



Walcott and History: A Reminiscence 
Abstract

This paper examines Derek Walcott’s historical consciousness as articulated in selected poems from In a Green Night, The Castaway and Other Poems, The Star-Apple Kingdom, and Omeros. Caribbean literature has been profoundly shaped by the region’s traumatic history of slavery, colonialism, racial hybridity, and cultural fragmentation. Within this historical matrix, Walcott emerges as a poet deeply engaged with questions of origin, memory, exile, and identity. Drawing on library-based research and established critical scholarship, this study interrogates Walcott’s complex negotiation of his dual heritage—African and European—and his poetic response to the burdens of historical inheritance. The paper argues that Walcott neither denies history nor remains imprisoned by it. Rather, he proposes a creative reconciliation rooted in what he terms the “Adamic” potential of the New World. Through poems such as “A Far Cry from Africa,” “The Sea is History,” and Omeros, Walcott dramatizes the tension between ancestral memory and historical amnesia, ultimately advocating cultural renewal over racial fixation. His poetry resists both separatist racial politics and colonial mimicry, envisioning instead a unified Caribbean identity forged from shared trauma and imaginative reconstruction. The study concludes that Walcott’s historical vision is fundamentally humanist: he transforms historical fragmentation into poetic synthesis. By reconciling Africa and Europe within the Caribbean landscape, Walcott redefines history not as a chain of wounds but as a foundation for creative rebirth. His work thus affirms the Caribbean as a site of origin rather than exile and positions imagination as the primary instrument of cultural self-realization.
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Introduction 


Through the years, the theme of history has always been a major preoccupation in Caribbean literature.  This is because of the fact that the Caribbean Island is a multi-racial society; a hodgepodge resulting from the historical fact of slavery, colonization and indentured labour system which brought together people of different races bound by economic reasons; exhibiting different forms of culture and belief system.  The history of the region is a bitter story of slavery, cruelty and exploitation.  The Caribbean personality is created out of slavery - he is a product of slavery. 


The Caribbean writer whether at home or abroad is not particularly remote from his audience because as a person, he still shares the trauma created by history.  The Caribbean writer and critic, V.S. Naipaul, believes like Chinua Achebe (1-4) in the social responsibility of the writer as a teacher and an instructor.  In his popular memoir, The Middle Passage, Naipaul enunciates that: “living in a borrowed culture, the West Indian more than most, needs writers to tell him who he is and where he stands” (73). Some Caribbean writers have tried to investigate their past and to elucidate its influence on the lives of contemporary West Indians. Edward Brathwaite, for example, tries to explain why the black Caribbeans are restless and rootless.  He believes that it is only by confronting the sordid history of the Caribbean society, which is traceable to other continents that the Caribbean man would be able to achieve self-definition.  Caribbean writers have tried to respond and react to the various problems facing the Caribbeans and have tried to adjust and create various responses to the Caribbean situation and experience with the aim of creating a sense of wholeness, encouraging and strengthening those values that give meaning to the quality of life as perceived by the Caribbeans. Selwyn Cudjoe records that since Christopher Columbus set foot on San Salvador, “the history of the Caribbeans has been one of social, economic and physical violence” (7).
Focus and Background Issues 


This paper focuses on Walcott’s historical consciousness in his poetry.  History in this context encapsulates streams such as root, origin, race and heritage while consciousness is used in a general sense to denote awareness and embraces such strands as ideas, thoughts, feelings, knowledge, conceptions and vision that a person has of him/her self.  If one attempts to link the two words together as defined, then historical consciousness in the context of this paper refers, simply, to Walcott’s awareness; that is his ideas, thoughts, feelings, knowledge, conceptions and vision of the Caribbean man’s root, origin, heritage and race as expressed in his poetry and would be treated as such. 


The background to the poetry of Derek Walcott is important in a topic like this since there is an intimate connection between his life and his writing.  A brief study of his background may provide a general framework within which his work may be evaluated. 


