






precedes, Nalpaul Inserts "some lines by Lamartine", tl1lnslated, "typed out all
Belgravia paper and rhotocoPied" by Gale Benson's father and sent to her In "one
of the last letters [she received" (pp. 74-75). The poem and the act of quoting it are
open to different interpretations: the allusion to whiteness and purity ("Your life
also only pure white pages behold") may be read as a sentimental version of Gale
Benson, who) in Naipaul's eyes, was anything but pure, and the emphasis on
Belgravia as evidence of the "ultimate security" on which Benson could count; or
Nalpaul may have been struck by her father's presentiment of her imminent death
("On rhe page where one loves, one would wish to linger, I Yet the page where one
dies, hides beneath the finger", p. 75); or it may be seen as another of the fictions of
which Gale Benson was victim. The irortic reading would cerrainly be more consis­
tent wirh what precedes it, but It Is not possible to exclude that Naipaul was sincere­
ly caught and moved by this discovery, or intended that his readers should be.

"The Killings in Trirtidad" is the meeting point of these various and conflicting
impulses. Different exigencies call for different codes: the languages of novel and
poetry, forensic ol1ltion, liternry criticism and political journalism are alternately
employed in a narrntive which, although defmed as an "expository piece, crisp and
maller of fact" ", defies any genre definition.

In that il is one among the possible litel1lry formalizatlons of a portion of
reality, for which facts are no less a loose starting point than they are for the novel,
"The Killings in Trinidad" has a life of its own and is nOI hiel1lrchically inferior to
the novel. Yet il happens to be related to a novel and the analysis of that relation­
ship is most useful in understanding Nalpaul's poetics and his changing attitudes
towards the novel.

With time, as stated, the position of essay and novel has changed into a sym­
biotic relationship. Neverhdess, it cannot be denied thal at some stage and in some
way rhe essay has been prepal1ltory to the novel, if Naipaul is la be given credil for
saying that "out o[lthosel journeys and Writings, novels did in the end come to
Ihim/"I11,e emphasis is mine] ". The similarities in pial, chal1lcrers and setllng are
striking: once novel and essay are reduced to an abstract fabula they are almost un­
distinguishable. Two murders OCCur on a Caribbean island - specifically a young
English woman, again a publisher, and a young negro are killed; ·the figure respon­
sible is again a half-negto leader, become or, made famous in England, who, once
forced to go back to his Island of origin, assumes musllm pseudonyms and sets up
an ngrkultural commune,

The list of similarities would be almost endless bUI also misleading, unless we
make clear that fragments, and nellher the essay nor reality as a whole has been
transposed. In facI, although Naipaul owes his fortune in the United States to a
misunderstanding of his intention, Guerrillas wat not Intended to be a political or
historical novel ". For example in the novel Ihe killing of the young ex-member of
the commune, Stephen, who, like Joseph Skerritt had become an unbeliever, oc­
curs before the murder of the white woman, at Stephen's house, not at Ihe com­
mune; the event Is public and is the occasion for a riot; Jimmy is a hakway, a
Chinese black, not a mulauo and Roche is white and from South Africa, not an
American black. II is not possible to find a single example which is a completely
fairhful transposition of a real chal1laer or event loro the novel. But as far as frag­
ments are concerned, rhe slmilarilles are marked, allhough sometimes out of con­
text, and point dearly to a relationship between the two lexts. The Slephen-Skerritt
case is a minor, but for this purpose enlightening, example: both are members of
the commune who, for unspecified reasons. do not believe in the -cause" any
longer, both disappear suddenly (Naipaul hints at their being held hostages) and
their disappearance is accounted for In each case with a similar expression:

46

Jinuny's answer to Roche, "I suppose he's run out on us" H, echoes Malik's report
at the trial that "joe Skerrill had only disappeared" (p. 27). In addition, Roehe's visit
to Stephen's mother includes most of the details Naipaul recorded in rhe essay after
Ihe visit he himself paid to Joseph Skerrin's mother. In "The Killings in Trinidad" he
wrote:

Joe Skerriu was not important, and he is remembered, <IS a person, only in his mother's
house in Belmont. A large Unfl"'dmed portrait Is pinned la the wall of the small living room.
1bere are framed photographs of his more successful brother, Anthany (In sea scout
un[form), who is in Canada, and of his Sister, who was many years a nurse in England; ...
The house Is shabby; ... [Mrs Skerrittllooks after her mother, who is senile and shrunken,
skin and bones, Wilh thin grey hair tied up light and Sitting on the skull like a coarse
knotted handkerchief (p. 72).

