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Imposing Narratives: European Incursions and Intertexts in Pauline Melville’s The Ventriloquist’s Tale (1997)





	Taking as my starting point David Dabydeen’s provocative comments about the prevalent ignorance and scholarly neglect of “what is oldest in the [Caribbean] region, namely our Amerindian cultures” in his recent essay ‘Teaching West Indian Literature in Britain’�, my paper concentrates on the latest novel by Guyanese writer, Pauline Melville, The Ventriloquist’s Tale. It is, I think,  highly significant that during the ‘Colonies, Missions, Cultures’ conference not a single paper has even mentioned, much less addressed Amerindian peoples from the Caribbean or South America; indeed, this silence or omission reflects a larger silence or omission within the academy, and within Caribbean Studies as a subject area. 





	It would therefore seem apposite that I undertake a little of my own evangelising in highlighting Pauline Melville’s novel. However, I also want to suggest that the process of reading The Ventriloquist’s Tale is an uncomfortable one in many ways. When writing the paper I had the uneasy sense that my every move, every articulation I could make having already been anticipated, and indeed, satirised or critiqued, by Melville in her novel. As a white, female Caribbeanist, based in the Western academy I became increasingly aware of just how far the fictional academic, Rosa Mendelson, in the novel anticipated my own scholarly interventions. Indeed, I think Melville’s novel can and should be read as a salutary reminder of the exclusions, blindspots, omissions of our scholarly activity and of the need to recognise, in Jean Rhys’s words, that “there is always the other side,”� or at least another side.





	Dabydeen’s essay is an important one for pointing out the continued neglect of Amerindian cultures:





In Guyana we have many such living cultures -- Wai Wai, Macusi, Arawak, Carib -- but Western Caribbeanists know next to nothing of Amerindian languages, oral and written expressions, myths, religions, art, music, diet, political economy, gender relations, and so on. Evidence of the wilful neglect of Amerindian cultures is stark [...Amerindian] poems[s], chant[s], song[s], prayer[s] or proverb[s are not generally anthologised.] There is correspondingly a total ignoring of Amerindian ideas in books which purport to deal with the intellectual traditions in the region [...] The simple fact is that scholars who produce such texts -- which form the basis of teaching Caribbean Studies in the Western academies -- have rarely travelled into the interior to meet Amerindians, never mind studied the languages and cultures[...]The dismal truth is that Caribbeanists are still very much timid external observers of the cultures of the region. Herskovits’s injunction that they should ‘get down from their verandas’ and live among the peoples they study falls on deaf ears. If the region has always been prey to piracy and quick plunder, today it endures new pirates from the metropolis -- people who make quick visits, observe hastily and in fright of the native presence, then return to pronounce with authority in the centres in Britain. (145)





	Dabydeen’s essay was published in 1997, the same year in which Melville’s first novel, The Ventriloquist’s Tale appeared to considerable acclaim. Dabydeen cites Melville as a writer whose works have ‘emerged from the plundering and silencing of her Amerindian ancestors’ (“Teaching”: 138).  Indeed, Melville’s novel is centrally engaged with the way in which ‘the silenced subjects of oppression are spoken by the different discourses through which their story is inscribed’.� I want to argue that Melville’s novel deliberately stages, interrogates and ‘probes the sore points’ of postcolonial debates surrounding the status, study and representation of indigenous peoples, with a specific focus on Amerindian peoples and cultures in a Guyanese context. The notion that fictional works can and do constitute significant interventions in relevant critical and theoretical debates is not a new one, at least in postcolonial studies, and The Ventriloquist’s Tale can be seen to contribute to debates on indigeneity in some valuable ways. 





