allies in false civility. As Bhabha suggests, ‘between the civil 

address and its colonial signification … shuttles the signifier of authority in search of 

a strategy of surveillance, subjection and inscription’ (Location of Culture 138). This is 

where the discursive effect of colonial ideology reveals itself, penetrating the inner-

most bonds of familial relations. As a sign of colonial ideology, the curtsy acts as a 

seal of complicity, a knowing wink towards both mother and daughter’s interpellation 

as colonial subjects. As Susan Strehle has noted, ‘[w]omen writers reflect specific 

cultural locations, individual positions inside or outside the land about which they 

write; they also aware of the shadow cast by the Western imperial home and its 

associated values.’ (9). Indeed, in this instance, the curtsy sanctifies the division 

between mother and daughter and acts as a problematic ‘last word’ in their strained 

interaction. This act of mimicry gestures towards the insidiousness of the colonial 

project, its ‘sly civility’ (Location of Culture 93). In the midst of such strategies, the 

exchange between Lucy and her mother represents an instance of ‘ambivalent 

repetition’, to use another phrase from Bhabha (Location of Culture 143). By adopting 
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faces of ‘innocence and politeness,’ and concluding their dance with a curtsy, Lucy 

and her mother engage in an overdetermined exchange that nonetheless acts to 

vouch for an alternative truth—knowledge about how to abort an unwanted 

pregnancy.  

 

Thus, immediately as Lucy enters into womanhood, her relationship with her mother 

begins to falter; the very thing she is becoming thus disappears before her through 

the estrangement of the mother-daughter relationship. In this instance, Lucy’s body 

becomes a site over which different discursive networks are cast. The matrix of 

significations that produce Lucy’s sexuality modulate her subjectivity, by turns an 

obedient colonial daughter dutifully curtsying with her mother, a young woman who 

has just menstruated for the first time, and a woman who learns of her mother’s 

‘recipe’ for an abortive brew. Lucy’s sexuality is bound up with normative discourses 

of female sexuality, particularly discourses involving shame and secrecy. The 

ambivalent dynamic in this scene establishes sexuality as something simultaneously 

dangerous and alluring. For Lucy, the tension between secrecy and condemnation of 

female sexuality reifies the latter, as the contents of Pandora’s Box. Thus the ‘black-

haired beast’ is cathected as her newly haired vagina, the product of these competing 

moral vectors.  

 

Throughout the narrative, Lucy’s memories reveal a traumatic betrayal, concretised 

as her mother’s preferential treatment of her male siblings. These memories, together 

with the Pandora’s Box episode, embeds the rift between Lucy and her mother. This 

passage reveals the converse side of Lucy’s earlier observation that her mother: 

‘should not have had children. She should not have thrown away her intelligence. She 

should not have paid so little attention to mine’ (123). In other words, Lucy’s 



 110

memories also attest to the way that her and her mother’s ambitions have been 

limited by their gender. Lucy’s ambivalence towards her mother is captured in this 

complex of emotions, where disappointment, love, and resentment, provide an 

almost asphyxiating quality to her mother’s influence. Her love and hate towards her 

mother is also represented in a recurrent dream she has of cloth, which returns as 

Mariah and Lewis’ marriage breaks apart:   

 

There was a present for me wrapped up in one of my mother’s beautiful 
madras head-kerchiefs. I did not know what the present itself was, but it was 
something that would make me exceedingly happy; the only trouble was that 
it lay at the bottom of a deep, murky pool, and no matter how much water I 
bailed out I always woke up before I got to the bottom. (87) 

 

Lucy’s mother’s head-kerchief is ‘beautiful’ yet it is the thing that cloaks the 

present—the ‘now’—thereby retaining the mystery of its contents. Here, Kincaid 

uses cloth as a device which simultaneously acts as a shield, barrier, container and 

restraint, to convey the intimate yet suffocating connection between mother and 

daughter. The fact that the present lies at the bottom of ‘a deep, murky pool,’ which 

Lucy cannot reach, gestures towards complex negotiations within the mother-

daughter relationship towards sexual desire, normative gender restrictions, and the 

way that these factors are bound up in legacies of colonial practices. The phrase ‘I 

did not know what the present itself was’, can also be understood as an expression of 

Lucy’s confusion regarding her present circumstances.  

 

The dream episode is inserted amidst Mariah and Lewis’ crumbling marriage, 

suggesting that the latter event invokes an association for Lucy with the dissolution 

of her own relationship with her mother. Moreover, the silence that accompanies the 

disintegration extends the uneasy quiet of the neighbour’s apartment, which alludes 
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to the artifice of ‘civilised’ life. Lucy likens the collapse of Lewis and Mariah’s 

marriage and their family to the fall of the Roman Empire: ‘[a]ll of them, mother 

and father and four children, looked healthy, robust – everything about them solid, 

authentic; but I was looking at ruins, and I knew it right then’ (88). Interestingly, 

Kincaid has used the metaphor of a declining civilization to describe her mother; 

‘[m]y mother is a very, very great woman; but her position, history, success, plus her 

own limitations conspired to keep her where you see her now … I often think of her 

as a civilization now in its decline’ (Birbalsingh 143). Moira Ferguson links the 

reference to the fall of Rome to the decaying imperium which has conditioned 

Lucy’s experience, and against which she defiantly attempts to maintain herself ‘as 

the marginalized servant who is not colonized, who refuses at many levels to mimic 

or participate’ (117). Indeed, her consciousness of colonial ethnocentrism is evident 

in the way that her network of relationships are sensitive to different orders of 

privilege, and thereby destabilise oppositional binaries, such as master/slave, 

coloniser/colonised, along with convenient assumptions about which relationships 

should ‘work’. An example of the latter, is Lucy’s strained relationship with the 

household’s maid, who dislikes Lucy because of the way the latter talks (11). While 

they are both in service to the household, this does not mean that their subjectivities 

are merged, and indeed, Lucy highlights their explicit dislike of each other (11-12). 

 

Lucy’s dream recalls another passage from the novel where Mariah takes Lucy to a 

garden, ‘a place she described as among her favourites in the world’ (28), to show her 

daffodils. She covers Lucy’s eyes with a handkerchief, but then removes it to show 

Lucy the flowers. The contrast between Mariah and Lucy’s mother is evident here in 

terms of symbolic gestures; her mother keeps desire hidden under a shroud, whereas 

Mariah unveils it. Lucy’s dream expresses the impact of her first summer in the 
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United States:  

 
I had come to see the sameness in things that appeared to be different. I had 
experienced moments of great happiness and a desire to imagine my own 
future ... [b]ut was this not what life should be – some ups and down instead 
of a constant dangerous undertow, capable of pulling you under for good? 
(91-92)  

 

The phrase ‘dangerous undertow’ carries the echoes of Lucy’s dream about her 

mother’s unattainable present because in each respective episode, the body of water 

threatens to engulf Lucy and prevents her from reaching a desired goal. In this 

passage, Lucy’s tentative, but steadfast desire for independence allows her to imagine 

her own future. 

 

5. Failures of Old and New Worlds  

Through a series of interactions between Lucy and her substitute-mother Mariah, the 

narrative destabilises assumptions about the Caribbean and Anglo-America, 

respectively. The opening pages of ‘Cold Heart’, the fourth section of the novel, 

describe the breakdown of her employers’ marriage. Lucy describes a neighbouring 

apartment where ‘a man and woman and some children lived,’ and observes, ‘I had 

never seen these people do anything interesting – not exchange a kiss, not have what 

looked like a quarrel’ (86). Instead, they just pass through a luxuriously appointed 

room that Lucy observes is empty, ‘as if it were a way station’ (86).  The inhabitants 

of this apartment appear trapped in a domesticity of material excess and spiritual 

emptiness. Lucy’s reading of the domestic scene in the opposite apartment 

foregrounds the dissolution of Mariah and Lewis’ marriage. She notes wryly, ‘Lewis 

was in the role of the amusing and adorable father today’ while Mariah gathers her 

children’s coats, ‘and “shoo-shooed” [the children], mocking the gesture of a farm 
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wife to a brood of chicks’ (88). Examples such as this scene of the ‘happy family’ 

demonstrate how the relations in the novel are depicted as performances that 

establish frequently desperate façades to contain uncomfortable truths (such as 

Mariah and Lewis’s crumbling relationship). Indeed, each of the relationships in the 

novel enact a certain performativity in relation to the disjuncture between appearance 

and truth, and Lucy works to unravel the complicity of the actors involved. For 

example, following an especially strained interaction between Mariah and Lewis at 

the dinner table, she thinks, ‘[i]n the history of civilization, they mention everything; 

even the water glass shattered on the floor – something is said about that – but there 

is not one word on the misery to be found at a dining-room table’ (75). In this 

passage, attention is drawn to the erasure of the politics of the domestic; as Susan 

Strehle suggests, ‘more subtly, cultural, national, and imperial values speak through 

the very practices of domestic settlement’ (Transnational Women’s Fiction 2). Tellingly, 

‘[t]he spell was broken by Miriam, who started to cry; she cried and cried, the way 

children will when they know something is wrong but not exactly what’ (75). Miriam 

is outside the realm of the spoken word, yet paradoxically she is the one who 

expresses the sadness, confusion and tension that refuses to be spoken by the adults 

at the table. As Lucy explains, ‘[i]n the silence, a world of something must have 

appeared; the children were too young to get to the bottom of it, and I was too 

unfamiliar with a situation like this [the argument]’ (75). And yet, Lucy is all too 

familiar with moments of breakdown, be it within Mariah and Lewis’ relationship or 

her own relationship with her mother. As Lucy comforts Miriam she feels, ‘as if I 

were about to lose something I had just found’ (76). Here, Lucy has moved into a 

third person position, whereas in her previous family setting she occupied Miriam’s 

position of despair. What she finds in this new position may be a tentative sense of 

security, however fragmented, in her adopted family, along with a corresponding 



 114

understanding of herself in relation to her new home. Moreover, the love she feels 

for the youngest daughter, Miriam, seems to hint at a regenerative affective force, or 

in Kleinian terms, ‘reparation’ (Love, Guilt and Reparation (1975)), that emerges from 

Lucy as a combination of ‘sadness, regret, and activity’. Thus Lucy recovers some of 

the energy previously invested in her relationship with the mother/land. Miriam 

represents a now-lost blueprint for her previously ‘successful’ relationship with her 

mother. Her love for Miriam provides a useful counterpoint for a thought she 

expresses a little earlier in the narrative; ‘I could tell that being in love would 

complicate my life just now. I was only half a year free of some almost unbreakable 

bonds and it was not in my heart to make new ones’ (71). Lucy’s melancholy persists 

and yet produces moments of fluidity, such as her feelings for Miriam, which are 

intimately tied to the failure of her relationship with her own mother.  

 

Lucy’s growing love for Mariah and in particular Miriam, carves another facet in the 

configuration of her losses; despite her losses before and after migration, Lucy 

hesitantly expands her sense of self through new connections. These include her 

observations of emergent patterns between Mariah and Miriam as a secondary 

mother-daughter relationship, and experiences of different models of womanhood in 

her friend Peggy and particularly in Mariah. For example, in relation to Mariah and 

Miriam’s relationship, Lucy observes a scene where Mariah is lamenting the loss of 

her childhood meadow. She notes that Miriam, ‘who was just at the age where if you 

are a girl you turn against your mother, said, “[w]ell, what used to be here before this 

house we are living in was built?”’(72). The repetition of disconnection in the 

mother-daughter relationships is also depicted in Mariah's relationship to her own 

mother, where she sings a song that was ‘popular when her mother was a young 

woman’, and which Mariah sings in an exaggerated way to express her dislike of the 
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song (26). By introducing elements of resistance within Miriam and Mariah’s 

relations to their respective mothers, Lucy’s resentment towards her own mother is 

located within a broader system of relations. 

 

6. Bodies of Water/Maternal Bodies 

The primordial character of the child-mother bond that constellates Lucy’s 

melancholy, finds support in Moira Ferguson’s interpretation of the recurrent bodies 

of water in Lucy as metaphors for amniotic fluid (130). As a fluid and powerful 

substance, water signifies the maternal and functions as something that unites, 

divides, connects, and acts as an object of transition on which loss can be mapped. 

Kincaid does not imbue representations of water with a singular set of 

characteristics; like the figure of her mother, qualities associated with water are 

mutable and unstable, water is both a source of renewal and a potentially destructive 

force. It also adopts different forms, most notably the Caribbean Sea, but also lakes, 

rivers, rain, and more unusually, as snow and tears, and these varieties derive meaning 

in relation to one another. Throughout the narrative, bodies of water are alternatively 

fresh or rancid, immense or small. These qualities all attest to the complex facets of 

Lucy’s loss, refracted as they are through the metaphor of water. The first instance 

of water as a twin signifier of loss and separation occurs within the first few pages of 

the novel. Lucy realises that she has arrived in a foreign land and ‘no longer in a 

tropical zone’ (5). This realisation enters Lucy’s thoughts:  

 

like a flow of water dividing formerly dry and solid ground, creating two 
banks, one of which was my past ... the other my future, a gray blank, an 
overcast seascape on which rain was falling and no boats were in sight. (5-6)  
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Here, water acts as a symbolic agent of division, alluding to both the physical body of 

water that now separates Lucy from her homeland, as well as her embattled division 

from her mother. This passage also describes Lucy’s future as a ‘gray blank’, an 

image to which the final scene in the novel alludes, as she inscribes her name on a 

page from a notebook, a ‘slate’ that bears a different quality; ‘white and smooth like 

milk’ (162). Therefore, water is first introduced to divide Lucy’s homeland from her 

new abode, and her past from her present. 

 

The trope of water is associated with the maternal because of its life-bearing qualities, 

and in Lucy, bodies of water also bear a close connection with the maternal body; at 

once a source of life and a threatening force that for Lucy, is potentially 

overpowering, impenetrable and destructive. For example, when Lucy visits the 

Great Lakes of Michigan with Mariah and the children, the lake acts as a substitute 

for the Caribbean Sea, and these bodies of water are metaphorically aligned with 

Mariah as a substitute mother. Lewis does not accompany Lucy, Mariah and the 

children to the Great Lakes, and this reinforces the allusion to bodies of water as 

maternal or feminine bodies in the novel. On their first night, Lucy explains: ‘I slept 

peacefully, without any troubling dreams to haunt me ... knowing there was a body of 

water outside my window, even though it was not the big blue sea I was used to, 

brought me some comfort’ (35). The presence of the lake comforts Lucy in the 

absence of the Caribbean Sea. And yet, it does not simply remain fixed as a positive 

substitute body: by the time the family comes to leave the Lake, Lucy notes that she 

would not ‘miss the lake’, adding, ‘it stank anyway, the fish that lived in it were dying’ 

(81). The peacefulness association with the Lake gives way to its stagnation, its stasis 

contrasting with the turbulent magnetism of the Caribbean Sea. 
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Much later in the narrative, Lucy develops a photograph of the Great Lakes from 

this time, and hangs it on her wall. In a reversal of the association of comfort she 

initially felt in the presence of the Lake, Lucy notices that, ‘there was nothing in the 

picture – there were no boats, no people, no signs of life – except the water, its 

surface of uniformly shaped ripplets, its depths dark, treacherous, and uninviting’ 

(148). In this passage, the absence of any boats repeats the same condition in the 

imagery of the opening passage, where there are ‘no boats … in sight’ (5-6). The 

absence of boats describe Lucy’s struggle to navigate her way through the space of 

her lost relationship with her mother. The boats are also suggestive of the absence of 

Lucy’s father in the ocean of her mother. Moreover, the image of the Lake in Lucy’s 

photograph is the ‘opposite’ of the image of the Caribbean Sea where Lucy 

remembers the water being ‘three shades of blue, calm, inviting, warm’ (148). She 

realises, ‘I had taken it for granted, so much so that it became one of the things I 

cursed’ (148). This description of the Caribbean Sea also provides a counterpoint to 

an image Lucy describes in the opening pages of the novel, and which is associated 

with her homesickness, where she contemplates, ‘[i]f I had had to draw a picture of 

my future then, it would have been a large grey patch surrounded by black, blacker, 

blackest’ (6).  

 

Lucy also encounters snow, an alternate form of water, during her first winter in 

New York, and this event marks the passing of her first ‘real’ past, a past over which, 

she feels, she has the ‘final word’ (23). This past is counterposed against Lucy’s 

Antiguan past, and her use of the expression ‘final word’ reaffirms the novel’s 

connections between the written word, language and autonomy. Given the numerous 

instances in which Lucy’s voice remains unvocalised throughout the text, along with 

her refusal to become an ‘echo’ of her mother’s voice, her ability to hold the ‘final 
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word’ over the past, asserts a tentative, embryonic independence, particularly from 

her mother.4 This resistance also carries a defensive and on-going meta-commentary 

on situations she refuses to confront, such as keeping her mother’s letters unopened. 

Paradoxically, snow, a substance almost entirely alien to Lucy, presents an 

unexpected source of solace and comfort for her: 

 
The snow was the colour and texture of a half-cooked egg white ... That the 
world I was in could be soft, lovely, and nourishing was more than I could 
bear, and so I stood there and wept, for I didn’t want one more thing in my 
life, didn’t want one more thing that could make my heart break into a million 
little pieces at my feet. (23)  

 

Here, ‘soft’, ‘lovely’ and ‘nourishing’ are a different set of qualities associated with the 

maternal, as represented in snow, another form of water. This moment of softness 

reveals another dimension in Lucy’s experience of loss, and in particular, highlights 

love intermingled with her outrage and anger. Snow carries a particular association 

for Lucy; she recalls that her parents held a ritual every Christmas of seeing a Bing 

Crosby movie, where he would serenade the object of his affection whilst singing 

waist-deep in snow (22). She remembers that when her mother first told her about 

this tradition, her thirteen-year-old self realised her strong dislike for ‘even the way 

she spoke’ (22). In the extract above, Lucy mourns, proleptically, for the presence of 

‘one more thing’ in her life that she might lose. This passage bears out the grief she 

feels surrounding the lost love of her mother, and also contains the seeds of what 

she painfully inscribes at the end of the novel; ‘“I wish I could love someone so 

much that I would die from it”’ (164). The softness of the snow then, acts as 

reminder of love lost, and the possibility of a new object of attachment, the thought 

                                                
4 I am borrowing the term ‘embryonic’ from Kincaid’s own description of Lucy’s ‘embryonic  
consciousness-raising’ acts, in “An Interview with Jamaica Kincaid”, Mississippi Review 24.3 (1996), 72. 
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of which is, for Lucy, almost unbearable. At this early stage in the narrative, Lucy has 

not yet formed a bond with Mariah, but the qualities of the snow seem to 

foreground some of the qualities that she comes to associate with Mariah. In 

particular, Mariah’s keen insight, humour and egalitarian treatment of Lucy, stands in 

stark contrast to her mother’s more dominant and overwhelming traits.  

 

7. Decolonising the Body and Departure  

Kincaid depicts Lucy’s body as a site of resistance towards patriarchal domination, 

and her rejection of normative sexual codes also relates to her challenge to 

ethnocentrism and colonialism. Michael Dash argues that in a postcolonial context, 

the body can be reclaimed through a rejection of corporeal determinism, alongside its 

capacity as an ‘endlessly suggestive sign through which the process of 

“subjectification” is mediated and expressed’ ((1989) 20). In the chapter entitled ‘The 

Tongue’, Lucy’s developing sexual awareness is brought to the fore. Kincaid uses 

several ‘counter-colonial strategies’—to use Helen Tiffin’s term ((1993) 909)—to 

increasingly establish Lucy’s agency, which also reinscribes her body as a site of 

autonomy and resistance. In this chapter, Lucy explains that she had ‘long been 

looking forward to the day when I could rid myself of this [virginal] status’ (82-3). 

Even within this brief passage, the reader is already alerted to Lucy’s consciousness 

of virginity as a ‘status’ and her desire in losing that status. This desire also finds 

expression, ironically, in hiding this fact to a boy, Tanner, with whom she first has 

sex. When Tanner sees blood on a white towel after sex, his reaction quickly shifts 

from fear to pride. In response, Lucy nonchalantly explains, “[i]t’s just my period 

coming on”, and she explains, ‘when I saw how much it mattered to him to be the 

first boy I had been with, I could not give him such a hold over me’ (82-3). Lucy’s 

resistance to Tanner’s proprietary satisfaction rehearses a well-established concept 
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within the corpus of female Caribbean writers, namely, reacquiring the ‘lost’ 

colonised female body through strategic practices of resistance and reinscription 

(Tiffin). For example, Kincaid introduces Lucy’s memory of Tanner as Lucy kisses 

Hugh, her first boyfriend in New York. As Lucy reminisces about Tanner, she also 

thinks of ‘all the other tongues I had held in my mouth in this way’ (82). Her 

memories are distinctive for the way in which they interrupt the traditional power 

relations that a colonised black female might be expected to adhere to, such as 

looking to her partner as a source of validation and authority. Instead, Lucy’s 

memories roll through what she imagines as her conquests, including a boy she used 

to kiss long after she cares for him, ‘just to see how undone he could become by my 

kisses’ (83). Moreover, there is a queer element present in other memories about her 

best girl friend from school with whom she practiced kissing, and then more overtly 

in relation to Peggy whom she kisses until ‘exhausted’, after a boy they find attractive 

proves disappointing because of his strong interest in sport (83). Finally, it is through 

the act of kissing that Lucy says ‘goodbye’ to Hugh ‘although he did not know it’ 

(82). As a vehicle for speech, the mouth and the tongue in particular, act as 

alternative organs of communication through this primitive oral mode. As Helen 

Tiffin concludes, ‘By manipulating the tongues of others—putting her tongue in their 

mouths—Lucy takes back control of her own voice and body from capture by 

European texts of all kinds’ (920). Thus, the recognition of corporeality in Lucy’s 

sexuality challenges assumptions of ownership over her body. The reincorporation of 

Lucy’s subjectivity within an assertive sexual mode also configures her relationship 

with the past in unorthodox, non-romantic ways. 

 

The fourth section of the novel, entitled ‘Cold Heart’, describes several disintegrating 

relationships, most notably between Mariah and Lewis, as well as that between Lucy 
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and her best friend Peggy. What Lucy characterises as a ‘predictable stalemate’ 

between the two friends crystallises into the first moment of open hostility as Lucy 

chooses ‘the company of a man over [Peggy’s]’ (101). Lucy and Peggy arrive at an 

‘artists’ party in a derelict neighbourhood, which Lucy finds ‘thrilling’ (97), and this is 

where she meets Paul, an artist himself. After they talk, Lucy hears herself laughing, 

‘a laugh shot full of pleasure and insincerity; it was the laugh of a woman on whom 

not long ago I would have heaped scorn. It was understood that when everyone left, 

I would not leave with them’ (100). Later, Lucy disobeys the laws of her friendship 

with Peggy, who asks ‘“Can’t you see from his hands he’s bound to have a small 

prick?”’ Until now, Peggy has been the arbiter of whom it is appropriate to sleep 

with, and until now, no man has fit the bill. Indeed the ‘hand test’ has represented a 

rendition of unspoken rules of loyalty in their friendship. This time, however, Lucy’s 

imagined response to Peggy’s question, ‘“Well, it should fit very nicely in my mouth, 

then”’ (101), demonstrates an irreverent attitude that stands in contrast to her 

previous acceptance of Peggy’s know-how; ‘[i]t soon became clear that I was a failure 

at judging the size of a man’s hand, and so it was left up to Peggy; whenever we went 

to the park we came home alone, just the two of us’ (89). At this moment, the party’s 

attention is drawn to Paul, ‘whose hands were plunged into a fish tank in an effort to 

retrieve an earring of rhinestones in the shape of a starfish’ (101). Lucy notices that 

Paul’s hands ‘looked strangely at home there’ because ‘everything in the tank ... 

looked unreal in the first place’ (101-2). Immediately, the description of an ‘earring 

of rhinestones in the shape of a starfish’ depicts the uncanny belonging of the earring 

in the tank. The mimetic quality of the earring stands in sharp contrast to the way 

Lucy has refused to become enmeshed in her new surroundings by adopting what 

she considers insincere modes of being and conduct. Yet Paul’s hands, another kind 

of starfish, and metonym for sexual encounter ‘looked strangely at home’ in the tank. 
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Lucy thinks that the flesh of Paul’s hands ‘looked like bone, and as if it had been 

placed in a solution that had leached all the life away’ (102). She then associates this 

image with a memory about Mr Thomas, a fisherman, from whom she and another 

girl, Myrna, would purchase fish in Antigua. Lucy recalls a secret shared by Myrna 

after they hear that Mr Thomas had been ‘swept overboard’ during a storm (102). 