Walcott is a mulatto.  That is, he is racially mixed.  His mother was a Dutch from the little Island of Sint Maartin while his father’s father was from Warwickshire in England.  His maternal grand parents were black, while his paternal grand parents were white.  As a mulatto, Walcott images one of the typical racial possibilities in the Caribbean region.  He is in fact, a manifestation of the cultural mixture of his Island home.  In “What the Twilight Says: An Overture”, Walcott writes: 

Mongrel as I am, something prickles in me when I see the word Ashanti as with the Word Warwickshire, both separately intimating my grandfather’s root, both baptizing this neither proud nor ashamed bastard, this hybrid, this West Indian (10). 

As already observed by John Figueroa, Walcott grew up as a member of the Methodist Church with a thorough grounding in European history, art and literature, and existed within a black African-based culture of St. Lucian majority which all influence his art (84). Although Walcott was in contact with the black African-based culture of the St. Lucian majority, Mervyn Morris notes that circumstances kept him somewhat apart from the majority of St. Lucians, and he was not European (144).  As Morris puts it: “they were blacks, he was part-white; they were overwhelmingly Catholic, he was Methodist; and was a lover of English [“this English tongue I love”] on an Island where the mass of the people speak a French Patois” (In King, 144-145). Figueroa also notes: 

While the population of St. Lucia was genetically African with a fair sprinkling of Carib and European, the cultures which were brewing together were Trans-Atlantic African, French (Pre and Post  Revolutionary) British (mainly through schooling and the English language it taught), heavily Roman Catholic, with a small but staunch Methodist presence (84). 
These historical facts have all influenced Walcott’s consciousness and art (poetry).

Walcott and History

The multi-cultural nature of the Caribbean society, the estrangement from his roots and the fragmented nature of the society give the West Indian an acute sense of exile.  Some writers see the West Indies as a land of exile; some believe that their roots lie beyond the Atlantic. With Walcott, it is interesting to note that he has always acknowledged the ancestral duality of the West Indian.  He is aware of the racial and linguistic complexity of the Caribbean heritage and the attendant ambivalence resultant from it.  This is crystallized in the concluding stanza of his “A Far Cry From Africa” from In a Green Night where he writes: 

 The gorilla wrestles with the superman 
 I whom am poisoned with the blood of both,
                       where shall I turn divided to the vein?
 I who have cursed
 the drunken officer of British rule, how choose

 Between this Africa and this English tongue I love?                                       Betray them both or give back what they give?
 How can I face such slaughter and be cool? 
 How can I turn from Africa and live? (18). 

Here, Walcott’s ambivalence is graphically demonstrated. Morris observes that: 

While often concerned to define his identification with a specific region or a particular historical condition, Derek Walcott has always, in theory and in practice, been willing to draw on the total heritage available to him as an alert and inquiring human being (In King, 144). 
In the same vein, Figueroa observes about Walcott: 

One of the marks of Walcott’s greatness, it seems to me, is that while many of us would have done our best to deny the “mixture” generated in our culture through history and European geopolitics, and a few of us would have merely accepted it, Walcott used it and the experience that it brought, to make poetry of the highest quality.  In doing this, he has also enriched that language which came from England.  He has also clearly shown by his art, how the influence of the languages brought by brutalized slaves from Africa has been giving birth to new extensions of language throughout the Caribbean (84-85). 

In his poetry, Walcott reflects both the historical fortunes and misfortunes of the region.  He draws his materials from Western Oriental, African and New World events to create new myths.  He writes both in dialect and in Standard English and sometimes fuses the two to typify that ambivalence which he (as a mulatto) symbolizes. 