	In this context, Melville’s handling of both European and Amerindian literary and cultural intertexts deserves examination as does the role of the intruding Europeans and their discourse(s) in the novel. The latter include Father Napier, a Jesuit missionary, Professor Wormoal, a structuralist anthropologist researching Amerindian myth, and Rosa Mendelson, a young literary scholar who is researching “the attitude to the colonies”� of an earlier interloper, the novelist Evelyn Waugh. All are on missions, in the widest sense of an ‘expedition for a particular purpose’� and significantly, all seek to represent the Amerindian peoples they encounter and to produce textual accounts of different kinds (letters, diaries, fiction, scholarly articles, lectures) as the outcome of their travel. They are all implicated in the processes of colonization by textual means. Indeed, all of these figures in the novel construct ‘imposing narratives’ -- potentially powerful and coercive accounts of Amerindian peoples, their culture and cosmologies which act ultimately to foreground European anxieties and to render Amerindian peoples even more marginal and ‘invisible’. However, Melville also deconstructs and decentres such ‘imposing narratives’; in so doing she recovers a degree of agency and resistance for her Amerindian characters whilst remaining mindful of the dangers attendant on over-easy or over-simplified postcolonial literary recuperations of agency for indigenous peoples. In other words, her aim is not simply to invert the power relations operating within the Manichean opposition: ‘putatively superior European’ ‘inferior indigene’� nor to simply pit ‘dynamic, provisional, authentic’ Amerindian cultural intertexts against ‘static, totalizing, inauthentic’ European ones, but instead to examine the conflicted field of textual relations which crosses (and is crossed by) The Ventriloquist’s Tale, as one which is deeply illuminating in relation to larger questions regarding the discursive formations of colonialism and postcolonial representations.





	In her writing of a fiction which contributes to key critical debates, Melville can be seen to be following in the footsteps of a number of Caribbean writers who are practising critics as well as creative writers, most strikingly fellow Guyanese Wilson Harris. Harris, like Melville, claims part Amerindian ancestry and his literary and philosophical influence on Melville’s work appears to be not insignificant.� Both Harris and Melville are concerned, in their fiction, with questions of history, ancestry and complex overlapping identities in a Guyanese context. Both favour fictional techniques which could be termed magical realist, postmodernist, or, in Harris’ case, the lineaments of a kind of visionary prose. Without overplaying these similarities  I do want to suggest that, like Harris’s fiction, Melville’s writing occupies a particularly fruitful, but also at times fraught, border country between postcolonialism and postmodernism and seems to defy or elude simple categorisations within either camp.





	Thus Melville’s handling of both European and Amerindian literary and cultural intertexts in her novel, can be read as part of its postmodern fictional  strategies.� However, a post-modern framing of Melville’s novel is not my intention in this paper. Instead, I want to suggest that Melville’s use of literary and cultural intertexts in the novel, reflects more than “that contestational wave of cultures which recent critical theory argues is the inescapable condition of all postmodernist experience”.� Melville’s handling of intertexts in her novel and her treatment of the intruding Europeans and their discourse(s) in the novel needs to be seen as part of a larger colonial imperative, to represent, to textualize within the wider field of colonial (and post-colonial) discourse. For the purposes of this paper, I consider the term ‘mission’ as one which is polyvalent, embracing individual projects as well as larger discursive and institutional structures. However, throughout I will be stressing mission as a ‘field of [textual] activity’�, one which involves the process of imposing of narratives or the use of ‘imposing narratives’.





	I want to argue, then, that not only does Melville’s novel stage some highly topical, contemporary debates surrounding the status, study and representation of Amerindian peoples but that it also historicizes that field, in terms of a complex network of discursive formations and (inter)textual relations. The Ventriloquist’s Tale is one of a number of recent texts which might be inserted into Helen Tiffin’s essay ‘Post-colonial Literatures and Counter Discourse’� as an alternative example:





	[Texts such as] Wide Sargasso Sea [and one might add The 	Ventriloquist’s Tale] directly contest [European] sovereignty -- over 	persons, place, culture, language. [They] reinvest [their] own 	hybridized world with a [...] perspective [...] which is deliberately 	constructed as provisional since the novel is at pains to demonstrate 	the subjective nature of point of view and hence the cultural 	construction of meaning.