Lucy notices Myrna crying and assumes her distress is for Mr Thomas. On the 

contrary, Myrna angrily informs Lucy:   

 
[S]he had not been crying for Mr Thomas at all – she had been crying for 
herself. She said that she used to meet [him] ... under a breadfruit tree that 
was near her latrine ... and she would stand in the dark, fully clothed but 
without her panties, and he would put his middle finger up inside her. (104) 

 

Lucy’s overriding response to Myrna’s ‘amazing story’ is that despite running the 

gamut of the ‘predictable’ feelings, in the end she is ‘almost overcome with jealousy’ 

(105). She asks herself ‘What words did Mr Thomas use to make this arrangement ... 

and why, again, had I not been worthy of hearing them?’ (106). In her recollection, 

Lucy remembers that Myrna ‘lived in the house across from me,’ and her ‘mother 

was so cruel ... [that] everything about Myrna refused to attain a normal size.’ Myrna 

seems to function as an uncanny double to Lucy, her stunted growth embodying 

Lucy’s frustration with her own circumstances. It is at this juncture that Lucy’s 

jealousy is located; given some important similarities between their circumstances, 

Lucy is denied the ‘opportunity’ to explore her sexuality, in contrast to Myrna. Lucy’s 

choice of the word ‘worthy’ maps a positive attachment of sexual curiosity onto the 

encounter between Myrna and Mr Thomas. The fact that Myrna returns repeatedly 

to the scene of the crime, suggests uncomfortably—that it involves an undeniable 

element of sexual enjoyment. It is the unspoken idea of sexual pleasure that Lucy 

picks up on in a fantasised exchange with Mr Thomas; in a reversal of the abusive 
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scenario, she imagines paying him to touch her. The union between sexual taboo and 

desire, which was enforced in the ‘Pandora’s Box’ scene, is replayed here, as Lucy is 

drawn to the illicit sexual encounter. She thinks; ‘I could not ask, for instance, “Did 

it feel great?” which was really one of the things I most wanted to know. I might 

betray that right then I was screaming inside, “This should have happened to me! This 

should have been me!”’ (italics in original, 108). Lucy concludes this memory by 

remembering she asked Myrna “Did it hurt?” with ‘mock sympathy’ (108). As the 

narrative returns to the scene of the party, Peggy tells Lucy that Paul is a ‘creep’ and 

a ‘pervert’ (100), terms that could also be applied to Mr Thomas. But this time, Lucy 

acts on her feelings for Paul in her new setting; in this sense, the fish tank with its 

artificial contents which yet look ‘strangely at home,’ also describes Lucy’s encounter 

with her new understanding of her sexual desire. In this unfamiliar place, Lucy is able 

to act on her sexuality in a way that would not have been possible in the Antigua of 

the novel, and more specifically, in her familial home, with its particularly restrictive 

delineations of female sexuality. Thus Lucy’s rejection of Peggy’s prohibitive norm 

also mirrors her response to Myrna’s story as a dissonant sexual subject. Finally, Lucy 

relates;  ‘[a]nd so it was that hands I would come to know very well – Paul’s hands, 

moving about in the fish tank – reminded me of some other hands lost forever in 

the warm sea’ (109). Notably, Lucy recalls that she does not know what Mr Thomas’ 

hands look like, ‘nor would I ever know’ (109). Her inability to imagine Mr Thomas’ 

hands, the object used to initiate sexual contact with Myrna, seems to be 

compensated for by Lucy’s attention to Paul’s hands in the fish tank. Here, hands 

operate as a metonym for sexuality and Lucy superimposes Paul’s hands swimming 

onto Mr Thomas’, making the invisible (desire) visible, and the association of these 

two scenes, enables Lucy to identify her sexual desire.  

 



 124

 

Kincaid further grounds this episode through Lucy’s growing understanding of her 

desires more generally; after Paul and Lucy cross the ‘threshold’ of Lucy’s apartment, 

he stays in her bed, and Lucy notes ‘[i]f I had imagined that such a thing would be a 

desirable landmark, it meant not much to me now; I only made a note of it’ (156). 

Similar to the opening passage of the novel, where she records repeatedly 

disappointing encounters with mythologised physical monuments, Lucy’s sexual 

development allows her to draw a distinction between the man who occupies her bed 

and the colonisation of her body. Her developing sexual assertiveness finds a 

counterpart in her turn to photography. 

 

8. Creativity and the Photographic Impulse 

Lucy’s creativity as a photographer is positioned as a manoeuvre that is at once an 

emblem of resistance as well as a sign of creativity. Lucy notes, ‘Mariah … had 

wanted me to see some paintings by a man, a French man, who had gone halfway 

across the world to live and had painted pictures of the people he found living there’ 

(95). The way Lucy denudes this passage of any names levels Gauguin’s privileged 

status to another story of migration, similar to Lucy’s story. Lucy’s literal refusal to 

name Gauguin relinquishes possession over easy categorical associations, and his 

story stands on its own merits, rather than rely on associations of masculine white 

privilege. Indeed, the construction of this passage resembles Lucy’s description of 

her own migration to New York in the opening pages of the novel. Through this 

semiotic technique, Lucy and Gauguin’s respective journeys begin to uncannily 

resemble one another. Whilst Mariah expects that Lucy would identify with the 

female Tahitian subject of Gauguin’s paintings, Lucy instead empathises with the 

painter, and responds, ‘I understood finding the place you are born in an unbearable 
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prison and wanting something completely different from what you are familiar with, 

knowing it represents a haven’ (95). Later, at the beginning of her second year in 

New York, Lucy again identifies herself as a painter, explaining, ‘I was inventing 

myself … more in the way of a painter than in the way of a scientist’ (134). 

 

The Gauguin theme recurs later in the novel. After Lucy and Peggy move into their 

new apartment, Paul presents Lucy with a photograph he had taken of her where she 

is ‘naked from the waist up’ and ‘a piece of cloth, wrapped around me, covered me 

from the waist down’ (155). Lucy remembers that that photographic event signified 

the ‘moment he [Paul] got the idea he possessed me in a certain way,’ and 

simultaneously, ‘the moment I grew tired of him’ (155). With clear—albeit indirect—

reference to Paul Gauguin, Lucy’s appearance in the photograph is reminiscent of 

Gauguin’s paintings during his time in Tahiti. These paintings are notable for the 

way in which they represent their female Tahitian subjects as romanticised and 

passive, ready for scopophilic consumption. Moreover, as fetishised others, the 

subjects in these painting resemble the construction of Lucy’s image in Paul’s photo. 

Her appearance with a naked torso and lower-half wrapped in cloth replicates a 

fetishistic act of colonial othering. As Susan Sontag suggests, ‘[p]hotography is an 

acquisition in several forms’ (A Susan Sontag Reader 351), and Paul’s attempt at fixing 

Lucy as an exotic, desirous, possession, through her image, represents one form of 

photographic acquisition. The photographic and painterly intersect with one another, 

and with both mediums, Lucy regards herself as a creator, and not an object of 

another’s (masculine, white) gaze.  

 

After Paul presents her with this photo, Lucy bursts into a song which, ‘meant 

nothing at all’, perhaps best understood as an attempt to defer Paul’s interest in the 
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photograph whilst signalling her discomfort with its supposed importance. Paul 

misinterprets the lyrics of the song and insists on kissing Lucy ‘in that possessive 

way, lingering over my mouth, pressing my whole body into his; and though I was 

not unmoved, it was not as special as he believed’ (156). As he kisses her, Lucy 

ponders, ‘[h]e loved ruins; he loved the past but only if it had ended on a sad note, 

from a lofty beginning to a gradual, rotten decline; he loved things that came from 

far away and had a mysterious history’ (156). In this passage, Paul’s affection for 

ruins is linked with his love for things from ‘far away’ and with ‘a mysterious 

history,’ as metonyms for Empire and Lucy, respectively. Similar to Mariah’s despair 

over the ‘vanishing wetlands,’ Paul’s romanticised perspective on ruins and far away 

things as objects of sublime beauty is engendered by discourses of colonialism and 

the simultaneous denigration and fetishisation of Western others, in this case the 

black female subject. Lucy refuses to be constituted through these delineations and 

instead grows ‘tired of him’ when he imposes the aesthetic of the other on her. Her 

boredom with Paul seems to be borne from her anxiety about what it might mean to 

remain with him—and hence with her status as ‘other’.  

 

Towards the end of the novel, Lucy takes up photography and this echoes her 

identification with Gauguin as a subject empowered with her own excursions and 

experiments with subjectivity, rather than a mute object, such as the museum relics 

she refers to earlier in the novel. Her decision to buy a camera is precipitated by the 

arrival of another of her mother’s letters, this one marked with the words 

‘URGENT’ (115), and which also remains unopened. Lucy works for a 

photographer and develops her own photographs in the darkroom. She notes, ‘I 

would try and try to make a print that made more beautiful the thing I thought I had 

seen, that would reveal to me some of the things I had not seen, but I did not 
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succeed’ (160). This endeavour speaks back to intimations of fetish in Lucy’s earlier 

question, ‘why is the picture of something real eventually more exciting than the 

thing itself?’ (121), as well as Paul’s photograph of her. Both quotes refer to the 

indexical nature of photography, and the absence that is interwoven into the creation 

of an image. In the first quote, Lucy attempts to reveal more of the unseen as she 

develops and re-develops each print, and this act seems directed towards 

resuscitating what Barthes calls the ‘two-dimensional effigy’ of the photograph 

(Camera Lucida 88). And yet, while Lucy remains unsuccessful in her efforts, the fact 

that she develops the same image multiple times, attests to the tenacity of the 

photograph, so that it can become ‘more exciting than the thing itself’ as that thing 

remains impervious to the strain of time. The object Lucy refers to is a picture of a 

vase she has bought from a museum, ‘a reproduction of one found at the site of a 

lost civilisation’ (121). This sentence recalls Kincaid’s description of her mother as a 

‘civilization now in its decline’ (Birbalsingh 143), as well as the photographs of 

Mariah’s family, which, having once freely populated the house, now present an 

image more exciting than the breakdown of the family unit—what Lucy earlier 

describes as a ‘ruin’ (88). In his discussion of photography, the image, and ruins, 

Eduardo Cadava discusses the inherent and polyvalent relationship between the 

image and the ruin, and indeed, the image as ruin (“Lapsus Imaginis” (2001)). He 

continues: 

 
Nevertheless, what makes the image an image is its capacity to bear the traces 
of what it cannot show, to go on, in the face of this loss and ruin, to suggest 
and gesture toward its potential for speaking. (36) 

 

The productivity of the image, or its ‘potential for speaking’, Cadava suggests, is 

bound up with its ability to bear the traces of loss. Lucy’s ability to distinguish 

between the traces of loss and the loss itself is promoted through her position as a 
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photographer. In her discussion of Lucy, Marianne Hirsch argues, ‘[p]hotographs are 

exciting and helpful because of their ambiguity, because of the reading they demand, 

because they do not transparently offer a single truth’ (Family Frames (1997) 75). For 

Lucy, the transition from being photographed to being the photographer acts as a 

metaphor for her new position as an increasingly independent subject, in the face of 

her own losses. This model is also useful in thinking about Lucy’s resistance to Paul’s 

photograph of her, and his love for ruins; Lucy does not want to remain entombed 

within his photograph as a ruin herself.  

Lucy’s interest in photography develops just before the arrival of Maude Quick from 

Antigua, a character whom, Lucy remembers, she regarded as her own personal jailor 

and who bullied Lucy as a schoolgirl (123). Maud’s presence interrupts Lucy’s fragile 

security as she delivers the news of Lucy’s father’s death, a painful blow that shatters 

the emotional distance Lucy has been attempting to maintain with her homeland. 

Upon hearing news of her father’s death, Lucy decides to leave Mariah’s 

employment. In her disappointment regarding Lucy’s imminent departure, Mariah 

begins to speak harshly to Lucy and begins to ‘make up’ rules that Lucy must obey 

(143). Lucy notes, ‘[i]t was a last resort for her—insisting that I be the servant and 

she the master’, and that, ‘[t]he master business did not become [Mariah] at all’ (143). 

At their final goodbye, Mariah’s face is ‘stony’, recalling the stony faced Queen of 

England on the postage stamps from Antigua. Lucy’s emotional response is one of 

sadness and compassion for Mariah, and she de-personalises their exchange, noting, 

‘someday we would be friends again’ (144). This understanding demonstrates Lucy’s 

increasing ability to negotiate complex emotions that acknowledge the simultaneous 

presence of positive and negative elements within her relationship with Mariah.  
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9. Conclusion 

In the New Year, Lucy moves into a new apartment with Peggy. At this nexus of 

departure and arrival, Lucy notes that she has ‘new clothes’, which are ‘better suited 

to this new climate’ (143), implicitly juxtaposing this state of affairs with her mistaken 

choice of dress at the opening of the novel. She also chooses curtains for her room 

with ‘loud, showy flowers’ rather than a plain calico the shop assistant recommends. 

She explains that while it looked ‘vulgar in this climate … it would have been just 

right in the climate I came from’ (144). Her ability to choose her preferred curtain 

material also draws attention to the change in her material circumstances, a result of 

her tentative economic independence. As she notes, ‘I woke up in a new bed, and it 

was my own … The roof over my head was my own—that is, as long as I could 

afford to pay the rent for it’ (144). Some time after her move, Lucy meditates, ‘I was 

alone in the world. It was not a small accomplishment. I thought I would die doing it’ 

(161). This statement repeats her earlier thought; ‘I am alone in the world, and I shall 

always be this way—all alone in the world’ (93), and foregrounds her later 

inscription, ‘I wish I could love someone so much that I would die from it’ (164). It 

is a declaration that conveys a changing set of affective associations about separation, 

and what it means to be ‘alone in the world’. At this point, she also notes that 

although she often does not feel like seeing Paul, she would break not up with him 

herself because she ‘had had enough of partings just now’ (161). Yet, a short time 

later, when she suspects that Paul and Peggy may be having an affair, she only 

wonders whether they would, ‘get angry and disrupt my life when they realized I did 

not care’ (163). This statement seems partially defensive as well as a sign of Lucy’s 

desire for change.  
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In the new apartment with Peggy, Lucy records a scene where she makes them 

coffee, in the style Mariah has shown her, namely with ‘steaming-hot milk’ (155). 

After doing so, Lucy contemplates at length what her mother might be doing at that 

moment in time, and then sees her mother’s face, from a time when her mother 

loved her ‘without reservation’ (155). This is the first time in the narrative that Lucy 

visualises a positive image of her mother. The ‘steaming-hot milk’ that Lucy uses for 

the coffee, stands in a synecdochal relationship with the passion of maternal love. 

Whilst it is the figure of Mariah that Lucy thinks of at first, her thoughts modulate 

to contemplate her mother, with whom she associates the hot milk. She recuperates 

an early image of her mother, loving her ‘without reservation’, and her ability to recall 

this image represents an important development in grieving this maternal 

relationship.  

 

The partial mobilisation of Lucy’s grief towards the loss of her mother emerges 

through a conversation with Mariah towards the end of the narrative—Lucy 

‘fatherless’, and Mariah ‘husbandless’ (128). As they converse, Mariah asks Lucy, 

‘[w]hy don’t you forgive your mother for whatever it is you feel she has done?’ and 

Lucy imagines each of Mariah’s words standing out as if they are ‘a separate entity, 

carved in something solid, something bitter and solid’ (129). Here, Lucy imagines her 

grief as a concrete chain of words. This image acts as a mnemonic conduit through 

which Lucy suddenly remembers how she came to ‘hate’ her mother, and with the 

memory,  ‘came a flood of tears that tasted as if they were juice squeezed from an 

aloe plant’ (129-30). The memory Lucy retrieves is that she has never told anyone 

that she has three younger brothers. The taste of aloe—a native plant of the 

Caribbean (Carrinton n.d.)—represents a trace of the absent Caribbean and the 

traumatic break with her mother, given an embodied presence through the 
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production of her tears. As she talks about her brothers with Mariah, her memories 

are constellated with particular colours; red, white and blue (131). As a parting gift, 

Mariah has given Lucy a notebook bought ‘a long time before ... The cover was of 

leather, dyed blood red, and the pages were white and smooth like milk’ (162). A 

significant time later, Lucy sees the book Mariah had given her on her ‘night table 

next to my bed. Beside it lay my fountain pen full of beautiful blue ink.’  Further the 

nouns ‘blood’ and ‘milk’ suggest a reconnection with a more conscious and 

embodied sense of self. As Moira Ferguson notes, these colours symbolise the 

imposition of English colonialism through the colours of the Union Jack, of England 

and its dominions (123). Kincaid utilises this symbolism to depict how its patriarchal 

privileges have attached to Lucy’s male siblings, and how this has shaped Lucy’s 

losses in terms of familial and customary ties. Lucy locates her pain again this 

gendered erasure, and by the end of the novel a transition is evident in Lucy’s 

associations with these colours. Thus, the signification of these colours has 

modulated somewhat to signify the maternal body (through the association with 

milk) and selfhood generally (Ferguson 124). Lucy sees the notebook again as she 

gets into bed, before which she washes her underwear, cleans the stove, washes the 

bathroom floor, trims her nails, arranges her dresser and ensures she has enough 

sanitary napkins (163). These activities are highly gendered, and yet, for Lucy, they 

represent a new level of agential confidence. Diane Simmons makes a similar point 

that, whilst Lucy’s new independence may be frightening, Lucy is not ‘entirely afloat 

in loss’, as evidenced by these ‘strangely peaceful’ domestic rituals (134). 

 

As she lies on her bed, her eye catches the notebook Mariah has given her, which sits 

on her bedside table. Her fountain pen, with its ‘beautiful blue ink’ lies beside the 

book, and the colour of the ink reaffirms the presence of her home, through the 
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symbolism of water and the Caribbean sea, as something undeniably intimate and 

present, and it is in this ink that she inscribes her name, Lucy Josephine Potter (163). 

The carte blanche of the diary page registers this significant event with enunciative, 

active force; Lucy notes that at the sight of her name:  

 
[M]any thoughts rushed through me, but I could write down only this: “I 
wish I could love someone so much that I would die from it.” And then as I 
looked at this sentence a great wave of shame came over me and I wept and 
wept so much that the tears fell on the page and cause all the words to 
become one great big blur. (163-4) 

 

Similar to the epigraph of this chapter, Lucy’s inscription of her name in ‘beautiful 

blue ink’ announces ‘a new beginning’ for Lucy, one that is complicated—and 

complemented—by being washed away by her tears. Her wish to love someone so 

much that it threatens her own being—that she could die from it—speaks of a 

willingness to love again, and to suffer for that love (as she has already done with her 

mother). I agree with Moira Ferguson’s suggestion that:  

 
The deathlike green, black and cold January of the opening transitional 
period … has been transformed through Lucy’s awakening and agency into a 
blood-red, milk-white, Caribbean-blue temporary closure, but one that is very 
much alive. (131) 

 

Her tears offer a momentary respite from the tension of the narrative, and Helen 

Tiffin makes the enticing point that in this final act, Lucy’s body ‘erases scriptorial 

obedience’ (920), as her tears wash away the written word. Moreover, despite the 

symbolic invocation of the Caribbean Sea, the conclusion of the novel does not offer 

a romanticised redemption of the mother/land. Lucy’s independence has been 

painstakingly stitched together over two years, and is marked by a growing sense of 

clarity and independence. To this extent, Lucy seems to have mourned her losses, yet 

not wholly. Lucy does not return to Antigua in a conciliatory, recuperative move 
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towards her origins (as if such singularity was ever possible). Moreover, her 

observation, ‘my leaving began on the night I found out my father died’ (138), leaves 

open the question of what she is departing from. Ostensibly she is moving out from 

Mariah’s apartment, but there are departures of a different order that accompany her 

physical relocation. In her final letter to her mother, Lucy provides a false address, 

thereby cutting her mother off from her already limited access to Lucy. In a reversal 

of the Biblical story, Lucy as Lucifer, now banishes her mother-God from the ability 

to make contact in the future.  

 

Her decision to leave Mariah’s employment complicates narrative closure and the 

prospect of conciliation with her mother/land. Sugg and Chow make the point that 

even in contemporary literary critique; ‘a woman who finds herself outside the 

home/home land sphere is especially vulnerable to accusations of cultural betrayal 

and patriarchal bad faith—of an overidentification with the oppressor that pushes 

her to reject the mother/land’ (161). Yet, this is where Lucy’s agency resides, in her 

sustained refusal to become complicit in rhetorical and physical movements of 

subjugation. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

 

Behind the Painted Veil: Vision, Witness and the Politics of Loss in Marjane 

Satrapi’s PPersepol i s  

 

  

Embedded in all pictures of the visible world are the seeds of the invisible 

Scott McCloud, Understanding Comics (1993), 209. 

 

Bande dessinée is an art of both iteration and transformation 

Ann Miller, Reading Bande Dessinée (2007), 88. 

 

1. Ambivalent Oscillations: Suicide and the Return 

The melancholy that has shaped the migrant journeys in The Shadow Lines and Lucy 

announces itself more explicitly in Marjane Satrapi’s graphic memoir, Persepolis1. The 

representation of Marjane’s2 experience of homecoming in Volume 2 of Satrapi’s 

graphic text touches on the ambivalence that surrounds the migrant, whose life is 

now framed by the division between “home” and “away”. The editors of 

Uprootings/Regroundings suggest that in considering the relationship between 

movement and migration, the priority is not to reify either ‘home’ or ‘migration’ or to 
                                                
1 For the sake of referencing convenience, I refer to the first volume of Persepolis: The Story of a 
Childhood as PI, and the second volume, Persepolis: The Story of a Return as PII. I also note that the 
original French publication of Persepolis consists of four volumes.  
2 Following Hillary Chute’s approach (Graphic Women: Life Narrative and Contemporary Comics (2010)), I 
am using the name ‘Marji’ to refer to the avatar in Volume 1 of Persepolis, ‘Marjane’ to refer to the 
avatar in Volume 2, and the term ‘récitatif’ to refer to the extra-diegetic narrative voice throughout both 
volumes. The use of ‘récitatif’ is consistent with French scholarship on comics or bandes dessinée; as 
Laurence Grove explains the use of the récitatif introduces, ‘many of the ambiguities of textual 
narrative discourse, ambiguities which may confirmed or contradicted by our visual approach to the 
images’ (32). 
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discipline their relationship according to a particular regime, but rather to ask how 

‘uprootings and regroundings are enacted ... in relation to one another’ (Ahmed et al 

2). In Persepolis II, Marjane’s attempts to reground herself in Tehran reveal the ways in 

which she has previously been uprooted, and these displacements form a 

fundamental part of her regrounding. The intimate relation between both transitions 

means that each is present in the other. The narrative tone of Persepolis—explanatory, 

assured, humorous—makes the work appear more resistant to a past infused with 

nostalgia, whilst it is still melancholic in its dominant affective mode. The brutal 

events of the narrative are amplified within the diegesis by the shadows and stylised 

black and white illustrations of the text, such as when Marji visits her Uncle Anoosh 

in prison as his last visitor before he is executed (Figure 3.1, PI 69). 

 

 

 

Figure 3.1: The Goodbye (PI 69) 

 

The horror of this event is augmented by the severe lines of the prison cell and 

Marji’s solid black shadow. These details provide a gripping contrast to the simplicity 

of the sub-title to Persepolis I; ‘The Story of a Childhood’. Persepolis II traces Marjane’s 

coming-of-age in Vienna, which includes learning German, her introduction to drugs 
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and amorous-sexual relations. Her time in Vienna reaches a point of crisis as she 

becomes homeless for several months, before deciding to return to Iran, where, 

following on from two failed suicide attempts and a divorce, she eventually leaves in 

permanent self-imposed exile to France in 1994. It is from this exilic position that 

Satrapi writes of her youth and the complexities that constitute her Iranian identity. 

In a parallel with Lucy, Satrapi uses the figure of the mother as a metaphor for the 

intensely intimate relation she holds with Iran. Speaking in 2004, she explains, ‘[m]y 

mother, whether she’s crazy or not, I would die for her, no matter what she is my 

mother’, the relationality of which she encapsulates in the assertion, ‘[s]he is me and I 

am her’ (“An Interview with Marjane Satrapi”). Much like Lucy, Satrapi’s relationship 

with her ‘mother’ is complicated by the loss of her mother/land. The impact of this 

forfeit is registered in Satrapi’s concluding statement that Iran is no longer her home, 

and moreover, she ‘will never have any home any more (sic)’ (“An Interview with 

Marjane Satrapi”). In Marjane’s case, her inability to establish another home indicates 

the melancholic relation that has infiltrated her separation from Iran, a melancholy, 

which I argue, is powerfully expressed in the events that take place upon her return 

to Iran from Austria in 1988. This occurs in the second volume of Persepolis, which 

bears the sub-title, ‘The Story of a Return’. While Marjane’s circumstances in Vienna 

have been challenging, it is only after she arrives in Iran that she is represented as 

visibly depressed. The traumas that have marked her childhood and adolescence in 

Iran return to the fore following her return to her home in Tehran. Upon her return, 

she is haunted by the radically different physical and political landscapes of the city, 

marked as it is by the traumata of the Islamic Revolution and the ongoing Iran-Iraq 

war. During her time in Vienna, she tries to forget much of her past in successful and 

unsuccessful ways—such as avoiding news stories about the Iran-Iraq war, and 

pretending her national identity is French rather than Iranian (respectively, PII 40 and 
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41). Furthermore, as a migrant in Vienna, Marjane can regard herself as a survivor of 

the Revolution and the war. By contrast, upon her return to Tehran—where she is 

surrounded by more recent survivors of the war (as well as the memories of victims 

who have perished)—there is little by way of a migrant or ‘survivor’ mythos to 

sustain her. She is also unprepared for the ways in which the war has ravaged the 

country economically, socially and psychically. Soon after she arrives in Tehran, her 

father explains some of the wartime events that have taken place since Marjane’s 

departure. She exclaims, ‘I’m all ears’, (PII 99) as he starts talking about events 

leading up to the ceasefire between Iran and Iraq, and specifically, events that 

confronted the Mujahedeen in their failed attempt to support armed opposition to 

the Iranian Government. In the face of the monumental losses the country has 

suffered, with victims of the war numbering around 1 million, as her father explains 

(PII 103), her struggles appear insignificant. Marjane’s attention is translated into 

vivid pictures as she imagines her father’s words, thus conveying pictorially the 

affective significance of her statement, ‘I’m all ears’. At one point in their 

conversation, her dad states, ‘You surely heard about it’, to which she responds ‘No, 

Dad, I didn’t know’. Her mother intervenes, ‘Ebi [her father’s name]!!! Really! She 

just spent four years in Europe!’ (PII 100). While this scene passes—unusually—

without any reflective récitatif, the absence of a ‘sense-making’ narratorial voice, 

gestures towards the almost unbearable lacuna that Marjane experiences between 

seeing and not-seeing.  