Walcott is what one may refer to as a total Caribbean – an epitome of the Caribbean man.  Unlike others (Indians, Chinese, Portuguese and Africans) who think of another home beyond the Atlantic, Walcott has no other continent to look back to as his own root.  He believes that the origin of the Caribbean man begins from the Islands.  He does not see the Caribbean Islands as other writers do (as a land of exile) but as that of origin.  Walcott’s ideology is precipitated on the fact that the contact between Europe and Africa (a unique and an undeniable experience) evolved him and he can neither claim to be totally white nor black.  He seems to believe that whatever the history of his father or that of his mother beyond the Atlantic was has nothing to contribute to the development of the Caribbean person, except where brutality, hatred and racism appeal to anybody.  Walcott is right in a way in his wish to forget the history of the Caribbean beyond the Atlantic since a recollection of the “hurts of history” breeds nothing but bitterness, hatred, racial and class discriminations.  The memory of the history beyond the Atlantic, Walcott believes, will emphasize the wrongs meted out by whites on blacks during the middle passage and slavery periods.  In an essay, “The Muse of History”, he writes, “Amnesia is the true history of the New World. That is our inheritance” (40). 

Walcott sees the genesis of the Caribbean man as “Adamic” in the New World with all the links to other continents as having suffered an amnesia.  Walcott acknowledges the past but understands the futility of this mental state. In   “In Ruins of a Great House”, from In a Green Night, Walcott argues:
The World’s green age then was a rotting line Whose stench became the charnel galleon’s text.  The rot remains with us, the men are gone (20). 

Walcott argues that the experience of the blacks is not restricted to them alone since the whites (Albions) also suffered a similar experience in history. He writes: 

Ablaze with rage, I thought 
Some slave is rotting in this manorial lake, And still the coal of my compassion fought:  That Albion too, was once
 A colony like ours, …(20). 

The thesis of Walcott’s argument is that the West Indian should forget the history beyond the Atlantic and make do with what is in his environment.  Walcott, here, proposes historical amnesia beyond the Atlantic and stresses on the Adamic potentials in each individual. 


Walcott could be said to believe that the Caribbean man having suffered from historical amnesia, has not been able to evolve a culture of his own due to his unnecessary attachment to the mother continents (Europe, Africa, India, China, Portugal) etc.  And having been separated from the cultures of their mother continents, the West Indians cannot be as good as those who never left the continents, in their imitation of the cultures of the mother continents, of course, they end up only aping the cultures of the mother continents.  In “Lavent Ville,” from the collection entitled The Castaway and Other Poems, Walcott maintains: 
Some open, passage that has cleft the brain, some deep, amnesia blow. We left somewhere a life we never found, customs and gods that are not born again, some crib, some grill of light clanged shut on us in bondage, and withheld us from that world below us and beyond, and in its swaddling cerements we’re still bound (35). 

Walcott believes that this situation of cultural void would only create mimic men out of the West Indians. He writes: 
The black, fawning verger
 his bow tie akimbo, grinning, the clown-gloved fashionable wear of those I deeply loved once made me look on with hopelessness and rage at their new, apish habits, their excess and fear, the possessed, the self-possessed. (33-34). 

He puts it more succinctly in Omeros: 

baboons kept singing their mimetic alphabet
in case men forgot it, so out of habit
their finger grew leaves in the foetid ground of the boat (150).

Walcott believes that this race consciousness and unnecessary attachment to the mother continent will not only create mimic men out of the West Indians, it will lead to collective consciousness and transfer of aggression which explains what makes it impossible for the Caribbean society to function as a whole.  It is this ideology that marks Walcott out as a humanist.  Walcott believes that although there is no fulfilment in the Caribbean heritage (as proposed by V. S. Naipaul), the void created by the past should act as a catalyst to the creation of a new vision in the New World where the Caribbean man has found himself. 

In “The Castaway”, from The Castaway and Other Poems, Walcott presents a ship-wrecked person (a Caribbean) who is cut off from any human contact and the possibility of rescue. He writes:
The starved eye devours the seascape for the morsel Of a sail.
The horizon threads it infinitely (1). 