	When “Jean Rhys writes back to Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre in Wide 	Sargasso Sea” or when Melville writes back to Evelyn Waugh’s A 	Handful of Dust, “Neither writer is simply ‘writing back’ to an English 	canonical text, but to the whole discursive field within which such a 	text operated and continues to operate in post-colonial worlds.” 





	Each of the central interlopers in The Ventriloquist’s Tale, Father Napier, Evelyn Waugh, Rosa Mendelson and Professor Wormoal will therefore be   considered in terms of the aims and wider implications of their different ‘missions’, the issues raised by their textual/zing activity, and their intertextual positioning in the novel. 





1. Father Napier





	Father Napier’s mission is perhaps the most straightforward, given that he is a Jesuit missionary set on propagating the Catholic faith in South America. As a  literary representation of missionary activity in a colonial context, he has much in common with Robinson in Mudrooroo’s Dr Wooreddy’s Prescription and is also a distant fictional cousin of the missionary figures in Achebe’s Things Fall Apart. Indeed, his authority is similarly deflated in The Ventriloquist’s Tale by his inadequate grasp of Amerindian languages (116) and a Wapisiana Indian’s dubbing of him “the grasshopper” after his eccentric and exaggerated posture playing the violin to the villagers. Napier’s deluded and grandiose vision of his mission to convert the Amerindian peoples of the savannahs and his overweening pride in his first mission, St Ignatius, is fiercely dismantled  in Melville’s novel as Napier is poisoned by a Wai-Wai woman and embarks on an orgy of cruelty and destruction, burning down the very churches which he had built, and succumbing to total derangement in the latter stages of Melville’s novel.





	Although, as Nicholas Thomas notes, in a number of historical contexts  “the Christian missions [did] some of the groundwork for the colonial state” by converting large numbers to Christianity and thereby providing “conditions [which] enabled the colonising project to take the form of ‘improvement’, of constructive government rather than a destructive invasion”� there is little sense of this kind of intersection between missionary and colonial projects in Melville’s novel. Father Napier, badgers his bishop in Georgetown to be allowed to evangelise in the savannahs and his mission, although ideologically underpinned by Jesuit teachings, seems  a curiously isolated one. It is to his briefly mentioned successor, “The new [Catholic] priest, just appointed, [who] had attended Stonyhurst College [a thinly veiled Stonehurst College] in England and [who] knew several of Waugh’s acquaintances” (288)  and to Waugh himself, particularly in his non-fictional work, that we have to turn in order to see the “often close ties between the Church and the colonial state”.�





	Importantly, Father Napier can be located within a tissue of intertextual relations which are not purely literary. Like a number of the characters in The Ventriloquist’s Tale, Father Napier has an pretextual life which can be traced as part of a wider discursive field, one which includes autobiographical texts, diaries and testimonies as well as fictional works. In the process of researching this paper, I unwittingly became Rosa Mendelson’s non-fictional counterpart, by becoming increasingly intrigued by the complex nexus of intertextual relations which exist between all of Melville’s non-Amerindian characters, the Melville family and the writings of Evelyn Waugh.








2. Waugh and the Melville Family





	Waugh arrived in British Guiana in December 1932, stayed in Georgetown and travelled to a number of Amerindian settlements and missions in Guiana and Brazil, before his departure for England in April 1933. In 1929 he had converted to Catholicism and increasingly, he was to show a keen intellectual interest in his new faith, which was to climax in the writing of a biography of the Jesuit martyr, Edmund Campion in 1934 and his exploration of Catholicism and the English nobility in his 1945 novel, Brideshead Revisited. 