 

Writing on the circulation of particular photographs from the Holocaust from an 

otherwise immense archive of Holocaust photography—most of which are rarely 

seen, Marianne Hirsch argues that for the second generation of Holocaust survivors, 

the ‘compulsive and traumatic repetition’ of images may connect them to the first 
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generation; whereby they produce rather than screen the effect of trauma (“Surviving 

Images” 8). Hirsch suggests that for this generation who engage in postmemory, 

‘memory consists not of events, but of representation’ (“Surviving Images” 8). These 

facets of postmemory are immediately apparent upon Marjane’s return in the way 

that she imagines memories, as representation, based on the narratives of the 

witnesses around her. It is this gap that Marjane attempts to bridge in the form of 

‘screen memories’ as she imagines the events her father describes. As a second-hand 

witness, Marjane’s story is exemplified through visual creations, a process which has 

commenced much earlier—since her departure from Iran. Together, this 

compendium of non/images forms a powerful reservoir of unresolved 

postmemories, and these are the images to which the reader is exposed. The 

juxtaposition between Marjane’s attempts to forget events from her past and avoid 

Iran’s present in Vienna, and her bereaved eagerness to ‘know’ upon her return, 

speaks of the complex affective turns that shape her departure from and return to 

Iran. These different strategies also attest to the multiple, displaced, and difficult 

forms that postmemorial witnessing can acquire. As her father recalls the defeat of 

the Iranian Mujahedeen upon their entry into Iran from Iraq, Marjane imagines the 

events he is describing, and the frames intercut between these scenes and their living 

room. Her father’s description reaches its apex as he explains that most of the 

mujahedeen were executed. Marjane’s imagination of this event is depicted in a full-

page panel (Figure 3.2, PII 102):  
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Figure 3.2: Execution (PII 102) 

 

One of the most striking features of this panel is the layering of temporal sequences 

within a single frame. Whilst the eye may initially focus on the fallen figures at the 

bottom of the page, the temporal sequence works down the page to mirror the 

collapse of the prisoners’ bodies. This is suggested by the gradually opening mouths 

of the prisoners in the middle rows of the image. Yet, this movement can also be 

read ‘upwards’ in the opposite direction, with the fallen bodies representing the first 
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victims of the execution. The significance of her earlier statement, ‘I’m all ears’, 

reveals itself in the dimensions of this full-page frame, and the multi-vectorial image 

within the frame attests to the information she is attempting to piece together all at 

once. The visual uniformity of the people in this scene suggests that their deaths are 

inevitable, their anonymity ensuring their terrible fate. This temporal confusion 

depicts the overwhelming affective content of what Marjane is hearing. In other 

words, Marjane imagines the executions within a single, devastating frame. This 

effort to condense time into one image bears the disorienting mark of trauma, 

illustrated as it is through an irruption of non-linearity. Hillary Chute makes a similar 

point that ‘the temporality of the single-panel image produces a graphic strangeness 

that expresses the disorienting horror of the systematic executions’ (Graphic Women 

160). By constrast, the detail of Marjane’s father’s face below the panel offers a 

contrast with the ‘faceless’ victims as it suggests a witness-subject, and the possibility 

of a subjective ‘after’ to this overwhelming scene. 

 

Overwhelmed by the affective landscape in Tehran, Marjane’s attempts to 

communicate with her family and friends about her experiences in Vienna are not 

successful. At the end of her father’s explanation of the trials that have befallen large 

sections of the Iranian population, Marjane decides, ‘I would never tell them 

anything about my Austrian life. They had suffered enough as it was’ (PII 103). 

Moreover, even when she is asked questions by old friends about her ‘Austrian life’, 

they are often more interested in confirming their ideas of what it means to have 

lived in the West, rather than hear her story for what it bears. Consequently, she 

must also shoulder their disappointment when she presents a conflicting account of 

her life in Austria. This conflict is revealed through a particular conversation; her 

friends ask whether, having lived abroad, she enjoys having sex, and Marjane replies, 
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‘it depends who it’s with’, implicitly revealing that she has had more than one sexual 

partner. Her friends are outraged at this response, which challenges their perception 

of appropriate sexual behaviour. They ask Marjane accusingly, ‘what’s the difference 

between you and a whore???’ (PII 116), and this experience leaves her ‘even more 

depressed’ (PII 117). Her growing depression is implied across four panels by a black 

background that increasingly descends around her crumpling stature (PII 114). On 

her mother’s advice, she turns to a succession of therapists and doctors, and Satrapi 

depicts three of these appointments in three consecutive frames. In each scene, 

Marjane offers different explanations for her depression but does not secure 

meaningful responses from her listeners. For example, in the second frame, she 

explains, ‘[w]hen I was in Vienna … I was reduced to nothing. I thought that in 

coming back to Iran, this would change’, to which the therapist’s response is 

depicted as ‘…’ (PII 117). The last doctor she sees prescribes medication, which 

merely numbs her distress, as she vacillates between numbness and a trance-like 

consciousness (PII 118). For Marjane, the medication offers only a mask for her 

depression, and failure of this strategy may be regarded as a critique on the 

pathologisation of melancholia in modern medical practice, suggesting that 

depression arising from traumata needs to be treated not simply through medication 

but also through the act of communicating with others. In an earlier four-frame 

sequence, Marjane visualises how family and friends might tend to her in Iran. In her 

imagination, she explains that she has also suffered, and envisions them 

compassionately showering her with treats as tokens of their understanding for her 

plight in Vienna (PII 113). This sequence constitutes one of the rare occasions in the 

work where the written and visual messages directly reinforce one another. This 

correlation between text and image conveys the force of Marjane’s desire to be heard 

in the face of her struggles. In Survival in Auschwitz [1958], Primo Levi recalls a 
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recurrent nightmare, wherein he describes fragments from his time in Auschwitz, 

such as the ‘whistle of three notes, the hard bed’ and ‘bleeding’ from the nose, only 

to have his listeners (who include his sister) turn away. Dori Laub uses this extract to 

suggest that ‘if one talks about the trauma without being truly heard … the telling 

might itself be lived as a return of the trauma—a re-experiencing of the event itself’ (italics 

in original, “Bearing Witness” 67-8). Marjane also imagines describing narrative 

slivers to an attentive audience, such as “I was alone” and “I spit up blood” (PII 113), 

but does not voice these experiences to anyone around her. While the experiences of 

each writer are disparate, the painful similarity between their respective accounts is 

that despite their yearning to be heard, their stories remain entombed within their 

own dreams and nightmares.   

 

Cathy Caruth proposes that identifying the ‘history of a trauma … can only take 

place through the listening of another’ because of the ‘inherent belatedness’ that 

characterises the missed encounter of traumatic events (Trauma 11). In Caruth’s 

account, the act of relating the trauma to another through an act of communication, 

arranges speaker and listener in a crucial and intimate bind, and which locates the 

concern for traumata between the level of individual and community. This 

communiqué can take different forms, recited and performed by various narrative 

productions. In this context then, the narrative of Persepolis provides an example of a 

belated visual-verbal response to the events in contemporary Iranian history. This 

meta-communication stands in sharp relief for the avatar Marji/Marjane, whose 

audiences such as her parents, friends, and therapists, fail as listeners because of the 

contingencies surrounding their role. 3  Whilst she is outspoken as a child, the 

                                                
3 The challenges of narrating and receiving testimony has received widespread critical attention,  
particularly emerging from the field of Holocaust studies; see Dori Laub’s landmark essay, “An Event  
Without a Witness: Truth, Testimony and Survival” in Felman and Laub 75-92, where he characterises  
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politically oppressive circumstances under which she grows up means she is safer in 

Austria. Yet her time abroad, in a country with freedom of speech does not produce 

an even more vocal subject, but rather complicates what it means to speak or remain 

mute as a migrant.  Following her return, her shame about her ordeals as a migrant 

compounds her decision to stay silent about those experiences. Marjane’s inability to 

testify is therefore shaped by the trepidation she faces in navigating the gap between 

the respective circumstances in Iran and Vienna. For example, when her mother 

visits her in Vienna two years previously, the récitatif notes that she does not ask 

Marjane any questions, because of what Marjane interprets as her mother’s fear of 

what she might discover. Moreover, Marjane reasons, that if her mother has 

sacrificed herself so that her daughter can live freely, then the least Marjane could do 

was ‘behave well’ (PII 49). Yet after she returns to Iran, this implied pact of silence 

between Marjane and her parents fails to maintain its value as Marjane’s pain 

overwhelms the comfortable distance that the non-communication has afforded. 

Instead, she yearns to have her pain recognised and understood. Her inability to 

communicate intimately intensifies her anguish; hence, her return to Iran 

compounds, rather than relieves, her silence.  

 

2. Belatedness and the Imprints of Trauma 

Marjane’s successive displacements from Tehran to Vienna, and back to Tehran, 

means that she experiences significant shifts in the production of her political and 

psychic subjectivities. While she is conscious of some of the difficulties she has 

encountered in her journey regarding her cultural subjectivities, her intellectual 

                                                                                                                                 
testimony as a ‘ceaseless struggle’ (75); Ernst van Alphen, “Second-Generation Testimony,  
Transmission of Trauma, and Postmemory”; Cathy Caruth, “An Introduction to Trauma, Memory,  
and Testimony”; Temma Kaplan, “Acts of Testimony: Reversing the Shame and Gendering the  
Memory”; and Michael Rothberg, “The Work of Testimony in the Age of Decolonization: “Chronicle  
of a Summer,” Cinema Verite, and the Emergence of the Holocaust Survivor.” 
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awareness does not tend to the traumatic pain she holds. Events from her childhood, 

including the execution of her beloved uncle Anoosh, and the death of her 

neighbourhood friend Neda, remain buried as it were, beneath the narrative of her 

return, and are not referred to again. Herein lies the transformative potential of 

intergenerational trauma in that the sufferer cannot be fully aware of all the traumatic 

elements, some of which may become apparent only after the event or events in 

question. Her return to Iran thus precipitates a double loss as Marjane confronts a 

fundamental disconnect that now separates her—at least partially—from the place of 

her childhood. The signification of ‘home’ upon her return thus bears a double 

relation to the changes that Marjane carries within herself.  Her intense disorientation 

following her return illustrates the vexed question of what it means to have departed 

from, and then return to her ‘home’. Indeed, it becomes increasingly apparent that 

she cannot rely on old associations upon which to map her sense of ‘home’. For 

example, as she ventures into the streets for the first time, she confronts the 

brutalized streetscape and notes enormous images such as the ‘sixty-five-foot-high 

murals presenting martyrs’ (PII 96) that crowd in above her head. She also winds her 

way through street signs that have been renamed to memorialize the martyrs of the 

war. Thus Marjane must attempt to re-orient herself in a palimpsestic space that is 

now marked by the trauma of the Iran-Iraq war. Satrapi depicts her confusion by 

drawing five versions of Marjane’s face looking in different direction within a single 

frame. Her disorientation also reveals itself, and is produced by, psychic unrest; for 

example, as she walks through the streets of her former neighborhood she has the 

feeling she is ‘walking through a cemetery ... surrounded by the victims of a war I had 

fled’ (PII 97). In one frame, Satrapi places the horizon line only one-third of the way 

down the length of the frame, and the cavernous space below ground is filled with 

skulls protruding from window frames in an uneven assortment. This figuration 
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suggests that the ghosts of her past are breaking beyond the frame of her 

unconscious, repressions of her memories of revolution and war. Indeed, in the next 

frame, skeletal figures cling to Marjane as she hurries home, their gaunt frames 

pressing against her. In this funereal streetscape, Marjane’s trauma reveals itself 

belatedly, in the presence of the ghosts whom she has previously banished from her 

imagination, including those of her uncle Anoosh and Neda.  

 

Quoting Art Spiegelman, Marianne Hirsch writes that in his work In the Shadow of No 

Towers, Spiegelman explains that following September 11, he is haunted not only by 

what he ‘actually’ saw, but also ‘by the images he didn’t witness’ (“Collateral 

Damage” 1213). Spiegelman’s comments are relevant to Persepolis precisely because 

Marjane is consumed by imagining things that she has not witnessed, alongside those 

that she has. This form of second sight correlates with Cathy Caruth’s argument that 

the belated act of ‘repetitive seeing’ tries to make sense at the fundamental 

incomprehensibility of a traumatic event (Unclaimed Experience 92). Indeed, the frames 

of Persepolis convey Satrapi’s second sight by re-presenting the events of her 

childhood in a belated act of narrativisation.  

 

Departures are one of the features that constellate Marji’s childhood following the 

Revolution. One after another, friends (including a boy whom she liked ‘very, very 

much’ (PI 63)), and much of her extended family, leave Iran, most often for the 

United States. There are also departures of a shattering order, where family and 

friends are executed by the new regime or killed in the course of the Iran-Iraq war. 

These traumata are injurious for the young Marjane, and the first volume of Persepolis 

is studded with these multiple forms of loss. For example, in the episode entitled 

‘The Heroes’, the reader learns that three thousand political prisoners were released 
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following the Shah’s deposition, and that Marji’s family ‘knew two of them’ (PI 47). 

Below a panoramic frame, which shows the prisoners being released from 

imprisonment, the reader is presented with two panels that resemble identity cards 

for Siamak Jari and Mohsen Shakiba, both of whom are friends with the Satrapi 

family. The details that accompany each representation catalogue their names, dates 

of birth, and the reader can calculate the length of their incarceration. The detailing 

concludes, ‘Political Conviction: Communist,’ and this text stands immediately above 

their shadows, which stretch deep into the panel’s depth-of-field against an otherwise 

white background. As part of the Expressionistic idiom of Persepolis, these panels 

provide one example of the way Satrapi uses contrast between light and shadow to 

amplify the dramatic tension of the narrative. Read in the context of the previous 

episode, in which Marji learns about the kinds of torture that communist 

revolutionaries faced under the Shah’s regime, the shadows resemble tombstones, 

thereby memorialising the fate of many revolutionaries executed under the Shah’s 

regime. On another level, the men’s shadows also beckon towards the near future in 

their strong resemblance to the chador that many women would don under the 

Islamic Regime. Thus the celebrations following the Shah’s exile—represented in a 

full-page panel with a cheering population (PI 42)—turn out to be premature as the 

new regime increasingly curtails fundamental rights and freedoms of its citizens.  

The shadows in the ‘identity card’ panel foreground the fates of both men, as 

Mohsen is shortly found murdered in his home (PI 65), and Siamak’s sister ‘executed 

in his place’ as he and his family cross the border ‘hidden among a flock of sheep’ (PI 

66). This detail provides the episode, ‘The Sheep’, with its title, providing another 

example of how the Satrapi references traumata through their oblique organisation in 

relation to the text. The news of the murder of both men is punctuated by Anoosh’s 
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increasingly desperate assurance that, ‘everything will be alright’ (PI, 65 and 66). His 

despair also derives its emotional strength by the equivalent proportions and 

positioning of the two respective panels at the lower right hand corner of each page, 

serving as an anxious coda to the murders of Mohsen and Siamak. Moreover, the 

optimism of Anoosh’s statement is belied by the visual code, which reveals his 

increasing despair as he slumps further down in his chair. This incremental, figurative 

movement as a signifier of despair is repeated by Marjane herself when she becomes 

depressed many years later. Soon, Anoosh himself is executed for his political 

activism; after being taken to prison, Marji is his only and final visitor. The news of 

his death is conveyed simply through the image of a newspaper bearing the title 

‘Russian Spy Executed’ (PI 70). As Hillary Chute observes, this image is not 

contained by a frame, which suggests that the trauma of the event literally lies outside 

the frame of reference, remaining unassimilable into the formal diegetic constitution 

of the panel (Graphic Women 150). This episode ends with two significant and 

adjacent events; after her uncle’s execution, Marjane banishes her God, rendered 

dramatically as she yells at him, ‘Get out of my life!!! I never want to see you again!’ 

and again in the next frame, ‘GET OUT!’ (PI 70). Indeed, God only reappears much 

later, in the second volume of Persepolis.  

The loss of Marji’s God invokes a melancholy that Satrapi threads throughout her 

story in both Iran and Austria. As the récitatif explains although she grows up in a 

family that is ‘very modern and avant-garde’, ‘deep down’ Marji is ‘very religious’, 

believing as a child, for example, that she is the last prophet (PI 6). The refrain ‘it was 

a miracle’, occurs several times throughout Persepolis, and is invoked at crucial 

junctures, such as when she survives her second suicide attempt (PII 119). Seen in 

this light, the repetition of this phrase stands as a melancholic testament to an 
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ongoing faith outside the oppressive ‘Islamic’ conventions of the Iranian regime. In 

this sense, then, the text of Persepolis enacts a kind of melancholy for the deception of 

the Revolution, positioned as it was as an antidote to the Shah’s corrupt regime. The 

melancholy which manifests itself in this religiosity is thus related to a need to 

spiritually maintain what the Revolution promised but did not deliver 

The notion of a ‘true religiosity’ that resides outside conventionality is also presented 

more explicitly towards the end of Persepolis II, when Marjane takes an ‘ideological 

test’ to gain entry to university. During the examination, Marjane defies the rhetoric 

of the regime to answer her examiner, a mullah, honestly, explaining, for example, 

that if she prays, it is in Farsi, rather than the official language of Islam, Arabic. 

Ultimately, her contravention is rewarded, with the mullah reporting that she was the 

‘only one who didn’t lie’. At this point, the récitatif states; ‘I was lucky, I had stumbled 

on a true religious man’ (PII 130). In this way, the text mourns the loss of religion 

under the Islamic government—wherein a ‘true’ religiosity is revealed only through 

Marjane’s responses. Marjane’s vulnerability during the ideological-theological test is 

a significant articulation in an atmosphere where stepping outside enforced 

ideological strictures endangers one’s life. Her act of potential self-sabotage hints at a 

movement towards life-in-death, a demanding choice that delivers a gift to life at the 

precarious moment in which that ‘life’ (or opportunity as it were in Marjane’s case) is 

at risk. This perilous position is what Derrida calls ‘responsibility’ in The Gift of Death, 

where he writes that, ‘[r]esponsibility and faith should go together, however 

paradoxical that might seem to some, and both should, in the same movement, 

exceed mastery and knowledge. The gift of death would be this marriage of 

responsibility and faith’ (6). In her responses to the mullah, Marjane admits the truth 

of her ‘faith’ in Islam, which simultaneously defies the predictable performative 
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conventions required to satisfy a religious ideological test. In this way, her response 

‘exceeds mastery and knowledge’, to use Derrida’s term, and she is lucky that her 

audience—the mullah—rewards her vulnerability. 

Following Anoosh’s execution in Persepolis I, the final frame of ‘The Sheep’ consists 

of a full-page panel where Marji floats on her back in a vast chasm of outer space. 

The récitatif that frames the beginning of this panel is reminiscent of Amitav Ghosh’s 

observations that the true catastrophe of loss is not limited to loss itself, but in the 

case of traumatic loss, lies in the ‘loss of the map’ as an ontological upheaval. In 

Satrapi’s version, the récitatif states, ‘and so I was lost, without any bearings…What 

could be worse than that?’ (ellipsis in original, PI 71).  Here, Marji’s image parodies 

Superman as she floats in a daze, her pyjama top bearing an upside-down triangle, a 

reference to Superman’s iconic shield. About half-way down the frame, the 

overwhelming black space is interrupted by the jagged speech bubble containing the 

agonised words, “Marji, run to the basement! We’re being bombed!” With this 

information, the récitatif answers her rhetorical question, ‘what could be worse than 

[being lost]’ with the statement ‘it was the beginning of the war’ (PI 71). The arrival 

of the war heralds a new epoch of destruction; in one scene, Marji’s class must write 

reports commemorating Iran’s heroic war efforts. One of her classmates, Pardisse, 

reads her report in the form of a letter to her father, a pilot, who has recently been 

killed in battle. When Marji attempts to console her during recess—using terms like 

‘hero’ to describe her father—Pardisse responds, “I wish he were alive and in jail 

rather than dead and a hero”. The récitatif adds, ‘[t]hose were her exact words to me’ 

(PI 86), and the emphasis on ‘exact words’ produces another kind of address—a 

form of witnessing that seems to locate that iteration extra-diegetically, a rupture in 

narrative time that presents a statement, imported exactly from the past into the 
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present. This communication at the interstices of past and present reveals another 

level on which the récitatif complicates the mode of narratorial address, because its 

presumption to stand outside the diegesis delivers, in itself, another rhetorical and 

performative mode of narrative.  

 

The ways in which the traumatic legacies of loss are activated upon Marjane’s return 

to Iran demonstrates some of the paradoxical relations present in each transition of 

departure and arrival. For example, during her final days in Austria, Marjane stays at 

‘Hotel Tu_ip’ before returning to Iran (90). The reader sees her entering this hotel, 

where the ‘l’ is missing in its faulty neon sign. During the Iran-Iraq war, tulips came 

to symbolise loss, and in a popular imaginary, were considered to blossom from the 

blood of ‘martyrs’, soldiers who have died in battle. In the depersonalised façade of 

the Viennese hotel, Satrapi usurps the image of the tulip as an emblem of her loss by 

converting this popular Iranian image into a faulty word. Marjane thus commences 

her journey from Austria to Iran in the provisional space of her room in ‘Hotel 

Tu_ip’. Within these quarters she smokes, packs, and most significantly, dons her veil 

again. The missing ‘l’ from the hotel sign signifies Marjane’s homesickness, and 

metonymically, the faulty lettering suggests that her time abroad has not allowed her 

to successfully create a second home. Indeed, the legacy of Marjane’s migration, her 

departure and return, is that it produces a relentless awareness of the transience of 

the affective and material elements of what frames and populates the idea of ‘home’. 

This understanding is confirmed following her return to Iran, where she finds herself 

alienated by her understanding of the permeability of ‘home’—a comprehension that 

developed in Vienna—as it is galvanized by her experience in moving back to 

Tehran. Marjane’s return to her familial home in Tehran thus stages a re-

acquaintance with the traumatic losses that she has worked hard to ignore while in 
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Vienna. In effect, ‘home’ becomes a locus in which the past and present collide in 

complex and mostly irresolvable ways. Marjane’s experience bears out Judith Butler’s 

words on the spatio-temporal locations of loss, where she writes:   

 
There is impossibility housed at the site of this new place. What is new, 
newness itself, is founded upon the loss of the original place, and so it is a 
newness that has within it a sense of belatedness, of coming after, and of 
being thus fundamentally determined by a past that continues to inform it. 
(Butler, “After Loss, What Then?” 468)  

 

The movement of return, therefore, does not initiate the recovery of lost objects, 

such as Marjane’s ‘pre-migration Tehran’, as much as they can be recovered as non-

unitary things, but in fact compounds their being-lost by confirming their originary 

displacement. Marjane therefore faces another loss as the signifier of home loses its 

potency as an imagined site of repair. In place of this symbolic loss, then, what is 

known as home represents a constellation of affective, material and symbolic 

relationships built amongst people, places and objects to hold the desire for an 

imagined ‘home’. In Butler’s words, the ‘new place’ is fundamentally determined by 

the past and its contents. It is in this context that Marjane’s suicide attempts 

reverberate throughout both volumes, and provides a rationale for Satrapi’s recourse 

to images as a supplement to the structural insufficiency of language in describing 

traumatic loss. Marjane’s feelings correlate with Satrapi’s words in an interview from 

2006:  

 
Culture takes all of the space inside you. If you want to have another culture 
come into you, it’s like you have to take out the first one, and then choose what 
you want from the two and swallow them again … You don’t know anymore 
who you are … It’s the problem that when you leave and then come back, you 
are a foreigner anywhere (sic). (“An Interview with Marjane Satrapi”)  
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Satrapi’s own semiotic confusion in this extract—using the term ‘anywhere’ instead 

of ‘everywhere’—gestures towards the extreme ontological confusions that migration 

presents. Marjane’s return to Iran and her desire to testify to her own life as well as 

those around her, thus precipitates what Cathy Caruth describes as, ‘a relation 

between the “collapse of witness” and the return of its urgent demand’ (“An 

Introduction to Trauma, Memory, and Testimony” 1). By using the modality of the 

body to describe the consumption and purging of culture, Satrapi highlights the 

embodied, visceral impact of cultural displacements. At the climax of Marjane’s 

agony, Satrapi depicts her ‘anti-shadow’ in white against an opaque black background 

(Figure 3.3).  

 

    

 

Figure 3.3: Anti-Shadow 

 

The figure of Marjane stands outside the literal frame and her displaced body is 

indicated by the extension of the shadow’s legs beyond the frame. She is ‘lost’ within 

the space of the gutter, and the body—which itself is another kind of origin—is 

emptied out. In place of her absent body, its flattened shadow is reminiscent of a 
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blocked chalk outline. Her psychic disorientation means that she remains outside a 

‘frame of reference’ to use Laub’s configuration (Trauma 68), and the text 

accompanying this frame succinctly explains this position, ‘I was nothing. I was a 

Westerner in Iran, an Iranian in the West. I had no identity. I didn’t even know 

anymore why I was living’. This traumatised moment is marked by the absence of 

Marjane’s body within the frame. In the next frame, the reader encounters the 

matter-of-fact statement, ‘so I decided to die’ (PII 118). This unambiguous decision 

signals the failure of other attempts to mobilise the traumatic burden of her past, and 

her more recent attempts to describe her pain. While she can use language to some 

extent to describe some of the demands of her migration experience to various 

therapists, her message is not heard clearly enough. The notion of ‘taking out’ the 

first culture, which Satrapi refers to in the interview, is crystallised in a scene in 

Vienna, where Marjane pretends she is French rather than Iranian to a boy she meets 

at a school party (PII 41). In the extract from the interview, Satrapi’s term ‘swallow’ 

resembles Freud’s terminology in ‘Mourning and Melancholia’, where he writes that 

in the melancholic condition, the ego ‘devours’ the lost object into itself, in an 

attempt to not relinquish its attachment to the object (250). Referring to this passage, 

Ann Anlin Cheng makes the observation that ‘swallowing’ culture is not an easy act 

because the melancholic subject ‘experiences resentment and denigration for the lost 

object with which he or she is identifying, the melancholic ends up administering to 

her his or her own self-denigration’ (The Melancholy of Race 8-9). In terms of the new 

culture, the difficulty of swallowing, or accepting, a foreign body into one’s own 

draws attention to the regimes of inclusion and exclusion that the migrant body 

undergoes, physically and psychically. Marjane’s ‘self-denigration’ is evident in her 

feeling about being ‘nothing’ in either Iran or Austria, and the image of her anti-

shadow demonstrates the effacement of her subjectivity through contested—and 
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complicated—delineations of belonging in both locations. Marjane’s grief for her lost 

objects—extending from her uncle’s death, Neda’s death, her liberty as a woman 

under the Islamic Regime, to the multiple losses of her homeland during the war and 

revolution, has become the force with which she berates herself, for the ‘nothing’ she 

believes she has become.  