From the above lines, Walcott portrays the Caribbean man as one who is irretrievably lost to the place he has found himself, abandoned by the ship of history and his idea of physically going back to where he came from is impossible for he is trapped forever.  In this situation, all he could do is to survive within this vast landscape and only his ability to start creating from his natural ability will sustain him there.  He has to start afresh like Robinson Crusoe of Defoe or like the biblical Adam. 


In “The Almond Trees”, also from The Castaway and Other Poems, Walcott starts with the projection of this nothingness and lack of a visible history which characterize the Caribbean heritage: 

There’s nothing here
 this early;
 cold sand

 cold churning ocean, the Atlantic,

 no visible history,

except this sand
of twisted, coppery, sea-almond trees

their shining postures surely

bent as metal…(36). 

This scape of nothingness is immediately filled with human beings who are there for mercantile purposes.  They undergo a terrible experience which now makes them tough like the almond trees so that man and trees become one through similar experiences. 

The sands white-hot ash underheel,
 but their aged limbs have got their brazen sheen

from fire.  Their bodies fiercely shine!

They’re cured, they endure their furnace.

Aged trees and oiled limbs share a common colour! (37). 
The poem further introduces us to a ritual of purification after which the West Indian could identify with nature and his environment. 

One sun burnt body now acknowledges

that past and its own metamorphosis

as, moving from the sun, she kneels to spread

her wrap within the bent arms of this grove

that grieves in silence, like parental love (37). 

What Walcott is saying here is that since the Caribbean man has gone through this horrible experience of slavery and colonialism and is abandoned in these islands to his wit, he has no other person to rescue him to his former self; that he should forget his past and recreate a future for himself by making use of his creative power – his imagination, in the West Indies. 


Walcott’s poem, “The Sea is History”, from The Star Apple Kingdom might sum up his whole idea of Caribbean history.  Walcott writes: 
Where are your monument, your battles, martyrs where is your tribal memory? Sirs. In that grey vault, the sea, the sea has clocked them up. The sea is History. 
In this poem which is a repartee to those who ask what monuments and artistic masterpieces – (“achievements and creation”) can be boasted by the slave descendants brought from Africa to the Caribbean, Walcott states that this under water phantasmagoria is sufficient history.  The sea here, of course, symbolizes not only the “middle passage” but also the Islands.  Here, Walcott, the artist and poet, creates both the very history and literature which the enquirer declares is inexistent. 


In one of his early poems, “A Sea-Chantey”, from In a Green Night, Walcott renders both a hallowed pacification of the waters and in its litany of place names, a declaration of his love for it – the Caribbean world, inconsequential of its rancorous history: 
The litany of islands,
The rosary of archipelagoes,

Anguilla, Antigua,

Virgin of Guadeloupe,

And stone-white Grenada

Of sunlight and pigeons,

The amen of calm waters,

The amen of calm waters (66). 
In Omeros, an epic poem and his most ambitious work, Walcott continues with what he started in In a Green Night. He pays homage to the Caribbean Islands (his land of birth and origin) though sordid and bitter its history may be and evinces his love for it:  

I sang our wide country, the Caribbean sea.

Who hated shoes, whose soles were as cracked as a stone
who was gentle with ropes, who had one suit alone,
whom no man dared insult and who insulted no one,
whose grin was a white breaker cresting, but whose frown
                       was a growing thunderhead, whose fist of iron
would do me a greater honour if it held on
to my casket’s oarlocks than mine lifting his own when both anchors are lowered in the one Island… (320-321). 
In chapter XXVIII, movement 1, of the slaves taken across the Atlantic Ocean to the New World, Walcott writes: 
We were the colour of shadows when we came down with tinkling leg-irons to join the chains of the sea,
for the silver coins multiplying on the sold horizon… (Omens, 149).