	Waugh’s diary entries for the period of his stay in British Guiana also reveal this interest. In Georgetown Waugh visited the Bishop of Georgetown, lunched with Jesuits and attended masses and other services. During his travels into the Guyanese and Brazilian hinterland, he visited a number of stations, ranches and missions where he had ample opportunity to meet missionaries and priests, or Lascivious beasts as he playfully dubbed them in his letters. Amongst those he met, was Father Keary who bears some resemblances to Melville’s Father Napier and one Father Mather, Catholic missionary at St Ignatius mission, close to Hart’s ranch. In Melville’s novel, Father Napier renames Zariwa St Ignatius, and chooses to build his church near to McKinnon’s ranch.








	More strikingly, Waugh notes in his diary that he encountered members of the Melville family during his travels. On 19 January, at Annai, en route to Hart’s ranch, he mentions the arrival of a ‘[Dealer] with wife, daughter of Melville’. On arriving at the ranch on the 22nd January 1933 he wrote:





	several large buildings; the living house with ceilings and floors. 	Library of ill-assorted ant-eaten books -- Young Visiters, Sinister 	Street, Mill on Liberty, What a young man ought to know, Practical 	Joinery etc [...] Hart away. [Similarly ant-eaten books are describeed 	in Mr Todd’s  house in A Handful of Dust: 209.] Mrs Hart (Amy 	Melville), a brother, six boys and a dotty bastard nephew, son of John 	Melville by his three-quarter sister (went off with a Mr King).�





	This would appear to be one of the possible starting points for Melville’s story, especially as Melville mentions details from Waugh’s diary in her novel (e.g. Koko Lupi, the native woman whom claims she can fly [The Ventriloquist’s Tale: 288]) Hart is replaced by Alexander McKinnon (who also goes away and leaves his family for periods of time), the incestuous liaison is between Beatrice and Danny McKinnon, their “dotty bastard” son, Sonny, is also the frame narrator of Melville’s novel and Waugh, the historical entity, is replaced by a fictional counterpart of the same name.





	The relationship between Melville’s novel and Waugh’s writings is, then, a highly intertwined and complex one. When Evelyn Waugh set off for South America in 1932, he had already published three novels and two travel books and was no stranger to foreign travel, having travelled to Abyssinia in 1930 as the Times correspondent covering the coronation of Emperor Haile Selassie. However, Waugh’s mission in travelling to British Guiana appears to have been motivated by domestic factors: he left behind him in England -- like Tony Last in his 1934 novel, A Handful of Dust, a failed marriage as well as a complicated, multiple love life. In Melville’s novel, the fictional Waugh is also escaping  a failed marriage (287) but also  travels to Guiana in search of new material for his writing. This is certainly corroborated by a letter written by Waugh to his parents dated the 2 January 1933 and addressed, “Georgetown Club”. In it Waugh outlines his trip up country and mentions that he will be:





	travelling up with the commissioner for the Rupununi district -- A Mr 	Haynes -- we ride from the Berbice river to the Essequibo. It ought to 	be very interesting [...] I hope to get to Takutu to a mission there. 	Anyway even if I don’t get as far as that it should be an interesting trip 	and give me material for writing.�








	From his travels in British Guiana and Brazil, Waugh produced a number of articles, a travel book, and notably a short story, “The Man Who Loved Dickens” which was later worked into the novel A Handful of Dust. The latter famously features an English gentleman, Tony Last, fleeing his disintegrating marriage and what Waugh called the savages of his own class in England to travel up the Amazon with a Dr Messenger. When Messenger dies over a fall of a pitiful ten foot drop, Tony wanders on and is rescued by an eccentric and reclusive part-European, Mr Todd, whose Barbadian father “came to Guiana as a missionary”. � Missionaries, it would seem, are replicated in a kind of mis en abyme effect in this tissue of intertexual relations.