 

Both volumes of Persepolis are organised around consecutive episodes that drive the 

narrative forward in a chronological fashion. Each episode generally bears a 

propositional title, such as ‘The Bicycle’ (PI 10) and ‘The Water Cell’ (PI 18), and the 

title is accompanied by an iconic representation of some element of the title. For 

example, ‘The Bicycle’ is accompanied by a drawing of three wheels occupying the 

schematic field of the title box, and ‘The Water Cell’ is coupled with amorphous 

puddles of water that occupy most of the space in the title frame. These titles provide 

oblique entry points into each episode by referring to some element connected to the 

crux of each episode. For example, in Persepolis II, Marjane and her boyfriend of two 

years, Marcus, are struggling to maintain their relationship. In an episode entitled 

‘The Croissant’, Marjane misses her train and decides to surprise Marcus by bringing 

him croissants (77). As she opens the door to his apartment, she sees him in bed with 

another woman, after which he kicks her out of the apartment. The significance of 

the croissant is foregrounded in the title, which bears an iconic representation of a 

croissant (69). Read together, the titles thus provide a taxonomy of elemental 

punctums that detail Satrapi’s narrative. Each episode locates Marji/Marjane in various 

familial, social and imaginative settings with her peers, friends, boyfriends, authority 

figures and others, through simple names, such as ‘The Croissant’. The faux naiveté of 

this naming system underscores the pathos of the text by allowing for a more playful 

interaction between reader and text. Moreover, the titles provide a deterritorialised 
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locus, ‘“outside” of the time-space of the nation’ (Ahmed, Uprootings/Regroundings 7), 

namely the private space of grief. In his biography of Walter Benjamin, Momme 

Brodersen suggests that the episodic titles in Benjamin’s Passen-Werk, such as, ‘Berlin 

Childhood around 1900’, ‘Zoological Gardens’, ‘Telephone’ and ‘The Stocking’ 

constitute Erinnerung, which can be translated as either ‘observations of the interior’ 

or ‘retrievals from within’ (5). Politically, the location of ‘the interior’ threatens the 

authority of the nation-state, and instead marks the bounded production of the 

subject through the rhetoric of national identity. Susan Stewart explains that the 

miniature is located at the place of origin, and she considers the role of the miniature 

in its double function as it enables the creation of the interior, as well as ‘an 

experience of interiority’ (On Longing 68-9). The titles within Persepolis are also notable 

for their attention to detail. For example, the episode in which Marjane decides to 

return to Iran is dubbed ‘The Veil’, and the title, along with its iconographic image of 

an eye surrounded by a hijab, replicates the opening title and image of Persepolis I. 

Gillian Whitlock suggests that, ‘[t]he veil is … one of the most intractable symbols of 

cultural different between Muslim societies and the West’ (“Autographics” 974). 

Moreover, one of the most significant and visibly gendered upshots of the 1979 

Revolution is that women would be forced to wear the veil. Satrapi’s use of the veil 

to denote her movement back to Iran thus reinforces the significance of this religious 

artifact, and its intrusion into Iran’s discourses surrounding gender. Gillian Whitlock 

also notes that Satrapi’s iconographic style ‘derives from a tactical response to 

censorship and to the particular artistic constraints that followed from enforced 

veiling after the Islamic revolution in Iran’ (Soft Weapons 192). Whitlock’s observation 

draws attention to the critical nexus between visual modalities and the production of 

images that speak of and about oppression and trauma. For example, the 

iconographic depiction of an eye embedded within a veil in the episode title 
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highlights the return of the witness as an agential feature, however limited its 

practical witnessing may be, against political tyranny.  

 

Using Stewart’s description, the crystallisation of trauma into the miniature means 

that the interior is accessed through detail. In Persepolis, the episode titles pay similar 

attention to ‘observations of the interior’, and also perform an important role, acting 

as signposts that refer indirectly to the traumatic events of Marjane’s youth. For 

example, the traumatic fall-out of the war is rendered in an episode entitled ‘The 

Bracelet’, in which Marji’s Jewish friend and neighbour Neda Babe-Levy is killed by a 

bomb blast to the apartment adjoining her own (PI 142). This episode also quietly 

destabilises popular discourses on the antipathy between Iran and Israel, by alerting 

the reader to the historical presence of Jews in Iran. For example, in one panel, Marji 

directly faces the reader and explains that Neda’s family, the Baba-Levy’s ‘were 

among the few Jewish families that had stayed after the Revolution. Mr Baba-Levy 

said their ancestors had come three thousand years ago, and Iran was their home’ (PI 

137). Following this explanation, the episode recounts the incident where a bomb 

falls directly onto the Baba-Levy’s apartment, and Neda is killed under its impact. 

While her mother uncomfortably suggests that the Baba-Levy’s might have left home 

on the Sabbath, Marji realises the devastating truth when she sees Neda’s hand 

partially exposed under the building rubble. In particular, she recognises the bracelet 

the wrist bears, and is therefore able to identify the body part, horrifyingly, as 

belonging to Neda. The bracelet thus represents an object upon which an intense 

affective regime is attached. This episode ends with her explanation, ‘[n]o scream in 

the world could have relieved my suffering and my anger’ (PI 142). Visually, Satrapi 

mimics the inability to access the core of the trauma, by presenting the reader with a 

solid black panel at the close of the episode. Chute suggests that in this frame, ‘[t]he 
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visual emptiness of the simple, ungraded blackness in the frames shows not the 

scarcity of memory, but rather its thickness, its depth (“Texture of Retracing” 98). In 

turn, the blackness of this frame speaks of the overwhelming nature of this event, 

and that drawing a pictorial image might not access the same kind of depth of affect. 

Instead, the displacement in the episode’s quotidian title, ‘The Bracelet’, speaks of the 

force of trauma of Neda’s death, an emotional concentration that has shifted the 

unbearable into an otherwise innocuous-sounding title. The representation of not-

seeing in this episode hints at what Peggy Phelan identifies in Samuel Beckett’s play 

Waiting for Godot, when she writes, ‘[s]eeing the unsighted, we see as well the drama of 

sight’ (“Lessons in Blindness” 128). Indeed, Satrapi has commented explicitly on the 

dramatisation of Neda’s death. In an interview, she explains that this event actually 

took place when she was eighteen, following her return from Austria, and not when 

she was twelve years old, as it is represented in the book. She explains, ‘[s]o you can 

say that [it] didn’t happen [then] but at the same time it did happen. The feeling of 

seeing a bomb falling is the same. Who cares if it happened at this time or another 

time?’ (“Marjane Satrapi Interview, Persepolis”). The double trauma of living through 

war, and witnessing the remains of a dead friend, punctures the linear placement of 

the event. As Satrapi describes in another interview, beyond the desire of storytelling, 

‘there’s something extra when you position yourself as a witness: you also have to re-

orient your mind…And this has always been the engine of my work’ (Hill, quoted in 

Chute, Graphic Women 166). Thus as a narrative of witness, the temporally inaccurate 

account of this event expresses its enormity. This transposition, whereby an event is 

stitched onto another temporal realm is reminiscent of the narrator’s mode of 

remembrance in The Shadow Lines, an approach also precipitated by traumatic 

circumstances, this time in the form of Tridib’s death. 
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Moreover, whilst the book has been written with non-Iranian readers in mind, 

Satrapi uses written Farsi both in terms of oral representation such as when Marjane 

swears in Farsi or when the conversations of background Iranian characters are being 

depicted, place names, such as Marji’s school, and street signs in Tehran. The 

function of Farsi in Persepolis, can be seen as an opening to the Iranian others who 

stand behind the text. As an opening then, Farsi functions as a trace of loss, as well 

as an invitation for the ostensibly ‘Western’ reader to engage beyond the immediate 

text, by seeing the script, even if its meaning is not literally understood. This point of 

opening is an instance of what LaCapra calls ‘empathic unsettlement’, which he 

characterises as a process that ‘poses a barrier to closure in discourse.’  In his essay 

on Claude Lanzmann’s Shoah, Dominick LaCapra explains that an ‘attentive 

secondary witness to, or acceptable account of, traumatic experiences must in some 

significant way be marked by trauma or allow trauma to register in its own 

procedures’ (“Lanzmann’s Shoah” 244). Empathetic unsettlement thus operates in 

opposition to blithe humanist understanding and ‘harmonizing’ accounts of the 

‘human spirit to endure any adversity with dignity and nobility’ (Writing History, 

Writing Trauma 41-42). Empathic unsettlement is also visible in the manner that 

Marji/Marjane addresses the reader, which modulates between parody, sincerity and 

reflexivity. As a secondary witness, Marjane’s relationship with Iran is fraught, caught 

between conflicting desires to know and not know. This conflict mirrors the way that 

Lucy carries unopened letters in her brassiere, in a gesture of intimate estrangement.  

 

3. A Crisis of Witnessing 

Satrapi defines Persepolis as a text that bears witness.4 In an interview, Satrapi explains:  

                                                
4 Hillary Chute has also noted (“Contemporary Graphic Narratives”, 431 n. 5) Satrapi’s positioning of 
Persepolis as a text that bears witness. While Chute limits her analysis to the first volume of Persepolis 
and Satrapi’s film by the same name, I locate my analysis of witnessing primarily through the trope of 
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I was born in a country in a certain time, and I was witness to many things. I 
was a witness to a revolution. I was a witness to war. I was witness to a huge 
emigration. I was a witness when I came back (“A Writer’s Life: Marjane 
Satrapi”).  

 

In this extract, we can see that Satrapi’s position as a witness is multiple and shifting. 

Particularly notable is the final sentence, ‘I was a witness when I came back’, which 

follows Satrapi’s witnessing of a ‘huge emigration’. It is the gap between those two 

statements to which the first half of Persepolis II attends (i.e. her life in Vienna), and it 

is precisely this gap which compounds Marjane’s depression—her inability to 

testify—upon her return to Iran. Cathy Caruth offers a useful definition of 

testimony, one that resonates with Marjane’s quest to ‘not forget’: ‘To testify—to vow 

to tell, to promise and produce one’s own speech as material evidence for truth—is to 

accomplish a speech act, rather than to simply formulate a statement’ (emphasis in 

original, Trauma 17). Indeed, the production of Persepolis enacts a form of 

remembrance and also stands as a testament to Satrapi’s traumatic survival. As Cathy 

Caruth suggests, traumatic survival can be understood in relation to the ‘temporality 

of the missed event’, and in this context may be signposted by a complicated 

engagement with the past, possibly in the forms of ‘responsibility or a command’ 

(“An Introduction to Trauma, Memory, and Testimony” 3). In the narrative proper, 

Marji’s beloved uncle tells her, ‘[o]ur family memory must not be lost. Even if it’s not 

easy for you, even if you don’t understand at all’, and she responds, ‘[d]on’t worry, I’ll 

never forget’ (PI 60). This command to remember reverberates throughout the 

narrative, and indeed, Satrapi memorialises her uncle’s memory by depicting his story 

within the pages of Persepolis. In this way, the work itself stands as an intersubjective 

narrative of melancholic remembrance for the losses that have constellated Marjane’s 

                                                                                                                                 
Marjane’s return to Tehran, which takes place about half-way through the second volume of Persepolis.  
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life, not only as an individual, but also by drawing attention to the way that the losses 

within her context are inevitably embedded within a broader social domain.   

 

Dori Laub has argued that the Holocaust constitutes an event ‘without a witness’ 

because of the degree of trauma that has affected its multiple witnesses (in the form 

of victims, perpetrators and bystanders5), so that the event remains unassimilable 

(Felman and Laub 80).  In Persepolis, the crisis of witnessing is located in the interstice 

between seeing and not-seeing; which takes place both through the nature of 

traumatic events in themselves, as well as Marjane’s physical and psychic distance 

from events following her relocation to Vienna. Like The Shadow Lines, the imperative 

to remember is embedded within the narrative of Persepolis. In her introduction to the 

text, Satrapi writes, ‘I also don’t want those Iranians who lost their lives in prisons 

defending freedom...or who were forced to leave their families and flee their 

homeland to be forgotten. One can forgive but one should never forget’ (ellipsis in 

original, PI np). Cathy Caruth suggests that the ‘appointment to bear witness is, 

paradoxically enough, an appointment to transgress the confines of that isolated 

stance [of bearing witness], to speak for others and to others’ (italics in original, 

Trauma 15). The narrative is frequently interspersed by Marjane’s asides to the reader, 

contained in a single frame. These complement the récitatif that directly addresses the 

reader throughout both volumes, and enhance the narratorial address. The affective 

content of these asides is alternatively inflected with irony, or pathos, and the frame 

often functions as a visual-verbal period for the relevant micro-narrative. Moreover, 
                                                
5 These are the categories that the filmmaker Claude Lanzmann used to designate the range of 
interviewees in his film Shoah. This film, centered as it is on the contingencies of witnessing, is itself a 
production that calls into question notion of how events are remembered. As Dominick LaCapra 
notes, ‘Shoah is probably best viewed as neither representational nor autonomous art but as a 
disturbingly mixed generic performance that traces and tracks the traumatic effects of limit-
experiences, particularly in the lives (or afterlives) of victims’ (“Lanzmann’s Shoah” 234). LaCapra’s 
essay explores the historical aspect of the film, and the ways in which its complex historicisation of the 
Holocaust might remain open to reinterpretation. 
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the asides are written in the present tense, contributing to the way that they puncture 

the past-ness of the narrative to bring her story, often uncomfortably, into the 

‘present’ of the récitatif. This punctum bears affinities with LaCapra’s notion of 

‘empathic unsettlement’ as it draws the reader into a direct confrontation with the 

text. For example, as Marji prepares to leave Iran as a fourteen-year old, her father 

says “Don’t ever forget who you are!” (PI 148). This time, Marji breaks the fourth 

wall and replies, “No. I won’t ever forget” (148) (Figure 3.4).  

 

 

 

Figure 3.4 – Breaking the Fourth Wall (PI 148) 

 

The solemnity of Marji’s expression is enhanced by the white ‘reflection’ light, which 

seems to enshrine her image as an icon. Her wide-eyed gaze meets the reader’s, as a 

reminder that both she and the reader are literary witnesses to the events that have 

been depicted in the preceding pages. The meeting of Marji’s and the reader’s gaze 

produces an oscillation between the two positions, as the reader ‘encounters’, in 

Buber’s sense of the word, Marji watching the reader observing her. The narrative 

moment bears precisely on both movements—Marji speaks to the reader on behalf 

of Iranians from her generation and that of her parents.  The reader is thus called 
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into a direct relation to the text, through the demand of the text itself. Writing on 

shame and the function of the secondary witness, Dorata Glowacka argues:  

 
It is also in the caesura between the possibility and impossibility of speech 
that a peculiar feeling, experienced by the secondary witness … is located. It 
is an affective mixture of grief, awe, and respect but certainly also shame—
the shame for the other’s shame, the shame for my own comfort (11). 

 

Implicit in Marjane’s narrativisation of her role as a secondary witness is the 

representation of her shame. In turn, the reader adopts two forms of witnessing in 

relation to Marjane’s mode of witnessing, identified by Dori Laub as being a witness 

to the testimonial of others (in this case Marjane) and by being ‘a witness to the 

[reader’s] process of witnessing itself’. (“An Event Without a Witness” 75) 

Glowacka’s attention to the ‘affective mixture’ that might circulate within the 

complicated mode of secondary witnessing, attaches itself to Marjane and, I would 

suggest, equally to the reader. Herein lies the intensity of the text; by drawing the 

reader in to the diegetic events, the reader’s responsibility as a witness of the text is 

critically produced at intervals as Marji/Marjane disrupts his or her ‘invisibility’ by 

breaking the fourth wall.  

 

The form of secondary witnessing in Persepolis plays a distinctive role within the 

narrative in conveying the complex affective arrangements that accompany 

intergenerational loss, one which, I argue, is characterised by a form of textual 

haunting. For example, after the introduction of the veil in 1980, Marji’s education 

undergoes an enormous upheaval, as her school abruptly transforms from co-

educational, French speaking and non-religious to a religiously didactic, single sex, 

mono-linguistic institution. In a panel depicting boys and girls walking into separate 

doorways against a solid black background, the récitatif explains, ‘we found ourselves 
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veiled and separated from our friends’ (PI 4). The final panel on this page, consists of 

Marji, wearing hijab, as she faces the reader with a grim expression and open arms, 

stating diegetically, ‘and that, was that’ (PI 4). The shock of the new, oppressive 

circumstances is partially absorbed within the aside, which in itself stems the flow of 

discontent that the récitatif has established. By shifting the narratorial voice from the 

récitatif to the diegetic character of Marji, the distinction between past (image) and 

present (récitatif) collapses, so that a ghost from the past—in the figure of Marji—

speaks directly to the reader in the present. This textual haunting complicates the 

statement, ‘that, was that’, because the past is clearly not confined to the past, but has 

rather broken through its temporal confinement to reach towards the present. 

 

The oscillation between ‘that, was that’ and the ‘now’ of the text is reminiscent of 

Tha’mma’s confusion in The Shadow Lines about how geographic divisions are marked 

psychically, if not visibly. In both cases, a division appears at the site of what was 

perceived to be a unified site. Satrapi tracks this oscillation through an economic use 

of black and white. For example, she depicts different protests—one in Tehran 

against the Shah, and the other in Vienna against the rise of the fascism in the 

Waldheim Government—by using essentially the same image, only cast in reverse of 

the other. The first example (PI 18) is used in conjunction with her parents’ 

participation in demonstrations preceding the 1979 Revolution, and in the second 

(PII 74), the reader can pick out Marjane among the ‘blonde’ Austrians (Figures 3.4 

and 3.5).  
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Figure 3.5: Demonstration in Tehran (PI 18) 

 

   

Figure 3.6: Demonstration in Vienna (PII 74) 

 

By mapping the visual identities of these disparate groups across almost 

interchangeable images, Satrapi troubles assumptions about how difference is read 

visually. The expressions on the demonstrator’s faces in both scenes are identical, 

creating a visual equivalence between the protests in Tehran and Vienna. The 

Viennese rally recalls Marjane’s parents demonstrating before the Revolution in 

Tehran, and imprints the Viennese scene with the trace of this earlier protest. This 

scene of melancholic remembrance is differentiated by Marjane’s insertion in the 

Austrian protest, and by placing Marjane in this picture, Satrapi literally draws a 

connection between her and her parents in an inter-generational transmission of 
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protest. The images also acquire a particular pathos by their identical positioning at the 

top of each respective left-hand page. Their replication also suggests that oppression 

will be rejected by those who are moved to value humanity, regardless of whether the 

persecution in the name of Islamic fundamentalism, neo-Nazism, or another name. 

Gillian Whitlock makes the related point that in Persepolis, ‘[i]somorphic 

representations of West and East are called into question in black and white’ 

(“Bookends: Autographics” 192). Despite using the same images, however, Satrapi 

eschews any simplistic representation of universal franchise; for example, whilst 

Marjane encounters neo-Nazi skinheads in Vienna, and ‘senses’ they are hostile, her 

response is to keep a ‘low profile’, and she explains, ‘Since then I hadn’t noticed their 

numbers growing’ (PII 73). Thus, Satrapi does not position herself as a universal 

witness; her experiences in Iran, while making her extremely sensitive to changes in 

that society, do not, in themselves, mean that she is equally observant in all 

circumstances.  

 

Remembrance is also recorded through olfactory memories; for example, Marji’s 

grandmother stays with her the night before she leaves Iran. As they lie together, 

Marji remembers that her grandmother would always place jasmine flowers in her 

bra. Her memory takes the form of a thin white silhouette with the background and 

her grandmother’s body blocked out in black, as though even the memory itself is 

hard to retrieve. In the frame that ends their chat on this night, the reader encounters 

a close-up of Marji, tearful, as she hugs her grandmother. Here, the récitatif shifts 

from past to present tense; ‘I smelled my grandmother’s bosom. It smelled good. I’ll 

never forget that smell’ (PI 150). Again, the vow to ‘never forget’ penetrates the 

present of the récitatif. The significance of smell as a trace of loss is also found soon 

after Marjane arrives in Vienna in November 1984. On her first trip to the 
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supermarket, Marjane is overwhelmed by the number of supplies the local 

supermarket carries, and the récitatif states, ‘[i]t had been four years since I’d seen 

such a well-stocked store’ (PII 6). The significance of this supermarket trip however, 

is one that relates to the present. After noting that her first purchase on that trip was 

for scented detergents—no longer available in war-rationed Iran, the récitatif notes, 

‘[e]ven today, after all this time, you can always find at least a dozen boxes of good-

smelling laundry powder in my house’ (PII 6). Thus, the reader encounters an 

alternative mechanism of ephemeral yet abiding commemoration through olfactory, 

somatic traces of the past.  

 

The paradoxical relationship between content and meaning as a signifier of loss is 

also apparent in the ellipses that Satrapi uses with some frequency throughout 

Persepolis. Notably, the ellipses denote the way language falters at points that tend 

towards, or exceed, the limits of representability. In other words, the ellipsis conveys 

meaning obliquely through its very omission of content. In one incident, Marji’s 

mother is verbally abused by the Regime’s police for failing to wear a veil. This event 

represents the loss of civil liberties under the Islamic regime, which was and is 

particularly oppressive towards women. Towards the end of this recount, the récitatif 

notes, ‘This incident made my mother sick for several days.’ The visual image 

accompanying the text shows Taji in bed, dominating the foreground as she faces the 

reader and away from Marji—a small figure in the background. The only response 

Taji provides to Marji’s offer of assistance is ‘...’ (74). This break indicates the 

complexity of her mother’s affective state—where she has much to say, but not the 

words (or perhaps space within the frame) to say it. It also refers poignantly to Taji’s 

missed opportunity to speak out against an oppressive regime—encapsulated in the 

abusive policemen—and more generally, against the silencing of any form of 
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opposition within the political landscape. Satrapi’s use of an ellipsis is also significant 

when Marjane sees a therapist during her depression; his response to her thoughts on 

why she is depressed is summed up as ‘…’ (PII 117). In an essay on childhood 

trauma in the context of the Holocaust, Susan Suleiman refers to an ellipsis that 

separates parts 1 and 2 of French writer George Perec’s work, W or the Memory of 

Childhood [1975]. She asks; ‘[i]s the ellipsis a form of saying, or of not saying? It is 

both, a sign that says ‘I will not say’ – and that has inspired commentators to say a 

great deal’ (“The Edge of Memory” 97). The feature of the ellipsis is intimately linked 

with loss; its sign overwhelmed by the impossibility of denotative significations of 

loss, and hence can only formulate a moment of absence, or perhaps of waiting when 

one is ‘at a loss’ for words, but which in either case does not promise identifiable 

meaning. In Persepolis, the elision of speech, particularly of women’s voices, is 

agonisingly represented in its replacement—three successive period points. Scott 

McCloud’s definition of ‘closure’ is useful in relation to omissions within visual-

verbal communications. In contrast to the literary definition which refers to narrative 

dénouement, he uses ‘closure’ to describe the participation of the reader in the spatial 

and temporal gap of the gutter to complete the narrative sequence between frames. 

In particular, McCloud refers to closure as the ability to ‘simultaneously observe the 

parts while perceiving the whole’,  and he emphasises the importance of the gutter as 

a spatio-temporal device that calls for the reader’s participation in the construction of 

a comic narrative’s meaning (Understanding Comics 63). Much like the gutter then, the 

space of the ellipsis provides an opportunity for the reader to engage with the 

multiple levels of meaning that might occupy the linguistic space of the ellipsis.  

 

After her arrival in Vienna, Marjane is repeatedly unhoused as she temporarily settles 

and then relocates to several different residences with varying degrees of transience. 
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Marjane’s relocation to Vienna complicates her relationship with her ability to act as 

a witness to events occurring inside Iran. Yet, it is not only her physical separation 

from Iran that impacts her ability to witness, but also her own decision to forgo the 

burden of witnessing as she attempts to adjust to her new Viennese life. This takes 

several forms, including changing the television channel when there is news of the 

Iran-Iraq war. This mode of distant witnessing is foreshadowed in the way that 

Marjane and her parents first encounter the beginnings of the Iran-Iraq war while on 

holiday in Spain. As they prepare to return to Iran, they see a map of Iran on 

television, slowly being covered by what they can only identify as a ‘black cloud’. 

Satrapi renders this image as a direct transmission of the television screen. Confused 

by what this image means, the family only learns of its significance back in Tehran, as 

Marji’s grandmother informs them that war has been officially declared two days 

previously (PI 79).  

 

When her mother, an eyewitness of the ongoing war, visits her in Vienna Marjane 

only hears her mother’s version of events, which emphasises the extent to which she, 

Marjane, remains outside the frame of witness. In contrast to the representation of 

Marjane’s imagination during her father’s explanation of events in Tehran, when 

Marjane and her mother go for walks during her mother’s visit to Vienna, the visual 

scene stays squarely focused on depicting their walk, and remains almost identical 

over three panels. This distinction suggests that despite the fact that her mother is 

also conveying news about events in Iran, Marjane remains in Vienna psychically, 

rather than imagining those events second-hand. The resistance to imagination in 

these frames produces an anti-mimetic sequence where the reader is not shown the 

scenes from Iran that Marjane’s mother describes as they walk. This choice of 

representation also underscores the affective magnitude of her mother’s visit—by 
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remaining solely on the scene of her walk with her mother. The only visual indication 

of tension the reader can observe in this sequence is the subtle change in Marjane’s 

expression—her downturned mouth and eyebrows—which accompanies the 

assertion that her mother ‘never asked [her] any questions about [her] situation’ (PII 

49). Her mother’s news only deepens Marjane’s sense of melancholic estrangement, 

which is by definition, a private burden. Nonetheless, at the conclusion of her 

mother’s visit, the récitatif states that she left Marjane ‘with a bag of affection that 

sustained [her] for several months’ (PII 52). 

 

Marjane attempts to escape her painful relationship to her homeland through acts of 

disassociation. At a school party in Vienna, Marjane pretends that she is French 

rather than Iranian. Shoshana Felman writes, ‘[t]o bear witness is to bear the solitude of 

a responsibility’ (italics in original, Felman and Laub 3). For Marjane, to be Iranian 

means to bear witness to a painful and tumultuous history, and to lay claim to a 

complicated identity. It is the agonising demands of this solitude that Marjane seeks 

to alleviate by stating she is French, and her pretence allows her to momentarily 

displace the burden of her solitude. On another level, she tries to escape the 

European other’s perception of Iran which also troubles her Austrian existence. As 

the récitatif clarifies, ‘I should say that at the time, Iran was the epitome of evil and to 

be Iranian was a heavy burden to bear. It was easier to lie than to assume that 

burden’ (PII 41). The onus on an Iranian identity is also apparent in Satrapi’s 

comments from an interview, where she characterises the complicated explanations 

attached to an Iranian identity outside Iran: ‘it’s a one-hour explanation: “I am 

Iranian but, I am Iranian but…”’ (Ellipsis in original, “An Interview with Marjane 

Satrapi”). The qualifier to the statement “I am Iranian” represents the complicated 
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reception of what asserting an Iranian identity entails, the ‘but’ signifying the travails 

associated with this identification. 