fn Guemllas too the visitor's attention is anraaed by some framed
photogl1lphs of the woman's children (p. 107); one "a success" (p. 108) is portrayed
in the novel in academic gown instead of sea scout uniform, and is said [0 be living
in England. lbere Is no mention of the other children, but the reference la an old
woman is maintained, her mother in the essay, "senile and shrunken·; a neighbour,
"smaller than Mrs Stephens, willh slacker fiesh" and "squashed face" in the novel (p.
107). Stephens is, in effect, Skerritr& counterpart, but more often fragments are dis­
placed and used in different contexts. For instance, many of jamal's attrlbules, as
well as dIose of other members of rhe commune, are "condensed" in jimmy. Roche
is physically and psychologically Ihe oppOSite ofJamal: he is white and uuerly non­
charismatic. He is described as a "small man In his mid-forties, sad-faced, with
sunken cheeks, deep lines running from his nose to the corners of his mouth" (p.
49), while jamal saw himself as "excruciallngIy handsome, tantalizingly brown,
fiercely articulate" (p. 13), and was described by a journalist as "a handsome man, a
brigand with a gold ring in his ear... tall and spare" (p. 40). Jamal's self-satisfaction
and the consequent relation with the white English woman are attributed to jimmy.
Ukewise, jimmy's machismo is emphaSised by reference to a past of sexual
violence (p. 28), which was instead a chal1lcterlstic more of olller members of the
commune than of Mallk.

Frdgments, not whole units, are moved from one map (Q the other. The num­
ber of similarities in plot and characterization. however, should nO[ obscure the fact
that there are also as many differences, Moreover, as far as narFdtive strategies are
concerned, essay and novel could not have been more distinct. Instead of a mix­
nlre of conflicting tones and codes and a mosaic of quotations, dIe adoption of the
code In the novel is consistent throughout; there are no misleading and comradic­
[Dry time sequences: events are placed in a unique, linear, climactic sequence, with
no temporal oscillations and only brief excursions into the paSI; both time and
space arc conceived as natural instead of social entities: there are no dates or
kllometric distances; days simply paSS, places have no names (lI,ey are referred to
as "the city" Or "the capital") but possess connotations: they are dry, smoky, un­
pleasant. In opposilion to the essay, the novel displays a marked lendency towards
concentration and generalization at the same time: Guerrillas is set in approximale­
Iy one week of a non-specified season and year, in a small unnamed island, and al­
most nothing is perceived as happening until the final rape and murder ofJane, an
action eliciting from the reader emotions akin to the Aristotelian eleas (pity) and
pbobos (fear). By changing the names of the places and the people involved and
avoiding reference to a precise time and place - even if all these details might be
easily ascerrained - Naipaul has created a general pal1ldigm eventually unrelated
[0 historical episodes 15. The time boundaries chosen, more than anything else, are
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evidence of a deep divergence between essay and novel: whUe "The Killings in
Trinidad" dealt almost exclusively with the events following the two killings, Guer­
rillas focuses on lhe few days immediately before the killings, a phase whJch was
almost unknown when Naipaul started the novel, since the trial for Gale Benson's
murder had nOl yet taken place.

It is clear that however preparatory to the novel the essay may have beeo, ad­
herence to the previous literary map and to history is not the only recognizable
trend in the novel. Naipaul is also patently trying to grant autonomy to the new
narrative. Hence his intervention is not confined to a reordering of the pieces of
reality intO a new configuration - which was the principle according to which the
essay was writtcn -; Naipaul has changed the scale of the map, and in so doing,
has created a possible world, alternative to and incommensurable with the real
one. Human beings are in facL portrayed as thinking, gesturing and inteiclcting In
the restricted world of everyday life, a realm out of ti,e reach of any journalistic
reconstruction.