There is an indication here that these slaves on board the ship from Africa, through the middle passage, lost their identity and became shadows as they entered the new land.  But here, Walcott stresses that the real epic of the salves is that “they crossed, they survived”. (Omeros, 149) He concludes: 

 So there went the Ashanti one way, the Mandingo another,
 the Ibo another, the Guinea.Now each Man was a nation
 in himself, without mother, father, brother (Omeros, 150). 
Walcott further stresses on the adamic potentials of the New World man who is abandoned on his new soil “without mother, father, brother”.  He believes that although the New World man entered the West Indies as a shadow and has lost everything – name, identity and culture; that he has the ability to create with what he is left with in the New World: 

The worst crime is to leave a man’s hands empty. Men are born makers, with that primal simplicity in every maker since Adam.  This is pre-history,
that itching instinct in the criss-crossed net
of their palms, its wickerwork.  They could not stay idle too long.  The chained wrist couldn’t forget
 the carver for whom antelopes leapt, or
 the bow-maker the shaft, or the amourer
 his nail-studs, the shield held up to Hector
 that was the hammerer’s art… (Omeros, 150). 

Again, Walcott stresses that it is impossible for the Caribbean man to still be what he was three hundred years ago in his ancestral land.  He believes that the Caribbean man is a new Adam in a new world; that the Caribbeans are bound together by a common experience of trauma, pain and loss and that is what makes them one.  So unlike others who believe that the Caribbean man has no definite and exclusive culture; that its people come from diverse backgrounds and cultures, Walcott sees the Caribbean Islands as one nation bound together by a common experience of trauma, pain and loss:
Yet they felt the sea-wind typing them into one nation

of eyes and shadows and groans, in the one pain
that is inconsolable, the loss of one’s shore
 with its crooked footpath (Omeros, 151). 
Since the Caribbean man is now a new man in a new world, Walcott believes that it is necessary for him to evolve a new culture of his own instead of his unnecessary attachment to the mother continent.  In other words, the Caribbean man should forget his past and make do with what he has available to him to evolve something new.  Walcott believes that this is the only thing that will keep the West Indies moving, instead of unnecessary yearning, craving and longing for an irretrievable past. He writes:
…They had wept, not for
 their wives only, their fading children, but for strange

 ordinary things…
…
They cried for the little thing after the big thing. They cried for a broken gourd.  It was only later
that they talked to the gods who had not been there
when they needed them.  Their whole world was moving,
or a large part of the world, and what began dissolving.
was the fading sound of their tribal name for the rain,
the bright sound for the sun, a hissing noun for the river,
and always the word “never” and never the word “again”
(Omeros, 151-152). 

Really, Walcott is concerned with the present and pays more attention to the socio-economic and political dilemma that plagues the Caribbean man.  Gerald Moore observes that: 

Walcott is centrally concerned with his island world… (and) shows us how Caribbean man may learn to know and love his Island (28-29). 

Since Walcott has no other home beyond the Atlantic, he never wished to become anything as restricting as being a regional or a racial poet.  The personality of Walcott has to a large extent influenced his philosophy as a writer.  His attitude is understandable.  It is attributed to the fact that he is a mulatto.  Because of this, Walcott does not really consider it necessary to identify fully with either the blacks or whites.  He is a man who wishes to be a writer without any modification like “West Indian”. He is like Wole Soyinka who wants to be just a writer, not an African writer. 
As a writer, Walcott according to Morris, “has a wider ancestry, the whole world is his family, and he has argued that ‘maturity is the assimilation of the features of every ancestor’ ”. (In King, 144).  It is like what James Joyce said:  

I will not serve that in which I no longer believe, whether it call itself my home, my fatherland or my church: and I will try to express myself in some mode of life or art as freely as I can and wholly as I am, using for my defense the only arms I allow myself to use.  To discover the mode of life or of art whereby your spirit could express itself in unfettered freedom (222). (Emphasis mine). 