 

Marjane’s attempts to ‘forget everything’ are unsuccessful; her past does not 

disappear but rather haunts her in her dreams (PII 40). This haunting is depicted in a 

frame that occupies three-quarters of the page. Satrapi uses images that the reader 

has already encountered from both volumes of Persepolis to depict the images that 

pursue Marjane in her dreams, such as saying goodbye to her grandmother, bomb 

explosions, and expressions of her own pain. The repetition of these images 

reinforces their affective meaning, and allows the reader to access their memories of 

Satrapi’s narrative as Marjane unconsciously accesses the same images.  

 

Marjane is thrown out of her last residence in Vienna in difficult circumstances. 

Distressed by her discovery of her boyfriend Marcus’ infidelity, her already troubled 

relationship with Frau Heller, her landlady, comes to a head after Heller accuses 

Marjane of stealing a brooch (PII 79). In protest, Marjane storms out, and is rendered 

homeless for several months. Her physical homelessness adds a material dimension 

to her psychic unhousedness, and eventually, she develops severe bronchitis after 

spending a winter homeless. Her illness is treated as she wakes up in hospital to the 

face the gravity of her dire circumstances in Vienna. Marjane describes the fact that 

she has been taken to hospital as ‘a miracle’, and the doctor echoes this sentiment, 

remarking that her survival is the product of ‘divine intervention’ (PII 119). During 

her rehabilitation in the hospital, Marjane undergoes routine medical procedures, 

depicted across a sequence of four frames (PII 87). The récitatif that accompanies 

these frames explains:  
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I had known a revolution that had made me lose part of my family. I had 
survived a war that had distanced me from my country and my parents...and 
it’s a banal story of love that almost carried me away. (Ellipsis in original, 87)  

 

Two of these frames accompanying the récitatif depict Marjane standing behind an x-

ray machine, her skeleton visible to the doctor and the reader. By tending to the 

stress of Marjane’s physical health, Satrapi crystallises the impacts of loss through its 

material effect on Marjane’s body, represented in the simultaneous fragility and 

tenacity of her bones. This image also foregrounds the skeletons of her past that 

haunt her when she returns to Iran. Moreover, the juxtaposition between the ‘action-

to-action’ pace of this sequence with the macro-scope of the events referred to in the 

récitatif, creates pathos by elevating the importance of her hospitalisation (McCloud, 

Understanding Comics 70). Upon her recovery, she speaks with her parents—who have 

been searching for her desperately—for the first time in months. Her conversation 

with both her father and mother is relayed only through words, over two panels. The 

reader is not privy to any image such as the faces of Marjane or her parents during 

their conversation. The absence of any pictorial images reinforces the emotional 

significance of their conversation during which she asks if she can come back to Iran, 

and requests that they ‘never ask [her] anything about these three months’ (PII 89). 

The lack of images in these frames means that the words themselves form a kind of 

image. This ‘biocularity’ (Hirsch, “Collateral Damage” 1212) is something that Peggy 

Phelan notes in Samuel Beckett’s work where she posits; ‘[s]eeing was always already 

a way of saying for Beckett, and so too was saying a way of seeing’ (“Lessons in 

Blindness” 1285, quoted in “Collateral Damage” 1212). For the reader, Marjane’s 

words become the picture, and represent a way of seeing through not-seeing.  
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Following these events, Marjane’s decision to return to Iran is recounted in an 

episode entitled ‘The Veil’, where, dismissing the doctor’s instructions that smoking 

again will endanger her life, she buys, and consumes, ‘several cartons of cigarettes’ 

during her remaining days in Vienna (PII 90). The récitatif explains: 

 
I think that I preferred to put myself in serious danger rather than confront 
my shame. My shame at not having become someone, the shame of not 
having made my parents proud after all the sacrifices they had made for me. 
The shame of having become a mediocre nihilist. (PII 90)  

 

The word ‘shame’ is used four times in this passage and the récitatif takes place above 

a half-page frame depicting Marjane looking at herself in the mirror (Figure 3.7).   

    

 

Figure 3.7: Departure from Vienna 

 

In the final frame of this episode, Marjane stands in front of a mirror with her back 

to the reader, wearing a headscarf again. The reader can only see her face in the 

reflection of the mirror, and this effect replicates the shame Marjane feels in literally 

not ‘facing’ the reader. Instead, the reader ‘sees’ Marjane through the triangulating—
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and distancing—device of the mirror. The focus of her shame is external; in her 

words, she has failed to become ‘someone’, failing her parents, and instead becoming 

a ‘mediocre nihilist’. Art historian Ann Hollander makes the observation that the 

mirror is the ‘personal link between the human subject and its representation’ 

(quoted in Elahi 319). Indeed, in this image, the reader does not see Marjane’s face, 

but only her reflected image. Her figure, shrouded in black, hints at the way she has 

turned in on herself, away from the diegetic window of the strip, and hence from the 

reader’s gaze. She deems her Viennese experiences insignificant compared to the 

suffering of her family and friends in Iran. This image repeats—although not 

exactly—an earlier image from Persepolis I where shortly before her first departure 

from Iran, Marji stands in front of a mirror and repeats her grandmother’s words, “I 

will always be true to myself” (151). In this earlier rendition, the reader can see slivers 

of both Marji’s face and her reflection, which seems to represent a more fluid 

subjectivity—one that is forming between the subject and its mirror image. By 

contrast, the later image in Figure 3.6 seems more fixed—Marjane’s shame has 

fractured her subjectivity into only a sorrowful reflection of her invisible face. Her 

desire to forget the pain of her past complicates her remembrance of home, and 

these competing affective trajectories tear her subjectivity apart, as it were, recorded 

in the second mirror image. In this sense, the mirror image presents a distanced form 

of witnessing. This figurative fragmentation foregrounds Marjane’s acute depression 

upon her return to Iran, and her shame obliquely beckons to the tensions inherent 

within the move to remember.  

 

The visual iteration of the difficulties of accepting shame as part of the responsibility 

of an ethical subjectivity, recalls Agamben’s words on the impasse between seeing 

and not seeing that designates the dilemma of witnessing: ‘[t]hat precisely this 
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inhuman impossibility of seeing is what calls and addresses the human, the 

apostrophe from which human beings cannot turn away—this and nothing else is 

testimony’ (Remnants of Auschwitz (2002)[1999] 54). It is her attempt to ‘turn away’ 

from her window of the text that becomes the thing that haunts her following her 

return to Iran—the struggle that produces her testimony.  

 

Describing the imperative to remember in the context of the Holocaust, Glowacka 

argues, that ‘[t]he subject as witness returns from the past, which cannot be 

represented as arche and synthesized in the present’ (4). Indeed, Marjane’s return to 

Iran induces precisely the kind of two-fold dilemma that Glowacka identifies; the 

ghosts of Marjane’s traumatically fragmented past break out of their pastness to 

haunt her in troubling ways, and they remain non-assimilable. Moreover, despite her 

clear description of her state and providing her therapists with plausible accounts for 

her depression, these rational forms of reasoning do not help Marjane. As Freud 

writes, ‘what consciousness is aware of in the work of melancholia is thus not the 

essential part of it’ (“Mourning and Melancholia” 256). The ambivalence of the 

melancholic state is identical to the Freudian psychoanalytic definition of trauma, 

where an event becomes traumatic because it cannot be fully known (Caruth, 

Unclaimed Experience 5). In turn, this establishes a disruption to the narrative sequence 

in which the trauma is described—or more accurately—circumnavigated in an 

attempt to fully comprehend the traumatic incident. Moreover, in cases of 

melancholia, Freud postulates that suicide, among other things, may be attempted, 

‘when the ego is overwhelmed by the [lost] object’ (“Mourning and Melancholia” 

210). In this context, suicide is an expression of fury, as well as a radical inscription 

of the body because it disrupts the tyranny of the symbolic order. Butler hints at the 

force of melancholic grief in her suggestion that:  



 176

 
Insofar as the grief remains unspeakable, the rage over the loss can redouble 
by virtue of remaining unavowed. And if that rage is publicly proscribed, the 
melancholic effects of such a proscription can achieve suicidal proportions. 
(The Psychic Life of Power 148) 

 

In a world that privileges verbal and visual forms of communication, the semiotic 

operation of the body provides a powerful message in circumstances where either the 

speaker cannot speak, or alternatively, cannot be heard. As Dorothy Ayers Counts 

suggests, suicide can be regarded as ‘an expression of power’, an agential and 

embodied signifying system for those who cannot be heard (335). Suicide also 

provides a point of intersection between private and public discourses around 

subjectivity. It incorporates external figures into the private agency of the subject, 

and raises questions where previously there was silence. Marjane’s crisis of 

witnessing, which is exacerbated by her deep feelings of shame, seems then, to lead 

to her attempt to ultimately bear witness with her body to what she cannot bear to 

see; that is, the pain of her migrant solitude, borne from multiple and frequently 

traumatic transitions in her subjectivity. 

  

Following her second failed suicide attempt, Marjane visits her therapist, who states, 

‘[t]hat dose should have been enough to finish off an elephant!’ explaining that he 

can only think that ‘divine intervention’ has prevented Marjane from dying. Marjane’s 

response is, ‘I inferred from this that I was not made to die’ (PII 119), and this 

reasoning marks the beginning of her decision to live, whereupon she ‘re-invents’ 

herself as a ‘sophisticated woman’ (120), ‘strong and invincible’ as an aerobics 

instructor (PII 121). In “Mourning and Melancholia”, Freud suggests that the 

melancholic condition may cease, ‘once the fury has played itself out or after the 

object has been abandoned as worthless’ (256). It seems in Marjane’s case, that her 
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determination to commit suicide enables both outcomes—it allows her to act on her 

fury, and her survival suggests that this ambition in itself may be futile—encouraged 

by the doctor’s comment that her survival is a ‘miracle’. Yet, the terms ‘miracle’ and 

‘divine intervention’ sit strangely with the stark ‘realities’ of the text. Whilst on the 

one hand, the ‘miraculous’ provides an answer of sorts to overcoming the trauma of 

the text, on the other there is something discomforting within the comfort of the 

miraculous. It allows the text to short-circuit out of the loop of melancholia that has 

haunted Marjane. The import of the miraculous to the text therefore, seems to be in 

its very elision as something that withstands narration, and the scrutiny of the 

reader’s gaze. In itself, this resistance speaks of the sensitivity of trauma, and the way 

that sometimes, the attempt to offer testimony goes beyond the limits of bearable 

vulnerability—in diegetic terms, for Marjane to expose her face. 

 

4. Humour and the Work of Mourning 

In The Origins of German Tragic Drama, Walter Benjamin provides a metaphor for the 

relationship between comedy and mourning. Namely, he writes that ‘comedy … is 

the essential inner side of mourning which from time to time, like the lining of a 

dress at the hem or lapel, makes its presence felt’ (125). Benjamin’s metaphor 

conveys the intimate residence of humour within mourning. Indeed, one of the 

defining characteristics of Persepolis is the use of humour throughout the text, which 

includes irony, parody, and sarcasm.6 In this context, Satrapi has commented, ‘[t]o be 

able to laugh with someone is ... to be able to touch the soul of somebody’ (“Images 

of her Homeland”). Throughout the story, reading as education is reinforced several 

times, as Marji/Marjane goes through different phases. Her insistence on ‘educating 

                                                
6 Gillian Whitlock similarly notes that ‘Satrapi’s Persepolis turns to … irony and satire as modes  
for telling her story of childhood and subsequent exile from Iran after the revolution of 1979’ (Soft  
Weapons 188) 
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oneself’ usually arises as a strategy of making sense of confusing or overwhelming 

circumstances, frequently attached to some form of loss, and this confusion 

frequently introduces a comedic element.  

 

The first example takes place in a narratorial aside where Marji informs the reader 

that during the lead-up to the Revolution, her parents bought many books to 

‘enlighten’ her on politics, including works on the Children of Palestine, Fidel Castro, 

Vietnam, Iranian revolutionaries, and her favourite, a comic book entitled “Dialectic 

Materialism” (PI 12). The second instance where Marji acknowledges her desire to 

educate herself occurs when her father relates a darkly humorous incident, which in 

fact depicts an interstice between private and public mourning. He explains that 

amongst a public procession carrying the body of a young man killed by the army, a 

second corpse is sighted as it is relocated from a hospital. The mourner 

accompanying the body is a widow, who explains her husband is not a ‘martyr’ but 

has in fact died from cancer. The members of the procession insist that nonetheless, 

he is a ‘hero’, and the story ends with the widow joining the demonstration as she 

chants a revolutionary slogan, “The King is a killer!” (PI 32). While her parents 

dissolve into laughter, as a child, Marji is confused about the locus of the humour. As 

she thinks to herself, ‘[c]adaver, cancer, death, murderer’, and then in a separate 

thought bubble, ‘Laughter?’ This episode ends with an image of Marji reading on her 

bed, as the récitatif explains, ‘I realized then that I didn’t understand anything. I read 

all the books I could’ (PI 32). Thus Satrapi uses education as one link between the 

personal and the communal, which also acts as a metafictive device in terms of the 

reader’s relationship with the text of Persepolis as he or she educates himself about 

Iran. For Marji’s parents, the humour in this episode resides in the widow’s use of 

the public procession as a vehicle that carries—through its ritual—the widow’s 
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private grief for the death of her husband. The incident contains elements of farce, 

which is constellated by attributes that paradoxically, also establish the poignancy of 

the event. Returning to Benjamin’s observations on this relationship, he also explains 

that in secular dramas, ‘only comedy accorded the allegorical the rights of citizenship 

… [and] when comedy moves in seriously, then the results are unexpectedly fatal’ 

(Origins of German Tragic Drama 191). The widower’s act of joining the procession in 

conjunction with the loss of rights following the Revolution, speak back to 

Benjamin’s phrase, ‘rights of citizenship’, and can be read allegorically as an act of 

well-intentioned, but misplaced faith—a metaphor for the outcomes of the 

Revolution itself. According to Benjamin, allegory revives the ‘fading word’ (192), 

and in Persepolis, Satrapi’s use of the miraculous may be read as an allegorical response 

to the ‘fading word’ of loss within the world of the text. Hence, the incident with the 

widow joins farce with sorrow to produce an instance of absurdist, yet poignant 

humour. 

 

Later as a young woman in Austria, Marjane critically reads Bakunin and Sartre to 

understand the milieu of her new friends, as well as Simone de Beauvoir, her mother’s 

favourite author (PII 20 – 21). In one panel, Satrapi draws four versions of Marjane 

in literally different positions, one version lying on her bed, and three others 

portrayed in a variety of stances around the bed (PII 21). Satrapi literally represents 

the importance of education in cultivating the individual’s ability to occupy different 

philosophical positions and critically engage with one’s surroundings. Her character’s 

maturation can be observed in many ways; the shift in visual perspective not only 

corresponds literally with her physical growth, but also the development of her 

maturity. A sign of this is discernable in a sequence in Persepolis II, where Marjane 

visits her childhood friend, Kia Abadi, who is severely disabled following his 
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enforced military service (PII 106). Kia tells Marjane a joke about a soldier who is 

incorrectly stitched back together after being severely dismembered, so that his penis 

is sewn onto his hip. His new wife is aghast, and the joke ends with the soldier’s 

exasperated retort, ‘Kiss my ass!’ (PII 112), which Kia states as he simultaneously 

points to his underarm. Looking baffled initially, the next frame depicts Marjane 

imagining a silhouette with an appropriately contorted body as she grasps the crux of 

Kia’s joke. On the way home from her visit, she thinks, ‘we can only feel sorry for 

ourselves when our misfortunes are still supportable...once this limit is crossed, the 

only way to bear the unbearable is to laugh at it’ (ellipsis in original, PII 112). Yet 

there is evidence of laughing at the intolerable earlier in Marjane’s life, as depicted in 

one episode from Persepolis I entitled, ‘The Key’. Here, the récitatif explains that soon 

after the Revolution, Marji and her classmates must line up ‘twice a day to mourn the 

war dead’ and as funeral marches are played, they beat their breasts in a show of grief 

(PI 95) (Figure 3.8).  

 

 

 

Figure 3.8 – Performing Grief (PI 95) 
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In this page-size panel, the girls are depicted at the moment their hands bear contact 

with their chests and the jagged lines around their hands represents the force of 

impact. Against a black background, their expressions—fixed in a glaze of enforced 

mourning—create a stark image of shallow grief. Here, the tessellated contours of 

the girls’ hijabs denote the oppressive conditions on this prescribed mourning.7 The 

flat design of this panel speaks of the flattened affect that the schoolgirls express in 

this public display of grief. Yet, this shallow performative modality of grief 

antithetically attests to the largely unconscious grief the girls feel under the strictures 

of the Islamic regime. Writing on a 1942 rally at Madison Square Gardens that 

commemorated the victims of Nazi Germany, Clifton Spargo notes that despite the 

relative uselessness of the demonstration (‘its organizers seemingly aware of it futility 

ahead of time’, “The Ethical Uselessness of Grief” 55), this highly public act of 

mourning exhibited, ‘not only grief but also the poignant awareness of grief’s futility’ 

(55). The futility of grief is also evident on the girls’ expressions of frozen misery. 

While their public display of grief for victims of the war is something they may be 

partially detached from their performance produces a ‘poignant awareness’, in 

Spargo’s words of their own forms of grief (such as Marji’s grief for her dead Uncle). 

In this way, the girls’ mourning is located within a communal context beyond their 

individual losses.  

 

As they adjust to the new ritual of mourning, the girls, and Marji in particular, begin 

to parody this display of grief. Marji in particular parrots popular phrases associated 

with this form of public mourning. For example, in one frame, she lies on the 

                                                
7 Tessellation is a distinctive feature of Islamic art and architecture in Iran, and is evident throughout 
both volumes of Persepolis. For further discussion on the tradition of tessellation and geometric design 
in Islamic art, see for example, Jules Bourgoin, Arabic Geometrical Pattern and Design. New York: Dover, 
1974; Sheila S. Blair, and Jonathan M. Bloom, The Art and Architecture of Islam, 1250–1800. New Haven: 
Yale UP, 1994; and David Wade, Pattern in Islamic Art. New York: The Overlook P, 1976. 
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ground, and in response to her teacher’s question regarding what she is doing, 

answers, “I’m suffering, can’t you see?” (PI 97). Thus, within the space of a few 

frames, the narrative moves from depicting the conventions of mourning to its 

ridicule. Similarly, when the class must decorate their classroom for the anniversary 

of the Revolution, the girls use toilet paper as garlands and remain united in their 

contravention. Again, the element of farce allows for a play of and on mourning to 

be enacted—for which the class is reprimanded by the teacher (PI 97). Much like the 

heterodoxy of mourning, these political acts of ridicule reside outside social 

‘conventions’ (Spivak and Cadava) as they parody ‘serious’ performances that seek to 

enforce the legitimacy of the regime through their repetition. 

 

5. Conclusion 

Writing on catharsis, Richard Kearney writes that the ‘act of creative repetition allows 

for a certain kind of pleasure or release’ (“Narrating Pain” 51). Referring to 

Aristotle’s theory of mythos-mimesis (plotting-imitating), Kearney describes the balance 

between competing affective vectors of pathos (pity) and eleos (fear) as the condition 

necessary to produce katharsis or catharsis. As he states succinctly, ‘catharsis invites 

us a) beyond a pathology of pity to compassion and b) beyond a pathology of fear to 

serenity (52). In Persepolis, the discrepancy between the written and visual text 

provides a rich canvas within which Satrapi employs antithetical affective forces to 

create catharsis. For example, in ‘The Bicycle’, Marji and her friends re-enact stories 

they have heard about torture under the new regime, by picking up nails and slotting 

them between their knuckles. They taunt their school peer Ramin, and claim that 

they want to torture him in response to the rumour that his father is a member of the 

Savak, the Shah’s notorious secret police force. While Satrapi’s images represent a 

memory-scene of the children’s play-acting, the reader’s affective interaction with 
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these scenes is underscored by his or her knowledge of the horror of torture. The 

pathos that this exchange produces, combined with the reader’s comprehension of the 

terrifying torture tactics, are triangulated through Satrapi’s use of humour in this 

scene. The affective content of this scene is also created through the recognition of 

how widely the impact of state-sanctioned brutality reaches, as it is interpellated into 

the children’s play.  

 

Satrapi herself has explained that she grappled with how to depict violence in 

Persepolis, given that representations of violent events have become ‘so normal, so 

banal’, yet they frequently refer to events which in themselves, are ‘not normal’ at all 

(“Persian Miniatures” 35). Satrapi suggests that for readers who can readily access 

images that portray violence in hyper-real detail, to come across more of the same in 

the novel, might only contribute to the banality that haunts modern images of 

violence. Satrapi thus chooses to depict the horror of violence through a different 

visual mode. Instead of vivid colour, she uses black and white to paint her images of 

bloodshed, stating, ‘[b]lack and white makes [violence] more abstract and more 

interesting’ (“Persian Miniatures” 35). By limiting her work to a homochromous 

colour scheme, Satrapi infuses the narrative with a melancholically mediated form of 

memory. As Ann Cvetkovich observes, in both Maus and Persepolis, the use of black 

and white demonstrates ‘testimony’s power to provide forms of truth that are 

emotional rather than factual’ (“Drawing the Archive” 114).  McCloud also argues 

that the use of black and white promotes the ideas behind the visual ideogram more 

directly, whereby ‘art approaches language’ (Understanding Comics 192). Thus, the 

visual style of the narrative, articulates oppression through its deceptively simple 

mode of representation. 
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Using an abstracted, non-realistic mode of representation allows Satrapi to play with 

the details she includes or excludes within her drawings. In turn, this mode of 

representation refers to the non-mimetic operation of traumatic memories. In other 

words, the way in which details are frequently occluded from the image speaks of the 

traumatic nature of the event through an abstracted visual technology. This also finds 

expression in the use of the singular to stand in for the mass. For example, before 

leaving Iran for the final time—at the end of the second volume—Marjane visits her 

uncle Anoosh’s grave behind Evine Prison. At a site notorious for the number of 

political prisoner who were executed, Anoosh’s body lies in an unmarked grave 

behind the prison, ‘next to thousands of other cadavers’ (PII 186) (Figure 3.9).  

 

 

 

Figure 3.9 – Evine Prison (PII 186) 

 

In this frame, Marjane kneels along an empty tract of land; the flowers on the ground 

provide the only clue as to where her uncle’s grave is located. Behind her, a single car 

travels alongside the perimeter of the prison and its solitary presence replicates the 

tension between the singular mark on the page as a representation of the specific (the 
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significance of Anoosh’s execution), and also as an emblem for the thousands of 

other murdered political prisoners. This conjunction between the singular and the 

repeatable is, as Spivak suggests, possible through ‘repeatable difference’, wherein a 

communality of grief is formed that maintains the difference between each loss 

(“Politics of Mourning”). Instead of using a realistic portrayal of the scene, Satrapi 

chooses to access the sorrow of her loss by representing its abstraction, which is also 

personally inflected. In other words, the conceptual style of this tableau reminds the 

reader of the personal circumstances surrounding Anoosh’s execution, and its 

devastating impact on Marjane as a young girl.  

 

At the conclusion of Persepolis II, Marjane explains that, not ‘having been able to build 

anything in my own country,’ she travels to France in 1994 to take an entry test to 

enter the School of Decorative Arts in Strasbourg. Following her acceptance, she 

finally leaves Iran for good on September 9, 1994. The récitatif explains that her 

parents and grandmother accompanied her to the airport, and that she saw her 

grandmother only once in the following year. The story concludes; ‘She died January 

4, 1996...freedom had a price...’ (ellipses in original, 187). The backdrop at the scene 

of her departure is an almost exact replica of the background to her first parting. By 

repeating this image, the second scene of departure invokes the pain of the first 

separation and vice versa. Satrapi thus invests the movement of departure with the 

knowledge that while the circumstances of each differ, they are fundamentally the 

same—because for Marjane, it means losing her family and homeland again.  

 

Persepolis ends with an ellipsis, a polysemous mark which contains promise as well as 

uncertainty. Writing on Art Speigelman’s Maus, Andreas Huyssen observes that 

‘[r]ather than providing us with an enlightened moral or with a happy reconciliation 
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between … trauma and memory, the aesthetic and emotional effect of Maus remains 

jarring throughout’ (Present Pasts 125).  The same argument is apt for the affective 

impact of Persepolis; the ellipsis leaves the reader with space to ruminate on Marjane’s 

life and those of the people around her, and raises the difficult question of 

considering the multiple forfeitures that migrant must undergo.  

 

In the next, and final, chapter on Shuan Tan’s graphic text The Arrival, the reader is 

presented with an anonymous figure of ‘the migrant’, who travels from one unknown 

place to another. His anonymity in the surreal city to which he moves, highlights 

many of the themes of loss that migrants face as they negotiate new forms of 

belonging in their new place. The nostalgic register of the work unsettles the 

temporality of the setting so that it simultaneously hints at a past and to an imagined 

(perhaps already failed), future.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

 

Folding and Unfolding: Repetition and Loss in Shaun Tan’s TThe Arrival  

 

 

One should not try to dilute the meaning of the relation: relation is reciprocity. 

Martin Buber, I and Thou 1996 [1923], 58.  

 

History decomposes into images, not into narratives.  

Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project 1999 [1972,] 596. 

 

1. Photography, Nostalgia, Surrealism 

The Arrival is a visual exploration of migration through the character of ‘the migrant’, 

who leaves behind with sadness his partner and their daughter for an unknown and 

distant land. At his destination, he meets other migrants whose micro-narratives are 

woven into his own, including stories about desperate escapes from persecution and 

child slavery. Moreover, as a ‘silent’ visual text, The Arrival distills the themes of 

melancholic loss, ontological disorientation and affect that have formed the core of the 

analysis in each of the preceding chapters. Like Marjane, the figure of ‘the migrant’ in 

The Arrival bears witness to the loss of his family, homeland and all signs of familiarity 

as he travels to a new and unrecognisable destination. Shaun Tan has written that stories 

of migration are, ‘a constellation of intimate, human-sized aspirations and dilemmas: 

how to learn a phrase, where to catch a train, where to buy an item, whom to ask for 

help and, perhaps more importantly, how to feel about everything’ (italics in original, 
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Sketches From A Nameless Land (2010) 10). The work provides a visual contrast to the 

images in Persepolis. Where Satrapi’s text offers the reader stark, black and white images 

in a traditional comic strip format, The Arrival combines photo-realism and surrealistic 

pictures in sepia in a layout that borrows from both film and photographic albums. The 

use of sepia throughout the cells evokes a nostalgic register that recalls the narrator’s 

attachment to the past in The Shadow Lines and both texts complicate the relation 

between past and present.  