Naipaul has stepped out of hiStory and into fiction, reshaping events and
characters according to his vision and sensibility. Creating a new world in a verbal
universe means first of all changing names and, further, contriving and using them
in opposition to the laws governing the acrual use of language. Denomination is a
function of the message. Like time and place, names are deprived of their social
dimension. Whereas lane's surname is never mentioned, even if her passpon is ex­
amined (wice, Roche is almost without a Christian name. He is Roche for the nar­
rator, as Mr Biswas was Biswas since his birth, and he is Roche for lane most of the
time, a hint at ti,e absence of intimacy between the two. He is ca~ed by name
during a radio imelV'iew, but only as a part of a strategyl to create an unpression In
the listener. Meredith, the interviewer, says: "Let's keep it like a conversation.... I'll
call you Peter and you'll call me Meredith" (p. 201). [n effectjane is not a Christian
name nor Roche a surname; in that they are symbols rich in connotations and
litemry allusions, they are, above all, vehicles of Naipaul's vision. Jane, come to the
island out of boredom more than political faith, recalls, as Bruce King has pointed
out. another Iitemry Jane In search of excitement in the Tropics 16, and in that she L~

anything but unexperienced. "jane" Is an ironical allusion to jane Eyre who, as
John Thieme has put it, "looks forward to an extended life beyond the narrow coo­
fines of her sheltered existence as a girl and a young woman" ", Peter Roche,
despite the redundant reference to stoniness implicit in his namel an "odd but
solid' man in jane's eyes (p. 53), is port...yed in all his frailry (he sees himself.
using an interesting mineral metaphor, as having built his life "on sand"), (p. 102).
lhe characters themselves reshape reality by changing names. jimmy always caUs
Roche "massa·, emphasiZing the power relations, which, in the end, govern the In­
tercourse between blacks and whites - Jimmy considers, in fact, ti,e finn which
employs Roche as "great slave traders in the old days" who "now pretend that
black is beautiful" (p. 42). Likewise in Jhnmy's novel. Clarissa is the name chosen
for Jane, a reference to hcr role as sexual victim. 11,e names of places as well are
carefully contrived: the white people with power live on the "Ridge". a hill which
dominates the island like a medieval castle and jimmy has named his commune
Thrushcross Grange. after WUlbering Heigbts, suggesting, as Thieme has pointed
out, Jimmy's identification with Heathcliff, and also his desperate attempt at
fashioning his life according to literary myths 18.

The adoption of symbolical names instead of initials or random appellations is
a signal that the characters are meant to be fictional, not real people camounaged,
and [0 be vehicles of Naipaul's vision, elicited, not constrained by reality.

The analysis of reality, which is creative in itself. a loconstruction in analysis,",
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has become the sine qua non of th~ novel. but once grounded in reality. the narra­
tion has started ~new, m patent anlllhesls to the essay. Vet a relationship exists. and
whether Or not It shOUld. be Jnterprete~as the mere outcome of a creative gaP. it
has ~ndenlably ushered 10 a new poetics. explicitly formulated in "Conrad's Dark­
~ess 19. 10 th!S essay. a~, the mOre ~Ievant in that it was published just between
The KilllOgs m TnOldsd and Guem/la.s, Naipaul complained of the surrendering

on the part of the novelist of hIS mterpretative function:

And so the world we inhabit, which is always newl goes by unexamined, made ordinary by
me camera, unmedlta.[~d ani and there is no one to awaken the sense of true wonder. That
Is perhaps :l fair defimtlon of the noveHs['s purpose, in alJ ages 20.

The world we. i~hablt a':ld its interpretation, in other words. are posited at the
centre of the novelist 5 attentlon: the novelist does not need to create his materials
since the world, an unpolished novel itself, easily yields them. At the same time it i~
clear th:t "",:onde!' is not inherent in the materials themselves - they may also ap­
pear as ordlOary - but is expenenced by the novelist as seer. Hence the novelist
is both a better man - more perceptive or mare naive - and a beuer anisan
?Ipable of communicating his sense of wonder to other human beings. Naipaul ha~
ID this way establtshed the prelllises for a poetiCS of reality which has come
paradoxically to coincide with Romantic poetics of the self. While he recognized in
r;;uerri/lasand A Bend In tbe Rtverthe poetical potenUallties of the extemal world,
In his latest novel-auroblog...phy, The Enigma ofArrival, ti,e inner life is chosen as
the locus of the novel. and yet ti,e formal principles at work are tile same. selection
and my-ention, r~duced to its original meaning of invcnire, nnd Ollt

l
instead of

fabu!atlon or fictIon, have been firmly cstablished as the new principles of his
poetics.
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NOTES

I -TIle Killings in Trinidad-; Part Onc, Sunday 7Jmes Magaz#l~ MlIY 12, 1974, pp. 16-35; PlUt
Two. May 19, 1974, pp. 24·41; published as -Mtchael X and lhe Black Pow.er Killings In Trinidad'" in
77), Return ofJ::lJ(l Plron\ New York, Knopf, 1980.