Like Joyce, Walcott might be saying to the Caribbean, This race and this country and this life produced me… I shall express myself as I am (184). 
However, arguing for his identification with the wider humanity, Morris quotes Walcott as saying: 

Most writers cripple themselves by their separatism. You cannot be a poet and believe in the division of man (145-146). 
As observed by Morris, even though Walcott in much of his writing explores and dramatizes division with himself, the thrust is usually towards reconciliation, acceptance and compassion. (146). 


There is in Walcott’s writing, this spirit of independence that shows him to be completely free of that historical legacy and a sense of inferiority which is the Caribbean experience.  This does not suggest that Walcott abdicates history but, rather, that he does not see it as the main factor standing in the way of self-realization, unlike his contemporary – Edward Braithwaite who opts for the use of history and aboriginal sensibilities as avenues for liberation and self-definition. Funso Aiyejina agrees with this assertion when he quotes another critic on Walcott as saying that Walcott manifest the: 

Opulent and endearing outgrowth from the struggles of Europe and Africa on foreign soil.  What results is neither Europe nor Africa but one’s own kind – west Indian, a new man, a new world man with a capacity to straddle and cope with a variety of human experience because of one’s innate texture and human depth (100). 
It is important to note that Walcott does not reject the past as having no bearing upon the present predicament of the Caribbean man.  He is aware of history and the manifold cruelties it records, but he has sought ways to avoid what Morris calls “its uncreative traps.” (145-146). This explains why Walcott has been consistently hostile to any force which might seek to limit his creativity or restrict access to anything which might feed it. 

In his plays, for example, Walcott acknowledges and recognizes the peculiar nature of his origin.  He does not deny his ancestral roots in Africa.  This is clearly embodied in his plays like Dream on Monkey Mountain and O Babylon. In these plays, Walcott examines the dual elements of the African and Western traditions in the West Indian experience, and how the two might unite to produce a peculiarly West Indian drama.  In the two plays mentioned, Walcott’s readiness to acknowledge the relevance of both these traditions in the West Indian experience is obvious, but what Walcott expresses doubt about is seeking to return to Africa.  Walcott believes that it is only in the West Indies that the West Indian can build a home. 
Conclusion

Derek Walcott’s poetry represents one of the most sustained meditations on history in Caribbean literature. Confronted with the violent legacies of slavery, colonialism, racial hybridity, and cultural fragmentation, Walcott neither retreats into bitterness nor indulges in romantic nostalgia. Instead, he confronts history with clarity and transforms it through imagination. His poetic project is not the erasure of history but its reconfiguration. Through poems such as “A Far Cry from Africa,” “The Sea is History,” and Omeros, Walcott dramatizes the tension between memory and amnesia, inheritance and reinvention. While acknowledging the trauma of the Middle Passage and the ruptures of colonial domination, he resists being defined solely by historical injury. His concept of the “Adamic” imagination becomes central: the Caribbean man, though dispossessed, is not empty. He is a maker, capable of cultural rebirth. The sea, which once symbolized displacement and loss, becomes in Walcott’s poetry a vast archive—an alternative monument to a people whose history was denied inscription.

Walcott’s insistence on reconciliation rather than racial absolutism distinguishes him from more separatist historical visions. His dual heritage—African and European—does not imprison him in division; rather, it compels him toward synthesis. In this way, Walcott proposes a humanist poetics in which identity is not anchored in resentment but in creative transformation. The Caribbean is not exile but origin; not a void, but a beginning. Nevertheless, Walcott’s historical consciousness affirms that survival is itself epic. The crossing, the endurance, and the act of making meaning from rupture become the true monuments of Caribbean existence. His poetry therefore redefines history—not as a chain of wounds that bind the present, but as a foundation upon which imagination builds renewal. In reconciling Africa and Europe within the Caribbean landscape, Walcott offers not merely a regional vision but a universal meditation on how fractured histories may be transfigured into artistic wholeness.
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