 

In turn, while radically different in form, Tan’s work speaks back to Kincaid’s novel 

Lucy. Similar to Lucy, The Arrival also depicts a migration journey to a place that 

resembles New York—albeit at the turn of the twentieth century. In The Arrival 

however, the social structure that ‘the migrant’ enters is imaginatively built on an ethos 

of vulnerability, and this contrasts with the regimes of inclusion and exclusion that Lucy 

faces in her new abode. As Tan has explained, one of the philosophical premises of The 

Arrival, is the idea that the city is populated by people who have, ‘some degree of injury 

… a disability of some kind, whether it’s emotional, or as a result of a bad experience’ 

(“Migration and Multiculturalism”). In the narrative, it is these ‘degrees of injury’ that 

provide potential points of connection between individuals who have ended up in this 

place as a result of different migratory trajectories. Tan’s notion that each individual is 

marked by some kind of loss is critical to imagining how communities can be 

alternatively constituted through discourses of social vulnerability. Moreover, the people 

in the new country are noticeably diverse in appearance so that no particular group can 

be at least visually designated as the ‘native’ inhabitants of the city. The diversity of the 

city’s populace depicts one facet of the ideologies of ‘pluralism and multiculturalism’ 

(Tan “Migration and Multiculturalism”) that underlie this imagined city. In the text, the 
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exchanges that take place maintain a space for the expression of injury, and in this way, 

the ‘melting pot’ of the city retains difference rather than eliding it in the name of 

multiculturalism. 

 

In this work of post-memory, there are no original inhabitants, and in this way the text 

beckons to an unknown past and future. Ann Anlin Cheng identifies stories of 

migration that provide a ‘dream of multiculturalism’, a utopian realm wherein 

‘pathologies of race and gender miraculously heal themselves’. Specifically, Cheng 

claims, it is ‘startling how often in ethnic and immigrant narratives we find 

overidealization and euphoria in place of injury’ (“The Melancholy of Race” 51-2). Tan’s 

work speaks back to Cheng’s argument in the sense that the text does not seek to offer a 

panacea to the fraught realities of migration, but offers an imaginative articulation of 

how community might be constituted alternatively through an emphasis (rather than 

denial of) injury. However, this does not mean that ‘the migrant’ is unproblematically 

absorbed into this new setting, but also faces significant barriers in his transition.  

 

In The Arrival, these barriers are represented metonymically through the defamiliarised 

representation of a text that we recognise as containing signification but are unable to 

read or even locate in the hinterland of other languages we might know. Like the 

migrant, who is unable to read a new language, the reader struggles to comprehend the 

written signs of the new place (Figure 4.1).  
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Figure 4.1 Illegible Alphabet (Title Page) 

 

As Tan states, the disorienting effect of this unreadable text reminds the reader of their 

‘dependence on the written word for security and authority when it comes to meaning’ 

(Sketches 10). Like the migrant, the reader must creatively engage with all manner of 

signs to navigate in this new place, rather than attempt to simply decode them (Tan 

“Comments on The Arrival” n.d.). Tan used Roman letters and rendered them 

incomprehensible through a ‘cut-up’ technique, where he inverted and combined 

different letters to create a new alphabet that was partly roman in appearance and partly 

pictographic. The pictographic language engenders a point of narrative frisson between 

the text and reader, as the reader’s encounter with this unknown alphabet rehearses 

dilemmas that migrants face in negotiating a new system of signification.  

 

Keeping in mind the centrality of the frame to the construction of meaning within visual 

syntax, there are three frames at play in The Arrival. The first is the view of the reader, 

that is, the physical limitations or frame of vision; the book and its pages form a 

secondary frame. Lastly, the reader engages with a third frame formed by the set of 

gutters around the images themselves. However, the distinction between the second and 

third order of frames is not always clear. For instance, throughout the arc of the 

dominant narrative, that is, the migrant’s journey, the frames, whilst still discrete, are 

framed by the gutters themselves. They tend towards invisibility, and the difference 
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between the image and the gutter is marked by the contrast in shade. In this sense, the 

gutters describe a relationship with their content that is more ambiguous than the solid 

black frame we encounter in Satrapi’s Persepolis. Further, this kind of ‘anti-frame’ 

complicates the relationship between the frame and the page as meta-panel, because the 

whole page, rather than the individual panel, acts as the ‘hard-frame’ (Eisner, Comics and 

Sequential Art (1985) 65). Thus, as a ‘metacommunicative’ device (Jamieson (2006) 96), 

the multiple levels of framing replicates the relationship between past and present, 

where the past is embedded. Indeed, the way that the blurring of the second and third 

frames affects the communication of the narrative seems particularly apt, given Tan’s 

emphasis on the enigma of memory. Ann Miller suggests that, ‘the temporality of silent 

panels is more indeterminate, particularly if they represent décor only, or immobile 

characters’ (101). This might, then, account for the meditative tenor of the work, which 

allows the reader to inhabit the work at an unhurried pace—both within and between 

the frames. For example, in an in-depth study of two immigrant children’s 

interpretations of The Arrival in 2011, the authors of the study make the concluding 

observation that the ‘space between the pictures serves as an invitation for [the children] 

to fill in those spaces with their own questions and experiences’ (Martínez-Roldán and 

Newcomer (2011) 196). The notion of an ‘invitation’ is consistent with Tan’s own 

suggestion that ‘[a]bove all this, there is a governing desire to draw some kind of 

coherent memory from the messy, fragmented experience of life, a meaningful story 

that can be passed on to others’ (Sketches 6).  

 

In a similar vein, Amitav Ghosh has noticed that this element of incoherence is at the 

heart of the redemptive narrative. The redemption is the projected escape from the 

incoherence of their originary place that will, in fact, await them in different forms in 
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their new place. Ghosh has written about narratives of immigration to North America, 

and suggests that these stories: 

 
are stories of arrival, not departure, stories of suffering but not sorrow or regret; 
they are stories of hope, founded on a belief in the redemptive power of the 
land ahead. The vitality of these stories derives in no small part from the 
obvious parallels with the biblical story of the Promised Land, which is, of 
course, equally a story of hope and of arrival (“Greatest Sorrow” 91). 

 

The optimism that Ghosh underscores in his description of a romanticised migration, 

can also be found in the partially utopian world of The Arrival, whose inhabitants, ‘know 

all too well what happens if tolerance, compassion and open-mindedness are allowed to 

fail’ (Sketches 29). While the narrative rehearses ideas about evolving and open-ended 

forms of communality, much like the primary texts examined in the preceding chapters, 

the narrative does not offer a predominantly redemptive vision, but retains a more 

difficult, ambivalent affective circuitry.  

 

The narratives that constitute The Arrival have an emotional intensity driven by the 

succession of cinematic sequences that animate the framed sepia images. 

Simultaneously, the sequencing techniques of the narrative mimic the cinematic mode, 

including the use of establishing shots, zooms, and wide-focus pans. Indeed, Tan drew 

from the ‘documentary clarity’ of film and photography in developing the cardboard 

‘sets’ he would utilise to create his drawings in The Arrival (Sketches 42). The visual design 

of the text adds to the impact of the work as a product from a time past (Figure 4.2).   
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Figure 4.2: Visual Traces 

 

Offering the photographic album as a collection of stories, Martha Langford writes, 

‘[a]n album is a classic example of a horizontal narrative shot through with lines of both 

epic and anecdotal dimension’ (Suspended Conversations (2001) 175). These dimensions are 

visible within The Arrival as the stories that intermix with the migrant’s, are epic in terms 

of their subject matter, but are shared anecdotally by the characters whom the migrant 

meets on his own (epic) journey. These anecdotes fracture the linear movement of the 

migrant’s story, and by installing vertical temporalities within the diegesis, the storyline 

attests to the complications of narrating loss as stories collide and produce new 

meanings through their differences and similarities. In her essay, ‘In Plato’s Cave’, Susan 

Sontag writes that ‘ghostly traces’ or photographs:  

 
[S]upply the token presence of the dispersed relatives. A family’s photograph 
album is generally about the extended family – and, often, is all that remains of 
it. As photographs give people an imaginary possession of a past that is unreal, 
they also help people to take possession of space in which they are insecure 
(283).  
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The Arrival presents a collection of stories about a different kind of ‘extended family’. 

For example, along with the narratives that intermingle with the migrant’s story in the 

diegesis, in the endpapers of the text (Figure 4.3), sixty diverse faces stare at the reader, 

in a silent yet direct visual communication.  

 

 
 

 
Figure 4.3: Endpapers 

 

The proportions of the drawings resemble passport photos, and are based on 

photographs of migrants on arrival at Ellis Island (Sketches 12). Additionally, one of the 

drawings is a sketch of a childhood passport photo of Tan’s father (“Lost and Found”). 

The anonymity of this endpaper populace suggests an affinity with large streams of 

refugees and migrants, who are displaced for many different reasons. It is as though the 

compiler of this album has included their pictures in the endnotes to pay homage to 

narratives that could not be depicted within the album, but which—as other stories of 
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migration—are refracted through the singularity of the migrant’s story. In the place of 

their stories, the reader is confronted with their ‘ghostly traces’—to use Sontag’s 

expression. In Persepolis, this idea is also present, for example, in Satrapi’s dedication to 

the memory of Iranians who ‘lost their lives in prisons defending freedom...or who were 

forced to leave their families and flee their homeland’ (n.p. PI), and also in a frame 

where Marjane lays a wreath on her uncle’s unmarked grave, a singular loss which lies 

unidentifiable amongst thousands of other unmarked graves. 

 

In its locatedness from a time that has passed, The Arrival functions, in effect, as a 

souvenir of migration, a keepsake whose place of origin is impossible to locate. Writing 

on the souvenir, Susan Stewart suggests that it may be regarded as:  

 
[E]mblematic of the nostalgia that all narrative reveals—the longing for its place 
of origin. Particularly important here are the functions of the narrative of the 
self: that story’s lost point of identity with the mother and its perpetual desire 
for reunion and incorporation, for the repetition that is not a repetition … The 
souvenir therefore contracts the world in order to expand the personal (xii).  

 

The longing towards which the narrative hints, is complicated by the unknown spatial 

and temporal origins of the album. For example, the pages bear the imprints of time, 

through faux defects, foxing, stains, rips, creases, partial erasure, and in some places, the 

image has crumbled away entirely. As an artefact, the origin of The Arrival remains 

unknown; the book carries a stamp on its title page, alongside an image of an ‘inspection 

card’. The card is dated 23 March 1912, and marks the book’s journey as a travelling 

object, one that bears its own traces of impossible time. Thus, The Arrival’s nostalgic 

remembrance of a future-past, carves out a space between realism and the surreal as it is 

haunted by an impossible desire for reunion with ‘the mother’—to use Stewart’s 

phrase—and the fact of her loss. As a souvenir, the book seems to have withstood the 
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ravages of time, and in this process has acquired other stories to include within the 

migrant’s own. It is unclear who has compiled the narrative, perhaps the migrant, his 

daughter, or an anonymous collector; this uncertainty adds to the narrative appeal of the 

souvenir—an object about which stories can be endlessly narrated and re-narrated. In 

this way, each reader mobilises the tradition of narrativisation by imagining the events 

within and around the construction of The Arrival.  

 

Susan Sontag suggests that photographs frequently invent or replace memory (A Susan 

Sontag Reader 357), and The Arrival directly invokes this idea. As a tactile object, The 

Arrival bears the simulated imprint of the old, the faded and the forgotten. In this way, 

it approximates what Annette Kuhn distinguishes as the ‘material existence’ that 

photographs and photographic albums enjoy (“Memory Texts” (2010) 304). The spine 

of the book is designed as an old leather-bound tome, the edges of the cover swathed 

with a filigree of printed cracks. The elements within the raised relief of the cover 

illustration—a man in a three-piece suit, holding a suitcase, looking at a strange 

creature—hint at a journey towards the unknown and fantastical. It seems the man is 

travelling, but where to, and who is the arrival—the man or the creature? The warm 

sepia tones suggest that the work is located in the realm of nostalgic memory. The 

intrusion of the creature complicates the photo-realism of the illustration by introducing 

the element of fantasy, which is present throughout the narrative. Other visual 

influences include Goya’s Los Caprichos print series (1799), whose macabre sepia-hued 

aquatints act as critical commentary on, as Goya himself wrote, the ‘common prejudices 

and deceitful practices which custom, ignorance, or self-interest have made usual’ 

(Hughes 23). The ravaged war-torn streetscapes of Vittorio De Sica’s early Italian 
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neorealist film The Bicycle Thief (1948), also provided a visual influence for the ‘snapshot’ 

styled street scenes in Tan’s text (Sketches 16, 42).  

 

Another notable feature of the text is the absence of pagination; the reader must instead 

physically locate his or her position in the book through the use of a burnished gold 

ribbon, a marking technique reminiscent of modern photo albums and classically bound 

books. Together, these effects create an imagined past through the artifice of the text. 

While Tan’s work directs its readers through a silent cinematic narrative, its very silence 

produces a polyphonic reading of the images. Although ‘the migrant’ occupies the 

central narrative arc of the work, his interactions with other characters instantiate a 

dialogic mode of representation and emphasise the importance of empathetic exchange. 

By incorporating other stories of arrivals into the migrant’s journey, his experience of 

migration emerges contrapuntally. This quality is also apparent in The Shadow Lines 

where the narrator wonders whether he is ‘mad’ because he cannot live without the 

‘clamour of voices’ within him (89).  

 

The use of illustrations as a replacement for verbal communication is evident in the 

narrative such as when the migrant searches for an apartment, and must communicate 

that message iconographically, with paper and pen, after his attempts at speaking fail. 

Tan has also commented on the role of an illustrator as storyteller, where ‘some ideas 

can only be expressed through a silent language of images’ (Sketches 31). Indeed, Tan has 

himself emphasised the way the reader is ‘hit by [the] image’ upon turning the pages in 

The Arrival (“Lost and Found” (2010)). The affective impact of the narrative is thus 

intimately connected to embodied practices of reading. Tan’s concern with the presence 

or absence of the ‘word-image nexus’ is evident throughout the work. 
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The mechanical technologies depicted in the narrative such as steam and propeller 

power, are emblems of European and American modernisms, and the work is partly 

bound to these pasts through this set of visual cues. By utilising these overdetermined 

signifiers from a modern industrial age, Tan’s work partially encrypts the text within this 

era. In another gesture towards technologies of the past, The Arrival borrows from the 

language of photographic albums in that the images are arranged as they might appear in 

a print photo album, united as they are by the sepia hues of the various photographs. 

Within its pages, the reader does not discover the identity of the migrant, nor of the 

other characters that populate the album. This silence also speaks of the silence imposed 

on the migrant who is between languages (Kristeva, Strangers to Ourselves 15). In this 

scenario, the language of the homeland is rarely useful, and the migrant has not yet 

learnt the conventions of the new place. Martha Langford writes, ‘[a] photographic 

album is a repository of memory. A photographic album is an instrument of social 

performance’ (223). As Tan has explained, in creating the visual vocabulary of The 

Arrival, he was interested in ‘borrowing the “language” of old pictorial archives and 

family photo albums ... which have both a documentary clarity and an enigmatic, sepia-

toned silence’ (“Comments on The Arrival”). The use of this ‘language’ creates a 

memorialising gravitas as the reader peruses this album from a location and time that are 

only partially recognisable. This reading is supported by Susan Sontag’s argument that, ‘a 

photograph is both a pseudo-presence and a token of absence … photographs – 

especially those of people, of distant landscapes and faraway cities, of the vanished past 

– are incitements to reverie’ (“In Plato’s Cave” (1992) 285). Here, the incitement to 

reverie raises questions about how this text represents loss, the instantiation of cultural 

citizenship and the organisation of difference. It is within this liminal space that the 

text’s nostalgic mode operates to signify its complicated temporality. Photographic acts 
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provide important instances of memory and counter-memorial practices in all the 

primary texts considered in this thesis. This is unsurprising in a migratory context when 

so much is lost in the upheaval of transition, wherein the photograph can survive. In the 

face of these losses then, the photo album provides a compact repository of memories 

through the operation of visual nostalgia.  

 

Peter Fritzsche argues that the phenomenon of nostalgia is fundamentally rooted in a 

discourse of modernism because it depends on the notion of ‘historical process as the 

continual production of the new’ (“Spectres of History” (2001) 1589). Conversely, 

scholars such as Svetlana Boym and John J. Su have argued that contrary to its 

traditionally antithetical and conservative relation to memory and nationhood, the 

literary nostalgic mode can offer fertile ground for exploring social grief. For example, 

Su suggests that nostalgia is a mode of investigation, in which ‘lost or imagined 

homelands’—what he describes as the ‘objects’ of nostalgia—offer alternatives to failed 

systems of extant social relations (5). Su goes on to suggest:  

 
The engagement with the past assumes its fullest ethical dimension for those 
novels when they draw upon not only memory but also nostalgia, when they 
claim to recover not only what should have been remembered and preserved but 
also relationships and communities that could have been. (Italics in original, Ethics 
and Nostalgia in the Contemporary Novel (2005) 12) 
 

The nostalgic register can intervene in unexpected and exciting ways in postcolonial 

narratives. For example, in Postcolonial Nostalgias: Writing, Representation, and Memory 

(2011), Dennis Walder has argued that postcolonial nostalgia: 

 
… admits the past into the present in a fragmentary, nuanced, and elusive way, 
allowing a potential for self-reflexivity or irony appropriate for former colonial 
or diasporic subject trying to understand the networks of power relations within 
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which they are caught in the modern world, and beyond which it often seems 
impossible to move. (16) 

 

In The Arrival, the nostalgic visual style operates in a similar way; for example, the 

fantastic elements illuminate the newness of the city through its surreality, whilst the 

past is present in recognisable yet elusive signifiers. The combination of the new (or 

surreal) and the old suggests, importantly, that this new is constituted precariously 

between the familiar and the unusual. In this way, the city hints at what ‘could have 

been’, according to Su’s argument, by redressing the failure of empathy and 

multiculturalism in the migrants’ respective homelands. Concomitantly, the destination 

in The Arrival is not positioned as a utopian panacea to the past but rather offers a 

different network of power relations—to use Walder’s phrase—within which diasporic 

subjects have created a community based on the a-hierarchical retention of difference. 

To bring nostalgia into the realm of loss in accordance with Su’s argument, means that 

the operation of nostalgia in the work signals a melancholic attachment to the past, but 

one whose temporality is unsettled by the surreal elements in each scene. This 

unsettlement means that the past cannot be simply taken as a recognisable, fully coded 

past, but rather invokes a spatio-temporal realm that is not “over”, or indeed may not 

have ever happened. This generates a double movement wherein the investigation of 

the past contains a look towards the future through the surrealistic imagery of the city. 

This is what Boym calls the ‘future-past’ of nostalgia (The Future of Nostalgia (2001)), a 

vision of nostalgia that is not always directed for ‘fallen empires’, but also ‘for the 

unrealized dreams of the past and visions of the future that became obsolete’ (xvi).  

While Boym closes off a comparison between melancholia and nostalgia, claiming that, 

‘[u]nlike melancholia, which confines itself to the planes of individual consciousness, 

nostalgia is about the relationship between … personal and collective memory’ (xvi). It 
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is here that a productive relationship between melancholia and nostalgia can be drawn, 

given that they both tend to the intersections between the personal and communal: 

through discourses of politics as well as between personal and collective memory, 

melancholy also attends to the interface between the realms of the subject and the 

social, which Boym identifies only within nostalgia. Boym’s concept of ‘reflective 

nostalgia’ further attunes the mode of nostalgia that is evident in The Arrival. She 

distinguishes reflective nostalgia from the more conservative ideology that informs 

‘restorative nostalgia’:  

 
If restorative nostalgia ends up reconstructing emblems and rituals of home and 
homeland in an attempt to conquer and spatialize time, reflective nostalgia 
cherishes shattered fragments of memory and temporalizes spaces … [and] can 
be ironic and humorous. (49) 

 

The construction of Tan’s work in the style of a photographic album works in 

conjunction with the sequential idiom of the frames, a feature also common to comic 

books. The arrangement of the graphic strip, as Hillary Chute identifies, ‘“annotates” or 

translates time as space’ (“Contemporary Graphic Narratives” 202), and this form can 

be understood as an extension of Boym’s idea of reflective nostalgia as a strategy for 

temporalizing space in dynamic and unexpected ways. The future-pastness of 

melancholy in The Arrival means that the migrants’ arrival in the new land can only be 

coloured, literally, in a dull ache for the past—the sepia tones of photographic, 

reflective, nostalgia.  

 

Tan’s other illustrated works, including Tales from Outer Suburbia (2008), The Red Tree 

(2001), The Lost Thing (2000), and The Rabbits (2000) are also primarily concerned with 

things that provide alternative imaginings of themes such as depression (The Red Tree), 

and colonialism (The Rabbits). The Lost Thing is about a boy who befriends a large, 
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nameless object that does not seem to belong anywhere.  This concern about how 

objects (or people) might belong to a locus is also evident in The Arrival. In an interview 

with the Australian Broadcasting Corporation’s Radio National in 2010, Shaun Tan 

explained: 

 

I find [stories of outsiders] very moving … there's something about things being 
lost or misplaced or a kind of alienation or a misunderstanding that … relates to 
feelings that a lot of children have too. I think children are tuned in to this. 
Their sense of compassion and their sense of natural moral justice or something 
is very inbuilt and acute. (“The Worlds of Shaun Tan”) 

 
In The Arrival, Tan utilises a hybrid visual genre to play with his depiction of several 

‘stories of outsiders’. In doing so, he transplants themes and images from post-World 

War I narratives of migration to the United States, as well as early imaginative accounts 

of migration to Australia, to re-historicise those narratives into new and de-familiarising 

relations with one another. One upshot of these intermingling narratives is that 

assumptions of authority associated with any one story are destabilised as the reader, as 

well as the migrant, attempt to piece together a narrative flow from visual fragments. 

Tan has also written about some creative influences on The Arrival, such as T.A.G. 

Hungerford’s short story, ‘Wong Chu and the Queen’s Letterbox’ (1977), about a 

Chinese family living in South Perth in Western Australia in the 1960s; documentary 

photographs of mass-migrations at Ellis Island in the United States at the turn of the 

twentieth-century; and the wordless children’s book, The Snowman (1978) by Raymond 

Briggs (“Comments on The Arrival”). A distinct quality of the Hungerford story, and 

one shared by The Arrival, is a poignant query about the mechanics of belonging. In 

Hungerford’s story, the narrator recalls memories from his childhood in the suburb of 

South Perth. The enigmatic figure at the centre of the narrative is Wong-Chu, a Chinese 
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immigrant, who presents the narrator with ‘six magical Chinese kites’ (4). The story 

concludes with the disappearance of Wong Chu, which coincides with the urbanisation 

of the narrator’s suburb. The narrator asks, ‘[w]hy, when I look back on my childhood 

in South Perth is it always summer? (2). The Arrival carries the wistful tenor of this story 

visually—the world of the migrant is forever painted in sepia, and in this way, displays 

the influence of the melancholic recognition of difference, belonging and memory 

through the persistence of a particular temporality. The text explores the social, familial 

and political losses of the migrant’s journey through narrative and visual elements which 

enact persistent reminders. For example, the repeated representation of birds and hands 

throughout the narrative can be read as the product of the migrant’s melancholic grip 

on the past. Yet, he also finds counterparts to these objects within the new city, and this 

movement between past and present signifies the way in which he is tentatively creating 

bonds in the new city.  

 

In Strangers to Ourselves (1991)[1989], Kristeva makes the point that ‘[t]he foreigner’s 

friends … could only be those who feel foreign to themselves.’ Kristeva’s vision 

complements Judith Butler’s concerns in Precarious Life (2004), where she discusses the 

absence of mourning in a post-9/11 context. Specifically, Butler argues that in modern 

warfare, the loss of non-Western lives must be recognised within the West’s discourses 

of commemoration, and that in turn, this recognition speaks fundamentally of how the 

community is imagined. In establishing her argument, Butler points to the circulation of 

categorical imperatives such as ‘us’ and ‘them’, and particularly to the way that these 

inherently fragile categories serve to propel a politics of fear.1 This bears especial 

significance for migrants and social, political and economic ways in which they may be 

                                                
1 Strehle quotes Said on this point, where he calls for the troubling of the idea that ‘there is an ‘us’ and a  
‘them’, each quite settled, clear, unassailably self-evident’ (Culture and Imperialism (1993) xxv), in Strehle, 6.   
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included or excluded in their new environment. The political imagination at play in The 

Arrival responds to both Butler’s and Kristeva’s arguments here. There is no evident 

dominant nationality in the new place, and each new character the reader encounters is 

marked by his or her difference to the characters that have entered the stage previously. 

This visual representation of difference means that it is not possible to designate an ‘us’, 

in Butler’s terms, as a dominant ethnic or cultural group. And because of this, the 

populace of the city imaginatively (and literally), depicts Kristeva’s assertion that only 

those who recognise their own element of psychic alienation can make friends with an 

identifiable foreigner. Despite, or perhaps because of, this utopian imagining of 

community and belonging, Tan’s text does not present a teleological story of migration 

in colours suggestive of mourning (for example, such as photo-realistic colours that 

might depict a coming to terms with the past), but maintains an open-ended 

melancholic relation with this future-past through its use of sepia. While this is not to 

suggest that the reception of migrants takes place unproblematically, the plurality of the 

populace’s appearance troubles an easy visual designation of who is ‘us’ (the people 

‘rightfully’ belonging to a place), and who constitutes ‘them’—racial others whose 

belonging is positioned as tenuous at best. It is precisely this complicated 

(non)belonging that Ann Anlin Cheng picks up on in The Melancholy of Race where she 

argues that in an Asian-American context, ‘racialization’ operates:  

 
[T]hrough the institutional process of producing a dominant, standard, white 
national ideal, which is sustained by the exclusion-yet-retention of racialized 
others … the racial other is in fact quite “assimilated” into—or, more accurately, 
most uneasily digested by—American nationality. (10)  

 
For Cheng, melancholy provides a tool by which political imagination can be revitalised 

for the racial other who is ‘uneasily digested’ into American nationality. In bringing 

forth the fantastic liminal space of the new city—hope for the future is depicted 
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through surreality that resides within the recognisable past—an event that is always 

already lost. As the editors of Locating Memory suggest, ‘photographs do not always 

disclose clues … nor release us from what lies in the silences and the ambivalent traces 

imprinted onto their surfaces’ (Kuhn and McAllister 2). Similarly, the images of the new 

city do not function as an absolute panacea to the melancholic nostalgia of the present; 

as photographs from a time past, they retain their own enigmatic laws and secrets, 

which also resist full ‘disclosure’ or readability.  