'1 Nalp:aul evidently began work on Guerrillas in SqltcmberI972, before starting ....-he Killings
In Trinidad", See Md Gu.uow, ·Writer without Roots", New Yo'# 7Tmes- Magazine, December 26, 1970,
6.p.22.

, Scc Tbe Return ofEM Prtron, Harmondsworth, Penguin, 1983, p. 5.
4 Wheress the first edition, despite it W3$ entitled "The Killings In Trinldad-, dealt almost ex·

c!l,I$ively whh the Michael X story, che ·Postscript- instead fOCUSC5 just on the two killings and 8lves
prominence to Olher ctutacters beside Mkhael X. 11l.e change in the subject is due to the Cta th."u the
"Postseript" was written after that the trials for bcxh the murders had [aken place. The ex(X!Sl(ory tech­
nique lIS weU, however, has undc:rgo~ a radical change~ the ch:l()(iC and fragmentary account
propo~d In "11le KlJlings In Trinidad- Ls replaced by a chronologically ordered exposition of the
events conneaed with lhe [Wo murders, whIle scenes and dialogues have taken lhe place of the cita­
tions from Ietk:rs, anid~ ;.md books, which constituted the lxx1y of the first edition.

, Finding the Centre, Harmondsworth, PenSuin, 1985 (London, Andrt: Deutsch, 1984) p. 12.
6 Ronald Bryden, -'I1le Novelisr V. S. Naipaul Talks aboullHs Work to Ronald Bryden-, tbc Lis­

tener, March 22, 1973, p. 368.
7 Iteferences arc fronl the volume edition of the article in tbe Relurn qf Eua Peron, Har­

mornJswonh, Penguin, 1983, pp. 11-92. Differences from the first edition will be polmed oul.
S tn the nest edition -Muhammed Akbar" was In ltalla and the expression -the 'commune', Ihe

'organization"', did not. appear.
, On p. 61, again Nalpaul writes "Jamal's black schools and black pubUshlng merged with

~bllk'5 black agriculture Into a stupendous black cause-.
10 The part In iwia were nOlln the first edition.
11 Vidor J. RamrnJ, -V. S. Naipaul: The Irmevancc of Nationoalism-, world Llt,rature \Vrltretl 111

EngUsb, 23. 1984. p. 193.
11 Tb. Retu". ofEoo I'troll, p. 5.
U As Elalne campbdl has said eA Refinement of Rage: V. S. Naipaul's A Bend In tlM

R{lJtr~ World WeraJurc Writ/en In Eng/Isb, 18, 1979, p. 395), -accepting the novel on loo apparent a
level, the Amerbn reader discovered In Guerrillas 3. denunciation of guerrilla Mlrfare, particularly
guerriUa ::aaivity In the C.1ribl~11n·,

1<4 Guen'iJlas, HarmondsWOf'th, Penguin, 1984 (London, And~ DeulSCh, 1975), p, 27. Subse­
quent references are 10 the Penguin edition and are Included In the text.

•, The novells set juS[ In 1972, as it can be easily Inferred fromJane'$ birthdate and age while
(he Island share" charaetetlstlcs both ofTrlnlched andJ::llualca.

16 According to Bruce King (7be New St18/(sh LlIsmtur6. Cui/urn' Nationalism tn a OU.1ngfng
\'Vorld, London, Macmillan, 1980, p. 222), -the name is ironic and reflects the Tarzan-Jane movie
reJat10fuhip - a dldll: oflhe 1960s for white women who sought exd[cment from black men".

17 'Iba \Veb of7mdltloll, A2rhus, Han.osib and Dangaroo, 1987, p. 174.
18 IbIdem, p. In.
19 I\'elll York RelJlew of Books, October 17, 1974, pp. 16-21, reprinted in The Retum of HlXf

Poron, pp. 199·218.
10 The Rertlrn oflilxl fVrrJn, p. 218.
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