 
2. Framing Devices, Folding and the Politics of Migration 

In his essay, ‘The Third Meaning’, Roland Barthes writes that the ‘obtuse’ meaning takes 

the form of ‘an emergence, of a fold [a crease even] marking the heavy layer of 

informations and significations’ (brackets in original, Image-Music-Text (1977) 62). 

Referring to this statement, Hillary Chute suggests that the gutter can be understood as 

a “fold” or “crease”; it is a space of absence that … [accents] … the visual and verbal 

presence on the page’ (“Contemporary Graphic Narratives” 202). In an essay entitled 

“Ten Years of Folding” (2004), Mario Carpo similarly emphasises the fold as a 

‘generative’ process (14-5). Moreover, he suggests that the fold highlights the ‘notion of 

forms that can change, morph and move: a new category of objects defined not by what 

they are, but by the way they change and by the laws that describe their continuous 

variations’ (14-5). As a metaphor for the productivities of migration, then, ‘the fold’ is 

useful in thinking about how Tan chooses to reveal the migrant’s social-psychic 

adaptations following his migration by the change in his hand-made origami animals. In 

this case, the ‘laws’ that describe their variations, to use Carpo’s phrase, are the 

monumental shifts in understanding, perception and knowledge that migrants must 

negotiate physically and psychically—as Tan’s migrant does—following their arrival at 

new destinations. In The Arrival, folding also functions as an explicit visual technique 
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through the representation of origami. The art of origami consists in the ability to fold a 

two-dimensional piece of paper into a three-dimensional object. The construction of the 

object itself is variable, impermanent and can therefore be adapted into different forms. 

In this sense, the generative properties of the fold are visible, and Tan represents this 

production through origami objects. Shaun Tan himself has explained that:  

 
My dad taught me most of the origami I know, so I associate it with a craft that 
comes from ‘elsewhere’ and travels like a meme, and relates to my ancestry. It’s 
also a very universal craft, and is to do with reductive forms that can be 
replicated through a near-mathematical universal language.2 

 

For example, the origami bird in the first frame of the diegesis draws the reader’s 

attention to the process of folding, and how that process converts a two-dimensional 

plane into a three-dimensional object. The mutability of their form speaks of ontological 

shifts that the migration process necessitates in both radical and subtle ways. Moreover, 

the letters the migrant sends to his family, and those he receives from them, are always 

folded into the same kind of origami bird, thereby recalling the migrant’s connection to 

his homeland. In the context of migration, the mechanisms of folding and unfolding 

can be used to imagine the necessity for unravelling established ways of being as new 

modalities are introduced throughout the migration process. Thus, over the duration of 

Tan’s narrative, the form of the origami bird shifts to an origami fox-like animal, and 

then to the origami figure of the creature (Figure 4.4).  

                                                
2 Message to the author. 20 Oct. 2010. E-mail. 
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Figure 4.4: Origami – Author’s composite of images 
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The fact that paper is the connecting element between these multiple forms, not only 

works diachronically in the text, but also synchronically, as it links the narrative with the 

physical process of reading the text.  

 

Certain images attain an iconic value via their repeated use throughout the work. For 

example, the first frame contains a drawing of an origami bird. The bird provides the 

first visual clue of the narrative proper, and emphasises the partial connections between 

the page and representation. The origami bird is a representation of a bird, and Tan’s 

drawing of the origami bird is a representation of a form that approximates a bird. 

Perched quietly, the origami bird adds a tactile emphasis to the remaining frames on the 

first page, along with a child’s drawing of a family, a chipped, steaming teapot and cup, 

travel tickets, and assorted papers. The clock in the second frame allows the reader to 

imagine its ‘ticking’ and this sound quietly infuses the remainder of the silent frames 

with a resonant and sonorous rhythm. This rhythm punctuates the reading of the 

frames on this page, which is amplified by the uniform dimensions and hues of the 

frames. 

 

The first page only contains a narrative flow in retrospect. Initially, the establishing 

shots of each object only allows the reader to make minimal inferences, for example, 

that we are encountering objects in a domestic setting. However, each of these objects 

will be referred to later in the work, as we meet their almost-equivalents in a post-

migration setting. Indeed, we see the operation of montage on this page as we begin to 

piece together a world based on the nine frames presented. The frames are of equal 

proportion and colour, and they are thus afforded equal contemplative weight. Each 

frame presents a partial mystery; for example, the lid of the dish in the fourth frame is 
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propped open, and the spout of the teapot ‘steams’ in the sixth frame. These indicia of 

use invest the opening sequence with energy and mystery. Moreover, read together, the 

seventh and eighth frames start to focus the reader’s attention with more clues; the 

reader can discern that these objects are located in a domestic setting with the contained 

tension of action that has not yet unfolded. This is accentuated by the origami bird in 

the first frame which appears ready to take-off. Further, in the central frame of a child’s 

drawing, there is a bird perched on the arm of the man. The bird as a figure of 

migration is well established. In this narrative, the bird also provides associations with 

the phrase ‘flights of fancy’ as the reader enters further into this mysterious, surreal and 

vaguely familiar world.   

 

The final frame on this page consists of a photograph of what the reader retroactively 

understands to be the migrant’s family, consisting of the man, his wife, and their 

daughter. As the migrant packs his bag on the second page, Tan maintains narrative 

tension through successive close-ups of the migrant’s hands as he wraps this framed 

photograph and places it in his suitcase, before another hand holds his own over the 

closed suitcase. Hands perform as metonyms for communication, connection and 

responsibility. The statues are shaking hands, and the reader can discern the multiple 

levels of signification through this physical gestures. These are examples of gestural 

signification, and as methods of communication, they produce rapid transmissions of 

meaning. As Curtis Lebaron and Jurgen Streeck write, ‘world knowledge enables us to 

see the gestural signifier’ (“Gestures, Knowledge, and the World” (2000) 133). In The 

Arrival, the reader’s ‘world knowledge’ is called upon repeatedly to interpret the gestural 

signifiers throughout the work. For example, one sequence commences by depicting the 

migrant’s creature and an owl-like creature contemplating each other. Here, both 
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creatures stand in for their owners, and this is represented in the next frame as its 

contents depict the migrant turning towards a woman who is reading a book. In this 

‘Ticket’ sequence, the woman shows the migrant how to obtain a ticket using an 

apparatus to board a flying ship. On their journey, they show each other their identity 

papers, and their movements mirror each other as they share this information (Figure 

4.5).  

 

 
 
 

Figure 4.5: Gestural Mirroring 
 

Their gestural mirroring represents an empathic understanding between them, despite 

their different stories of migration. The use of gestural mirroring as precedent to the 

narrative entry into the man’s story is an example of LaCapra’s ‘empathic unsettlement’ 
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whereby each character absorbs the other’s story, revealed through their equivalent 

gestures (which retain their difference nonetheless).  

 

As they converse, the successive frames zoom onto the woman’s identification 

photograph, and this is a reversal of an earlier mise-en-abyme sequence, where an image of 

the migrant’s photograph is folded up as part of an identity paper, upon which the 

reader encounters another representation of the migrant within yet another frame. This 

spatial movement embeds her story into the primary narrative and also shifts the 

temporal setting of the narrative as the photo depicts the woman as a young girl. The 

identification paper thus acts as a connecting device to her memory-story, which is 

depicted in a series of distinct meta-panels. The page framing the story is coloured with 

a bluish-grey hue, and the story-panels are raised further through their thin white 

borders, a technique that is also reminiscent of early twentieth-century photographic 

prints. Over the next three pages, the narrative of the woman’s escape from child 

slavery is relayed to both the migrant and the reader. Her loss, and subsequent recovery, 

of a cherished book mark her entry into and escape from slavery. The final frame in her 

story depicts a train moving diagonally upwards and towards the edge of the frame, 

leaving behind an industrial landscape. The steam of the train provides a link with the 

floating ship in the next frame, and they both travel towards the lower right corner, and 

‘towards’ the reader, providing continuity between the woman’s past and her present. 

After the migrant disembarks from the ship, the reader is aligned with his point of view 

as he contemplates entering ‘The Market’ with the creature. In the seventh frame of the 

next page, the reader gazes down onto the migrant’s book, which contains a 

combination of icons of fruit, cheese, bread, and fish, with their corresponding names in 

the new language. Here, the migrant meets a man and his son who assist him in 
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identifying unfamiliar foods, and invite him home to dinner in what Tan calls ‘The Place 

of Nests’ (“Comments on The Arrival”).  

 

This invitation, however, does not arrive without its own challenges. For example, as 

the migrant is beckoned to meet their creature, he is terrified as he initially encounters 

only it’s tail, which appears identical to the mysterious ‘tails’ that have plagued his 

homeland, and which are depicted haunting the streets during his departure in the 

opening pages. Comforted by his new acquaintances, the migrant recovers from his 

shock. He explains the reason for his terror, which he refers to through a sketch 

reminiscent of the ominous scenes of his homeland the reader has encountered within 

the opening pages. This is a similar narratorial technique to that in Persepolis, whereby the 

respective authors repeat images familiar to the reader to represent memory (and 

thereby emphasise their affective importance). After presenting his sketch, the other 

man empathises with the migrant’s experience, which he conveys by reaching out to 

touch the migrant on his shoulder. Then, gesturing to himself, he recalls the story of his 

escape from ‘towering giants’ who had overtaken his original city (Sketches 40).3 In 

another instance of gestural mirroring as a form of empathic exchange, both men hold 

their hands up as they look up and ‘back’ into the memory of their respective pasts. As 

the man commences his story, his image is zoomed in upon over three successive 

frames. This sequence ends with a single frame that contains only a close-up of his eye. 

Flames dance across his iris, suggesting that the man’s story has ‘come alive’ for him as 

he delves into his memories of the traumatic past. This marks the reader’s entry into his 

story, which commences overleaf in a dramatic double-spread frame. Moreover, the 

icon of the eye draws attention to the way the reader is drawn towards the man’s 

                                                
3 Tan has explained that this scene was initially inspired by a description of communism by ‘a Romanian 
refugee: she explained it as an ideology of negation, of liberty and beauty being ‘sucked away’ and 
replaced by a spiritless pall of ‘silent greyness’’ (Sketches 40). 
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perspective, but also to the importance of seeing imaginatively—such as the 

representation of the man’s past. His story is presented within a montage sequence to 

depict the scene of his escape. This visual narratorial perspective accords with the 

narrator’s function in The Shadow Lines as a camera that creates the past by remediating it 

through his narrative constructions.  

 

The use of gesture also depicts the process of loss metaphorically through the 

movements of connection and disconnection between hands. For example, in the 

opening sequences of the primary narrative, the reader witnesses a domestic scene as the 

migrant prepares to leave his country holding his partner’s hand. Around a table, which 

occupies the central space of the frame, three chairs in the foreground confirm that the 

reader is observing a pivotal moment for the migrant and his family. The couple’s facial 

and body gestures suggest tension and contained sadness; in particular, the migrant’s 

posture, like the origami bird in the opening frame, is arrested in a pre-departure 

movement. In the next sequence, the reader accompanies the family at close range, as 

they prepare for the migrant’s journey, with grey-based sepia hue underscoring the 

tension in their current place. This is represented in the shadow of what appears like a 

tail on the facing single page spread. Indeed, the expanse of the plain wall threatens to 

overwhelm the family as they walk, huddled through the darkened street, their features 

barely distinguishable. This tail of sorts is the reader’s first intra-textual encounter with 

the fantastic, and an image that will reappear in various forms throughout the narrative. 

In the first double-page spread of the work, Tan depicts the fear and uncertainty of an 

ominous yet ambiguous threat, depicted in the massive tails that have overrun the city. 

The beginning of the tail-like form remains unseen, and instead Tan locates the 

apprehension of this eerie presence in the little girl’s face over three frames. The 
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following frame pans out into an outdoor train station, darkened with fog and peopled 

only by silhouettes. In the last panel of this page, the reader is again privy to the family’s 

parting exchanges, as the man places a hand on his daughter’s shoulder, and then 

presents her with an origami bird, playfully kept under his hat. The couple then embrace 

and hold each other before bidding a tearful farewell and he boards the train. Here, Tan 

repeats the sequence of their hands holding on to each other and then letting go, to 

convey in the image’s stark immediacy, the absolute absence that every parting 

references. As the train leaves, the reader’s perspective is aligned with that of his family, 

as we watch the train pass diagonally into the distant horizon. As James Monaco 

explains, the shift from the ‘square’ orientation of the geographic plane of late 

Renaissance painting to the oblique composition of the Baroque, resulted in an ‘increase 

[in the] psychological drama of the design’ ((2009) 212). The train’s passage into the 

depth of field utilises this oblique angle to convey the drama and tension of this scene, 

amplifying the affective scope of the migrant’s departure, that is to say, making it deep. 

 

Tan utilises a movement from the personal to the impersonal to depict the micro and 

macro processes that accompany migration. For example, the second section of the text 

opens with the now-familiar family photograph occupying the majority of the frame. 

The subsequent frames gradually draw back from the intimate focus of the migrant 

eating soup by the photograph, to the de-personalised ship porthole, in which he 

becomes faceless amongst the countless other portholes on the ship. The spatial flux 

between the singular focus on the migrant and the impersonal bulk of the ship is 

suggestive of the migration experience, where personal narratives are frequently 

subsumed beneath changes in the macro-environment, a process that is at once 

intensely personal, and depersonalised.  The movement from the singular to the general 
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also engenders a sense of loss in the reader in the loss of personalised detail. In this way, 

the affective production of this sequence mimics some of the complexities that 

punctuate losses sustained during the migration process. In the last frame, the reader 

spies the ship from afar, a replica of its representation in the seventh frame of the 

opening page. Over the page, a cumulus cloud consumes most of the desolate seascape 

and engulfs the now relatively miniscule ship. The spatial sublime that the contrast 

between sky and ship produces intensifies the alienation that the previous page has 

introduced. The reader’s perspective is aligned at the height of the ship, gazing at the 

vast horizon above a forlorn strip of black sea. This visual image accords with various 

testimonies of migrant experiences of the journey to Ellis Island and the United States. 

For example, ‘I remember ... It was a very black day. The sky was completely overcast, 

the sea was absolutely black’ (Coan 81). This image also corresponds with Lucy’s 

imagined separation from Antigua—as it is encased in the figure of the Caribbean Sea. 

Over the next double spread, sixty frames of sky and cloud shapes act as a 

detemporalised newsreel. Imbued with a variety of sepia hues, from purple to black, the 

sequence of frames, marked by creases and rips along the fuzzy frame line, gives rise to 

an affective state of stretching out time. The number and proportions of these frames 

replicate the format of the sixty passport photos that lie in the endpapers (Figure 4.3).  

 

From the abstracted passage of clouds, Tan gradually refocuses the narratorial 

perspective on the ships passage of migration, which finds its full expression in the 

single page image of migrants on board the ship. This picture pays homage to the 

famous painting by Tom Roberts, Going South (1886), which depicts the arduous journey 

migrants to Australia faced in the nineteenth century. In his rendition of the painting, 

Tan peoples the ship with characters from the migrants’ journey of passage. On the 
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following page, the reader encounters twelve frames; the first three depict snapshots on 

board, before the remaining frames show the migrant writing in his book, then tearing 

out the page and folding it into another origami bird. As he contemplates his creation, 

his attention is distracted, and as he places his suitcase on deck, his gaze turns upwards 

to encounter new bird-like forms as they flock over the ship, announcing its arrival in 

the port of destination. Tan emphasises this movement by stretching the motion over 

three frames, in what Scott McCloud calls ‘moment-to-moment’ shifts (Understanding 

Comics 71). This gradual transition elevates the affective impact of the arrival, and 

permits the reader to infuse the sequence with his or her own emotions, imagining the 

excitement, anticipation and bewilderment, that the migrant might feel upon his arrival. 

Their image recalls the origami bird of the first frame, yet these birds are foreign to both 

the migrant and the reader. Their form signals a shift in what the term ‘bird’ signifies, 

and thus marks the migrants’ entry into the new place, poised as it is at the interface 

between the known and the unknown. Their lithe bodies—suggestive of flying fish or 

grasshoppers—demonstrate fluidity and quicksilver movement, and this depiction of 

rapidity also signifies the slipstream of ontological changes that the migration process 

produces in relation to space, time and subjectivity This frame occupies about three-

quarters of the page which conveys the height of the birds above the ship from the 

reader’s elevated perspective, as well as conveying the excitement of the arrival in at the 

port of destination.  

 

In the double spread of the ‘Harbour’ scene, overleaf, the reader’s perspective remains 

suspended above the city, now aligned with that of the arrivals. Our gaze is arrested by 

two imposing statues, around which birds flock just below the horizon line. The 

elements in this scene also strike a balance between the familiar and the surreal, with the 
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detail of steam ships in the foreground and the silhouettes of flying ships in the 

background. The reader’s perspective, in-line with the horizon, encounters a significant 

depth of field which draws the gaze towards the horizon. This alignment marks a sense 

of anticipation, which is met by the two statue-figures reminiscent of the Statue of 

Liberty. Despite their enormous size, they retain a physical lightness as birds flock 

around them. The figure on the left appears more familiar, the objects at its feet—

including a suitcase, a large drinking vessel—are more recognisable than those 

surrounding the right-hand figure. The mode of interaction between the two statues 

immediately suggests an attitude of welcome, and their exchange seems harmonious. 

Indeed, in this play on the Statue of Liberty, the single figure is replaced by two statues 

that are perpetually in a state of meeting as they shake hands. Here, the interaction 

between the statues stages visually what Martin Buber described as an ‘encounter’ in his 

discussion of the formation of ethical relations in I and Thou. In this work, Buber 

describes the transition in inter-subjective relations from ‘experience’ (I-It) to the 

‘encounter’ of the I-Thou exchange. The crux of this transition is attached to Buber’s 

notion that the I-Thou is a subject-to-subject relation, rather than the subject-to-object 

dynamic of the I-It. In turn, this interaction of sorts prefigures the kinds of meetings 

that the migrant will undertake in the city throughout the remainder of the narrative.  

 

3. Arrival and the Migrant’s Re-production  

Tan illustrates the migrants’ arrival with several sequences that details their processing as 

newcomers to the city. The following single-page illustration returns the reader to 

ground level, with the new birds providing a visual continuum from the preceding pages 

as they continue to whirl around the ship. The dizzy excitement of the previous spread 

is tempered by a perspective that is literally more grounded as the reader gazes up at the 
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great hull of the ship from the port’s platform. Here, the ship is backlit by the sunshine, 

and the reader is presented with the shadowy foreground of the water between the ship 

and the platform. Subtle spiked ridges poke out from the water, reminiscent of the 

shadowy tails in the man’s country of origin. Almost immediately then, an ambiguous 

relationship to the new place is promoted; the spiked tail may belong in the new place, 

or it may represent the migrant’s fear of the tail re-appearing. As already mentioned, this 

fear is referenced directly later in the narrative, as the migrant mistakes a creature’s tail 

for the mysterious forces that have overrun his homeland. The frames on the 

subsequent page show the migrants disembarking and forming a queue.  The final frame 

on this page references the mass migrations to Ellis Island, New York in the 1900s. The 

largely faceless queue gazes out at the reader and this provokes the reader’s 

involvement, as he or she gazes back at the population. This is the first time that the 

fourth wall is broken, as until now, the reader has not met a character’s gaze directly. 

This scene provokes questions about what position the reader occupies, that the reader, 

in cinematic fashion might well occupy a witnessing subject position of someone “in the 

scene”, perhaps as a fellow passenger or an official minding the queue. The following 

illustration of ‘The Great Hall’ is based on photographs of the immigration hall at Ellis 

Island, New York. However, in The Arrival, Tan combines the historical structure of the 

Ellis Island hall with the external surreal backdrop of tall chimney-like constructions, 

and the illustration combines interior and exterior views of ‘The Great Hall’ (Figure 4.6).  

 



219

 

Figure 4.6 – The Great Hall 

This collision of inside and outside perspectives draws on a surrealist technique which 

Rosalind Krauss identifies in her essay, ‘The Im/pulse to see” (Foster 51-75). Krauss 

argues that the ‘on/off’ throb that vitalises certain surrealist works, such as Max Ernst’s 

A Little Girl Dreams of Taking the Veil (1930), challenges modernist artwork from the 

early twentieth century, which sought to elevate a ‘particular notion of the autonomy of 

vision’ (51). Krauss explains that in Ernst’s etching—which depicts a zoetrope with 

static successive images of a bird’s flight, whilst also placing a single shot of the bird 

outside the mechanism—the artist wanted to utilise a ‘redoubled form of dream 

visuality’ where the dreamer experiences him or herself as an actor on the dream stage, 

as well as a ‘passive’ viewer of the action on the stage itself (59). In Tan’s surreal arrival 

hall the viewer simultaneously views inside and outside, and this particular 
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destabilisation of visual autonomy, instantiates—in a single image—the throb of the 

new, the sublime moment of this particular arrival. 

 

Looking over the new arrivals and across to the second level, the reader’s gaze is drawn 

to the banners in the centre of the frame. The reader has a privileged perspective over 

the sorting procedures that will be performed in this liminal zone; and the next three 

sequences depict the re-apportionment of the migrant’s subjectivity in accordance with 

medical, semiotic, and bureaucratic discourses of inclusion and exclusion. In the first 

sequence, the migrant’s identity is categorised according to the medical classification 

system of the new place, and Tan’s representation of this process draws from the 

sorting procedures that migrants to Ellis Island in the early twentieth century faced. The 

medical examination of migrants upon their arrival on Ellis Island has been well 

documented, including the system of pinning papers on migrants’ clothing, or chalking 

onto their garments a symbol to represent any suspected diseases. Peter Moreton Coan 

explains that physicians would chalk the chests of aliens with the appropriate 

denotation; for example, ‘H was for heart, K for hernia, Pg for pregnant, X for mental 

illness’ (xv). For example, the third frame on this page depicts an examination of the 

migrant’s eye, and the basis for this image is a photograph of a migrant on Ellis Island 

undergoing an eye examination. As Coan notes, any ‘signs of vision disorder such as 

cataracts, conjunctivitis, or trachoma ... would almost certainly cause an alien to be 

excluded and returned aboard the next steamship to his country of origin’ (xv). Tan 

draws on this practice, used by physicians of the U.S. Public Health Service, to provide a 

visual code for the political, socio-economic and physical tests that migrants and 

refugees face upon entry into a country. The papers that are pinned to his jacket 

fragment—and solidify—his arrival as he is tested for a variety of unwelcome diseases 
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and disabilities. For example, following the examination of his eyes, ears and mouth, the 

reader can discern their likeness in the iconic signs that are attached to him. The detail 

in these frames and the various examiners that assess his health permeates this process 

with a disembodied briskness and de-personalised rigour. This procedure produces a 

dismembered subjectivity for the migrant, and this is represented visually through the 

various body parts that occupy—and fall outside of—each frame. For example, the 

reader only sees half of his face during an ear examination, and only the lower half of 

his face as it is propped open by a gloved hand. During his medical examination, a new 

set of considerations arise; perhaps his journey will terminate here if he does not fit the 

required model of physical and mental well-being. Throughout this sequence, the frame 

literally imprisons the migrant by portraying only his torso and skimming the top of his 

head. In this instance, the image thereby acts as a dock that connotes only a partial 

arrival, as the migrant is discursively apportioned under this particular medical regime.  

 

After passing this stage, the migrant must undergo another kind of test—this time in the 

form of a verbal questioning. Over the next twelve frames, the reader occupies the point 

of view of the interrogator, and this second instance of direct narration produces two 

outcomes. Until now, the reader has completed an imaginary circuit that is sympathetic 

to the migrant, through glimpses of his family, and the journey he has undertaken to 

arrive at the new destination. The reader is thus placed in the position of detective or 

interrogator in the face of a visibly concerned and then distressed migrant. While the 

text breaks down the traditional nexus between word and image, there are other 

modalities of communication present. The use of gestures and postures convey a wealth 

of information to the reader. For example, the trajectory of the interrogation is plotted 

through the use of facial and bodily gestures of increasing affective magnitude, from not 
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hearing, to being on the verge of tears. The silent interrogation means that the reader 

can project his or her own questions and fears into the exchange. The migrant responds 

to multiple questions and as he does so, his facial expressions convey confusion, tension 

and sadness as he offers his testimonial for migration under official scrutiny. The final 

frame on this page shows him waiting apprehensively, gazing sideways beyond the 

frame, as both he and the reader ponder the outcome of this sequence. The lack of any 

objects in the background contributes to the feeling of isolation, and elevates the gravity 

of the interrogation process. For example, in an Australian context, a parallel can be 

drawn with the ‘Australian Citizenship Test’, which was introduced in October 2007 

under the Government of Prime Minister John Howard. The test is based on 

demonstrating an ‘adequate knowledge of Australia and the responsibilities and 

privileges of citizenship’, as well as a basic understanding of English (“Australian 

Citizenship”), and responds, in some ways to public and political anxieties about the 

entrance of aliens configured through discourses of both institutionalised and social 

forms of exclusion. Moreover, this modality of testing can be read more broadly in 

terms of the ways in which ‘aliens’ to a country are pathologised as inherently inimical to 

the interests of ‘the nation’, while working fundamentally to constitute the idea of ‘the 

nation’ itself (Eng and Han 351). In Tan’s text, the migrant is not required to produce 

identity papers upon his arrival, which preserves his anonymity, but also provides a 

certain degree of erasure in relation to his past, and how that past is imagined. This 

choice of representation reinforces the character of the migrant as a kind of 

Every(wo)man. 

 

The final sequence in this set details the bureaucratic production of his identity papers 

as the reader observes the creation of the document. The migrant is entirely absent from 
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these frames, and instead, Tan presents the reader with four sets of hands, which 

perform distinct functions in each of the horizontal panels. Reminiscent of a production 

line, each function bears a resemblance to processes the reader is familiar with; typing, 

stamping, signing, and sealing. Similar to the medical examination, this process typifies 

the partial erasure and reincorporation of the migrant body under official discourses of 

nationhood. Particularly striking is the third sequence; the presence of the official’s 

cigarette provides a more measured temporal progression; namely, the number of 

cigarette butts in the ashtray hints at the passage of time, and the number of migrants 

that have passed through this bureaucratic process. Interestingly, only the first and 

fourth hands are similar in appearance, whereas the second pair of hands wears 

distinctive rings, and the third pair has a darker skin tone. This variation suggests 

heterogeneity in the host population, also evident in the distribution of its processing 

figures.  

 

Following the migrant’s dispensation, the reader is faced with an image of the migrant, 

at the start of the new sequence overleaf. The reader soon realises that this image is in 

fact a passport photo of the migrant on his newly acquired identity paper. This sequence 

is distinctive for the way that the focus zooms out so that the initial framing of the 

narrator’s image shifts to a broader reframing of the action. A surrealistic element is 

introduced here; the zoom out continues over the whole twelve-frame set, and after 

being confronted with a representation of the migrant as he folds the identity paper 

away, the reader sees his image reframed yet again as he floats in a hot-air-balloon-like 

device. The way the images collapse within each successive frame means that while the 

reader is initially presented with what appears to be a definitive image, in fact it is a 

representation of something else. Tan’s use of mise-en-abyme in this sequence performs 
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several tasks. As the initial frame buckles under the sequence, Tan calls into question 

how the reader perceives the migrant. The migrant’s image is repeatedly rehoused in 

different frames, which brings about a new set of associations and meanings to the 

visual narrative. By challenging the reader’s perception of the reality of the text through 

a destabilised frame, Tan invites the reader to question their relationship to the migrant. 

Indeed, the limitation of the image within the frame acts as a visual corollary to the 

limits of perceived meaning, especially in the case of something that seems self-evident. 

This spatial oscillation also works on another level to draw together the affective and 

visual realms; the shift in the reader’s visual understanding mimics the migrant’s 

confusion as he acquires new information in the new place. This reality testing is an 

essential part of establishing new bonds in the context of migration, and a process that 

is negotiated through complex affective webs of pain, excitement and confusion. This 

sequence also provides another link with the passport-sized photographs that the 

endpapers depict; the endpapers de-privilege the migrant’s journey, not by undermining 

its importance, but rather, by locating the migrant’s story as one of many narratives of 

escape, refuge and displacement. 

 

On the facing page, the reader locates the balloon-like device as it arises out of one of 

the chimneys, a structure that Tan also uses in the single page spread of the ‘Great Hall.’ 

Tan has commented that the visual inspiration for this surrealistic cityscape was derived 

from coral polyps spawning, which connoted for him the dispersal and regeneration of 

migrancy (“Strangers” 124-5). There are echoes of this reproductive image in the white 

and ‘egg-like’ balloon (Sketches 24). The idea of regeneration is visually reinforced by the 

warming sepia hues as the migrant floats above the city and across the double spread 

overleaf. By contrast, this cityscape is notable for its subdued timbre. The dusk that has 
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settled over the city suggests ambivalence, and against the horizon of this uncertain 

landscape, the large statue of a bird-like figure cradling an egg that dominates the 

cityscape hints at the nurture the city seems at this point to repudiate. The white balloon 

occupies a position similar to a moon, and the light shining from the west from outside 

the frame of illustration, indicates the presence of a light akin to a setting sun. The large 

discs nestled in amongst the other structures approximate the sun’s beams with their 

array of triangles, perhaps a reminder of other forces under the cover of the city’s dusk 

ambivalence. It is in this setting that the migrant arrives at an undisclosed location. 

 

4. Within the City’s Walls: Establishing and Dissolving Images 

Over the next two pages, the reader is presented with street scenes reminiscent of the 

American Depression, as well as scenes from continental Europe, with a newspaper 

boy, women talking, street vendor, market stall, a street barber, and buskers. These 

scenes again depict a balance between the known and unknown, with the latter taking 

the form of different object, signs, and unknown creatures. In this place even time is 

measured, or at least represented, differently, where the town clock resembles what the 

reader might ordinarily associate with the internal mechanics of a clock. In his walk 

through the city, the migrant talks to a man, but cannot communicate his meaning. 

Instead he turns to illustration—for example, drawing an iconic representation of a 

bed—to successfully convey his meaning. This is a self-reflexive comment on the use of 

recognisable imagery for communication, which indeed forms the basis for the drawings 

of The Arrival. While the man is carrying a creature on his back, it is initially unclear 

what the tapered protrusions are, and they could be perceived as weapons, such as 

swords tucked behind the man’s back. Only as the man turns to guide the migrant to an 

apartment block, does the migrant perceive the creature for what it is, rather than the 
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terror that pervaded his homeland. The fact that they have already established a form of 

communication, suggests that the unsettling of assumptions is aided by exchange and 

dialogue, even in challenging situations where alternative forms of communication (such 

as drawing) may be required to convey meaning. 

 

As the migrant retrieves his keys to his new apartment, he is bombarded with a new set 

of objects within the domestic realm. Each of the implements and compartments,  

within this space baffle him with their show of difference. While they resemble in part 

objects from the migrant’s previous home, their forms now incorporate unknown 

features into their functionality. For example, this is evident where a tap to which the 

migrant holds a cup, does not, in fact function as a tap, but instead releases a jet of 

water from another spout. The shock on the migrant’s face also speaks of the frequently 

unsettling experiences the shock of the new presents. His interactions with unfamiliar 

objects also stand as a metaphor that demonstrates the challenges of migration, where 

signs must be re-learnt in a new setting. Following these encounters the migrant opens a 

large container in the apartment to reveal the large tadpole-like creature, who follows 

the man in his new abode. The extended frame of this encounter depicts a standoff 

between the migrant and the creature who stands, with a not unfriendly pose on the 

man’s bed, while the man stands holding a spatula-like object in mid-air. The impasse is 

broken by the migrant shooing the creature off his bed (and out of the frame). Whilst 

there is no clear resolution, from this point hence the creature becomes the man’s pet, 

or perhaps the creature adopts the man. As Tan writes, the creature is connected to the 

migrant, ‘in a way that is intimate but unclear … there is an unspoken empathy that 

transcends culture and intelligence’ (Sketches 35). All the inhabitants of the city are 
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attached to a creature, which seems to suggest that have learnt empathy, and hence the 

ability to form a bond with a creature vastly unlike themselves. 

 

As he commences unpacking his suitcase, he thinks of his family, and his contemplation 

is represented in the form of a hologram-like image that hovers below the open suitcase 

lid. In this image, the threat that has overrun their homeland is ever present, visible 

through the imagined window of their image. This simulated memory-image reinforces 

the intensity of loss the migrant experiences in the new land, constellated as it is by a 

network of affective relations conjoining people, places and associations. Here, the 

opening of the suitcase transfers not only a set of material objects from his homeland, 

but also stands in as a Pandora’s Box of sorts for the wealth of affective content that the 

migrant brings with himself in his psychic landscape. The migrant unpacks the portrait 

of his family from the suitcase, and nails it to the wall, using a shoe to drive the nail in. 

Here, the reader’s gaze is aligned with the migrant’s, and the next two frames isolate the 

images of his wife and daughter, which are rendered in different sepia hues. Immediately 

after the close-up on his daughter’s image, the reader encounters a memory-image; the 

image of the family’s hands clasping each other’s, a repetition of the image from the 

morning of his departure. The repetition refocuses the reader’s attention on the 

affective dynamism of the migrant’s journey. The perspective shifts to the outside of the 

apartment window. As the subsequent frames zoom out to a wide-shot of the external 

apartment wall, the migrant’s image is subsumed amongst the building’s façade, in the 

same movement towards defamiliarisation as when he was travelling on the ship. The 

double-page spread that follows, with the birds in the foreground, recall the association 

between birds of passage and the migration journey from the Harbour scene. Tan has 

written about his interest in the connection between people and migratory animals—
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such as the recurring motif of the birds in The Arrival as a metonym for the passage of 

migration (Sketches 9). In this scene, the reader’s perspective floats alongside the birds, 

defamiliarising the connection with the new country yet again. As the third story opens, 

the opening sequence depicts the migrant getting ready with newly established domestic 

rituals. As he walks into the cityscape, a transition takes place between the physical 

topography to the diagrammatic language of a map covering the same terrain. Here, Tan 

introduces another visual narrative, and as the migrant reads the map, three consecutive 

frames convey the length of time he takes to read the map, before panning out into the 

busy station scene. The flying boats act as an orienting device, and their distant 

silhouettes from the ‘Harbour’ scene are repeated here in detailed close-up.  

 

Soon after his arrival, the migrant begins looking for employment, and he faces a 

number of challenges with each role he tries, because of his unfamiliarity with the 

linguistic conventions that characterise each position. This is conveyed most clearly on 

his first day pasting posters around the city. When his supervisor returns, the migrant 

realises that he has in fact been pasting the posters upturned, and he is fired from his 

job. Finally, the migrant commences work in an enormous factory line, inspecting small 

containers for defects. This work is introduced through a twelve-frame sequence of 

frames; the successive segments of the conveyor belt that propels the containers stand 

in metaphoric relation to the sequential construction of cinematic and comic frames. 

While on a break, the migrant stands opposite an older man, with whom he converses, 

and the images suggest that he asks the man how he came to live in this place. 

Specifically, in the sixth frame of this sequence, the man repeats the cupping gesture 

that the migrant himself used upon his arrival during the ‘Questioning’ sequence. In a 

cinematic transition, the man looks at a defective assembly-line object he picks up. The 
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next frame it depicts the man adopting the same pose in his youth, this time holding a 

flower (Figure 4.7), and the reader completes the dissolve between the two images in the 

space of the gutter.  

 

 

 

Figure 4.7 - Transition 

 

This modulation from the present to the past marks the commencement of his story, 

and the narrative thread is maintained by the repetition of the man’s posture and gaze as 

he holds a small object. The dissolve into the past commences the man’s story as a 

soldier, and the next sequence depicts him bidding farewell to a loved one as he sets off 

for war. His journey is depicted metonymically only through the images of legs as the 

soldiers traverse increasingly hazardous terrain. As the hue of each frame becomes 

progressively darker, the men walk past corpses, before breaking into a run against a 

ravaged background. By being exposed to only legs, the reader must supplement the 

narration, by imagining the conditions of the man’s story. The horror is amplified over 

the next two pages, as the reader is faced with the bones of the dead in a cold, blue-grey 

frame. The story ends with the solitary soldier’s agonising shuffle as an amputee through 

a post-war landscape, which takes place over twelve frames. The scene then pans out 
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over the next page onto a desolate landscape with the back of the man in the 

foreground. This memorial narrative returns to the ‘present’ of the factory through a 

dissolve onto a view of the older man’s back. Thus the reader sees the back of his head 

twice—in two successive frames—once at the end of the war, and then again at the 

factory. As Jennifer Proctor writes, each image in a dissolve, ‘contains a visual trace of 

the preceding or subsequent shot in some stage of emergence or disappearance’ 

(“Différance”). This transposition of the present onto the past, and vice versa, brings the 

past sharply into focus alongside the present. Writing about cinematic technique, James 

Monaco explains that the dissolve is a form of cinematic punctuation that ‘mixes images 

at the same time that it conjoins them’ (249).4  This double function of the dissolve 

literalises the function of memory, namely, the way in which memories are a product of 

the past, whilst remaining a product whose recall is necessarily embedded in the present. 

In The Arrival, the circuitry between past and present is completed by the reader, who 

inserts their own version of the transition between the two frames. Jennifer Proctor 

suggests that the ‘dissolve produces mourning’ as something that ‘simultaneously 

celebrates that which is lost, that is, affirms that which is absent’ (“Différance”). Adding 

to Proctor’s argument, I would suggest that in The Arrival, the visual presence of the 

past such as the man’s account of his youth in wartime, means that there is also a 

melancholic engagement with the past, a personal history that can indeed be affirmed, 

precisely because it is not lost, but rather, present within the pages of the narrative’s 

present. 

 

After they cease work for the day, the older man invites the migrant to walk with him 

and they meander towards a different part of the city. The sepia tone brightens 

                                                
4 Christian Metz makes the same analogy in his semiotic analysis of cinematic narrative, whereby optical 
effects such as the dissolve, ‘separate large, complex statements and thus correspond to the articulations 
of the literary narrative…’ (“Some Points in the Semiotics of the Cinema” 106). 
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considerably as the man takes a bird-like creature out of his pocket, and it takes flight, 

recalling again an association between migration, movement and flight. The penumbra 

of its flapping movement bears the same pattern as the large upright discs that are 

nestled in amongst the cityscape. As the migrant gazes into the sky after it, the next 

frame encompasses a double-page spread that announces an explosion of light across 

meadows through which the two men walk. In this atmosphere, they arrive at a clearing 

and commence playing a game, a fantastic version of lawn bowls with a few other men. 

This scene establishes the importance of play in developing friendships. The ability of 

the men to play together means that they are able to engage with a common language, 

enacted in the rules of the game. For the migrant, his participation in this game—a 

cultural item—corresponds with Winnicott’s observation that cultural experience is 

itself a ‘derivative of play’ (Playing and Reality 138). This aspect of play suggests that the 

migrant’s relation to his environment is balanced between the subject and his objective 

relations. The fact that he is able to follow the rules of the game whilst participating in it 

signifies his ability to mediate his subjectivity through a constellation of relations within 

his environment. In terms of loss and migration, this suggests that the melancholy of 

the text also mobilises a shift in the migrant’s relationship with his new place. Winnicott 

writes, ‘the thing about playing is always the precariousness of the interplay of personal 

psychic reality and the experience of control of actual objects’ (47). Importing the 

notion of precariousness in a migratory context, one can suggest that this is a 

fundamental feature of the melancholy that infuses the text; the text continually 

explores the gaps between ‘here’ and ‘there’, temporality and signification, and the 

tentative formations that take place in-between. It is in this way that the migrant 

negotiates his subjectivity and forms of belonging in the new place. 
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5. Cyclicity 

The sixth section opens with a now-familiar bird hopping around before picking up 

twigs or leaves to make a nest on the migrant’s windowsill. The nest is made in a bowl 

that is a gift from the family he has become acquainted with, and the reader’s 

perspective from outside the migrant’s window, reveals him writing a letter that he folds 

into an origami bird. The form of this bird reminds the reader of his family, and allows 

us to infer that the letter and the money he includes, are intended for his family ‘back 

home’. As the letter takes flight in a contraption similar to the balloon the migrant 

travelled in upon his arrival, the trees and flora loom large in a lonely landscape. The 

reader’s point of view is elevated, diminishing the migrant and his creature’s proportions 

in the darkening landscape. The following double spread of what Tan calls the ‘Four 

Seasons’ (“Comments on The Arrival”), utilises the changing appearance of a tree-like 

form to depict the passage of time of approximately a year. Upon turning the page, the 

reader confronts the city in a snowy winter-scape. The illustration and perspective of 

this double spread are almost identical to the earlier double spread of the city, and the 

repetition serves to orient the reader in the wintertime depiction of the city.  

 

Overleaf, spring has arrived, and this is denoted first in the depiction of three little buds 

that appear at the top of the bowl, which turn out to be the beaks of several baby birds. 

The next frame depicts the migrant contemplating the photograph of his family, while 

the birds are fed in the background. The creature alerts him to the arrival of the mail, 

and an origami letter-bird in turn alerts him to the arrival of his family. The next 

sequence of panels show the migrant rushing to meet his family as they land in another 

balloon-contraption. The excitement surrounding their arrival is depicted through 

successive frames, which depict the migrant’s excited ‘call’ to them, which is registered 
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in the girl’s smile, her mother dropping the suitcase, and the migrant’s hat falling as he 

begins to run towards them. The sequence of events borrows from cinematic 

conventions of montage so that each image seems to ricochet from the other as the 

emotional tenor of the narrative is elevated. As the migrant runs to meet his family, the 

silhouettes of the birds of passage pass overhead, and they flock overhead again as the 

next double-page spread pans out to show the family reuniting as their miniature figures 

hug in the expansive landscape.  

 

The final story opens with a repetition of the opening arrangement of images. This time 

however, the items within each panel are the counterparts of those in the migrant’s 

homeland. Significantly, the origami bird of the first frame is replaced by the origami 

form of the migrant’s creature. So the reader must interpret how repetition and 

difference fit into the narrative flow; frames one to seven are directly comparable with 

their old-world counterparts, while the family photograph now occupies the space of 

the suitcase in the eighth frame. The composition of the next full-page frame reflects 

the second page by locating each object in the family’s new domestic setting. As the 

daughter runs out with the creature among the streets to buy three ‘star-fruit’, her easy 

navigation demonstrates her familiarity with the city. The statue of the bird holding an 

egg is now presented from behind and at an oblique angle. The reversal in the 

perspective, compared to the first representation of the statue, suggests that the family 

now reside intimately behind the façade of the city, and that they are more integrated 

within their new locale. Tan builds on this idea by presenting the girl’s lone journey to 

the market, including her greeting of two fox-like creatures, which demonstrates her 

ability to decode appropriate modes of interaction. Upon buying the star-fruit, the girl 

sees a woman—a new arrival—holding a map, and offers her assistance. Thus The 
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Arrival ends with the girl pointing to a location outside the frame, and her position as an 

inhabitant of the place, directing the new arrival, gestures towards the cyclicity of 

belonging and inclusion. Who are the indigenous inhabitants of the land, if any, and 

who are the arrivals? Tan does not make these distinctions clear, thereby calling into 

question ideas about belonging, inclusion and narratives of cultural cohesion and 

representations of difference. In The Arrival, infused as it is in a future-past nostalgia for 

an imaginary world, the repetition of visual oscillations, such as zooms in and out, and 

the use of mise-en-abyme, approximate the physical play of fort/da, as it stages a scopic 

drive towards ‘the’ origin, along with the subject’s expulsion from that impossible place. 

Moreover, the concluding set of frames contains household objects that resemble the 

objects in the establishing set of frames, yet the repetition of this composite also 

establishes how distinct the new items are from their predecessors. 

 

6. Conclusion 

In Strangers to Ourselves (1991) Julia Kristeva writes: 

 
The foreigner … does not give the same weight to “origins” as common sense 
does. He (sic) has fled from that origin—family, blood, soil—and, even though it 
keeps pestering, enriching, hindering, exciting him, or giving him pain, and often 
all of it at once, the foreigner is its courageous and melancholy betrayer. (29) 

 

Each of the ‘foreigners’ in the texts under discussion are courageous and melancholic 

betrayers of their origins—and in vastly different ways. What we have seen in Tan’s 

work is that the ‘promised land’ can be coloured melancholically by the future-past of 

nostalgia, and that a migrant imaginary might be produced within this liminal locus, 

where the past and the future appear side-by-side. The combination of photo-

documentary realism and surrealism invites the reader to engage with the migrant’s entry 

into this fantastic land, its inhabitants, and its possibilities, constituted as an open-ended 
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community with the recognition of injury as its organising logic. The notion of an 

incomplete communality harkens back to Sam Durrant’s argument in Postcolonial 

Narrative and the Work of Mourning that the boundaries of communities should ‘remain 

perpetually open to the difference of the other, to the possibility of different others and 

not yet imagined modes of being’ (111). In Tan’s version of an imagined mode of being, 

his use of mise-en-abyme and cinematic techniques, including zooms and dissolves mimic, 

in visual terms, the processes of unsettlement that accompany the physical and psychic 

movements of migration.  
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AFTERWORD 

 

This thesis has brought together four literary texts that offer diverse responses to 

loss within migratory contexts. While each story has a different setting and cultural 

milieu, they share a primary concern for the demands of migration and the costs of 

resettlement. As traumatised and melancholic betrayers of their origins, the migrants 

of each text reside emotionally between the past and the present. This thesis has also 

recognised the scholarly value of cross-discursive conversations between visual and 

written texts to demonstrate the relative particularities of each form. Each text uses 

the strengths of its medium to generate insights into the representation of loss. 

Writing across media allows the issues surrounding texts of cultural grief to be 

addressed not only through diverse narratives, but also within different narrative 

regimes (that is, the visual, as against the written). 

  

The tendency for time to slide apart in the ravages of grief that can occupy a migrant 

is seen distinctly in each of the texts.  Temporal irresolution shows itself within 

representation as a gap, such as when Satrapi chooses a solid black cell to mimetically 

occlude a traumatic event. On the other hand, the narrative form of The Shadow Lines 

is characterised by the slips in its spatial and temporal schemes, itself evocative of the 

trauma surrounding Tridib’s death. In Lucy, the disruption in Lucy’s relationship with 

her mother is invoked in her post-migration relationship with her ‘other-mother’ 

Mariah. Lucy’s experience of migration is thus articulated in her relationships with 

both mother figures, and especially, in their uncanny interplay. In The Arrival, the 

collision between the remembered forms of the migrant’s homeland and the 

unknown signifiers of the new city melancholically refract the work in sepia tones, as 

if it were a souvenir from an unknown time and place.  
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In The Juridical Unconscious (2002), Shoshana Felman suggests that in contrast to legal 

discourse, ‘[l]iterature … encapsulates not closure but precisely what in a given legal 

case refuses to be closed and cannot be closed. It is to this refusal of the trauma to 

be closed that literature does justice’ (8). The resistance of literature to normative 

ideological demands is perhaps its most significant gift, and one that allows textual 

iteration to do valuable social and political work. Kafka’s injunction, referred to in 

the introduction, to read books that ‘wound’ is a demand to engage with texts that 

commit to exploring discomfiting questions about how meaning is generated in and 

beyond language. These questions are particularly urgent with regard to trauma and 

cultural grievances, and the texts I have chosen to examine all contribute to ongoing 

conversations about the recognition of trauma and melancholic loss, specifically that 

are triggered, and configured, by migration. The implications derived from the four 

case studies in this thesis, suggest that there is considerable scope for further work 

on narratives of displacement, as for example, in the situation of refugees fleeing war 

or persecution.1  

 

I have suggested that traumata can be registered by different means. For the narrator 

of The Shadow Lines, his missed encounter with Tridib’s death emerges through 

narrative fragmentation, counterbalanced by an obsessive fixation on the past so that, 

when taken together, a melancholically counter-memorial response to loss is given 

effect. Lucy, on the other hand, begins to acknowledge the loss of her mother only 

after her migration. By concentrating on Lucy’s ambivalent relationship with 

1 See, for example, Gillian Whitlock, “Remediating Gorilla Girl: Rape Warfare and the Limits of 
Humanitarian Storytelling” Biography - An Interdisciplinary Quarterly (2010) 33.3: 471-497; “Double 
Trouble: One or Two Women?” Meanjin (2010) 69.4: 83-88; Kate Douglas and Gillian Whitlock, 
“Introduction: Trauma Texts: Reading Trauma in the Twenty-First Century”. In Gillian Whitlock and 
Kate Douglas (eds), Trauma Texts, 1-8 Oxford: Routledge, 2009; Gillian Whitlock, “From Tehran to 
Tehrangeles: The Generic Fix of Iranian Exilic Memoirs”. ARIEL: A Review of International English 
Literature (2008) 39:1/2: 7-27. 
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Mariah—her new mother figure—the novel emphasises the earlier, traumatic 

separation with her mother, which this new relationship invokes. In Persepolis, the 

effects of Marjane’s trauma are depicted visually through images such as skeletons 

reaching out to her as she walks along war-ravaged streets, abstracted drawings of 

shocking events, and the compression of spatio-temporal sequences into a single, 

overpowering frame. Shaun Tan captures the repetition characteristic of traumatic 

distress by referring to earlier terrors through their displacement onto the foreign 

objects of the new city.  

 

The theme of trauma is also traced in the way that the texts instantiate division at 

sites that were once perceived to contain a singular origin. In The Arrival, the text 

itself emerges from an unknown source, and complicates the temporality of the 

diegesis through its future-past nostalgic ambivalence. In Lucy, the progression of 

time rarely presents change, except as an illumination of the past, just as the narrator 

of The Shadow Lines esteems the past for the kinds of knowledge it offers him in the 

space of Tridib’s absence. Marjane’s return to Tehran in Persepolis unsettles the 

psychic scaffolding she has worked hard to establish from the traumas of her past. 

Each of these texts demonstrates the ambivalent relationship between trauma and 

time through spatial fracture and disorientation. 

 

The affective content of the texts analysed demonstrates the intricate implications of 

loss. The primary characters display a composite of emotions—anger, sadness, love, 

despair, fear, surprise—which combine to gesture towards the peculiarities and 

politics of loss in journeys of migration. The Arrival accesses the injuries that 

constellate the other primary texts by constructing an imagined city-scape that 

privileges communality through the heuristic device of injury. A similar sentiment 
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prevails in Lucy, when the eponymous character bristles at Mariah’s politically naïve 

platitudes. Additionally, the gaps and silences in Lucy’s expression form a critical 

component of her melancholy and complicate her position as a migrant from 

Antigua to upper west side Manhattan. The Arrival’s emphasis on transnational 

empathy also harkens to the tensions that populate The Shadow Lines, which reveal 

themselves most violently through ethnic-religious-nationalism in the midst of 

Partition. The partly utopian city of The Arrival could be regarded as a by-product of 

a similar desire exhibited by the narrator in The Shadow Lines for a ‘looking-glass land’. 

The affective ambiguities that each migrant endures in the four texts constructs a 

narrative melancholy through which the migrants’ lost objects are held as subjects of 

obsessive attention.  

 

The endurance of melancholy as a critical term is perhaps due to the fact that it 

carves out a complex theoretical space characterised through an affective 

ambivalence in the subject’s relations towards other people and objects. As an 

emotional and relational state, it brings together various themes including the 

persistence of memory, trauma, loss, and raises questions about the fundamental 

psychic construction of the subject, exemplified in Judith Butler’s discussion of 

‘Melancholy Gender / Refused Identification’ in The Psychic Life of Power (132-50). By 

applying theories of melancholy to the chosen texts, this thesis has demonstrated its 

critical relevance to the examination of literary migrant narratives. Melancholia has 

enabled insights into artistic representation of migration precisely because of its 

ability to ‘hold’ a complex of facets associated with loss and the migration process.  
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