	Whilst Waugh’s novel ends with Tony being forced to become Todd’s companion and to read  aloud the works of Dickens to him, Melville’s novel features Waugh himself reading Dickens to a tolerant but rather disinterested Danny McKinnon. Whilst the encounter is apparently productive from Waugh’s point of view (in giving him new material for a short story, to be called “The Man Who Liked Dickens”), from the perspective of the McKinnon family, the encounter is rather less momentous; Waugh is rather banally depicted requesting a haircut, and Nancy Freeman, the schoolteacher,  cuts his hair. Much later when questioned by Rosa Mendelson, who is researching into Waugh’s “attitude to the colonies,”(44) neither Nancy Freeman nor Wilfreda McKinnon can remember anything interesting or distinctive about the ‘great writer’. Instead, Nancy suggest to Rosa that  “nobody really knew what the hell he was doing there” (49) and that “for all that [Waugh] was looking for material, he missed one story that was under his nose [the story of Danny and Beatrice’s relationship]” (49) When Rosa responds: “Perhaps it was not Evelyn Waugh’s sort of story” Nancy replies: “Perhaps not. But it interested me.” (49) The logical correlative is that Rosa’s mission to uncover “Waugh’s attitude to the colonies” is also misguided; what Rosa fails to see “under her nose” is that her focus only on Waugh drowns out other potentially interesting narratives, or perhaps, more subtly, that Waugh’s attitude to and representation of Amerindian peoples is crucial to an understanding of her original mission: to uncover his attitude to the colonies.





	This is just one of the ways in which Melville’s novel acts counter-discursively to decentre Waugh’s presence in the novel and to undermine the putative authority of Waugh’s account of Guyana in his textual accounts. Throughout his diaries, letters and to some extent his fiction too, Waugh subjects even the colonial figures he encounters to a fiercely satirical treatment. However, the emphasis on Waugh’s most famous eccentrics and their Guyanese sources (such as Mr Christie, the prototype for Mr Todd in A Handful of Dust) has tended to occlude Waugh’s representation of Amerindian peoples in his writing. The latter representations in his textual accounts (such as Rosa, the “pretty Indian girl” whom Haynes the District Commissioner claims he can make sexually available to Waugh, or Koko Lupi, the “woman who pretends to fly” in the diaries) recognisably operate within what Terry Goldie has termed “the semiotic field of the indigene [...] a circular economy [in which the European interloper or non-indigene trades in] commodities - sex, violence, orality, mysticism, the prehistoric”.� These representations act to silence and objectify the Amerindian, rendering him or her more invisible.





3. Rosa Mendelson 





	Suprisingly I could discover no significant post-colonial readings of Waugh which makes Rosa Mendelson’s aim to construct such a reading in Melville’s novel even more intriguing. By making Rosa’s mission one of discovering Waugh’s ‘attitude to the colonies’, Melville is able to stage, metafictionally, the very debates surrounding representation and intertextuality, that I myself have been attempting to discuss. Rosa’s problem, is exactly my own: how to  untangle Waugh’s attitude to the colony of British Guiana and to the colonial project more generally.





Selina Hastings, a recent biographer of Waugh, argues that Waugh’s attitude to the colonies -- and in particular his attitude to British Guiana -- could hardly have been more disinterested:





	‘What a snare this travelling business is to the young writer,’ wrote P.G. Wodehouse referring to the South American sequences in A Handful of Dust. ‘he goes to some blasted jungle or other and imagines that everybody will be interested in I.’ That Evelyn was aware of this widely held attitude, and himself not remotely interested in the ‘blasted jungle,’ is apparent from the defensive tone of most of his travel articles about it. Although admitting to a genuine fascination for ‘distant and barbarous places, and particularly in the borderlands of conflicting cultures and states of development,’ and whilst relishing some of the grotesque characters encountered in these borderlands [...] there can have been few travel writers [...] who show less curiosity about their surroundings. Although prepared to note the architecture, go to Mass, and drink with members of the expatriate population, Evelyn rarely displays more than a superficial inquisitiveness about the country or its indigenous inhabitants. In Guiana and Brazil, the spectacular jungle and lush riverside scenery are considered ‘unendurably monotonous,’ while the [Amer]Indians are cursorily dismissed as ‘unattractive, squat and dingy, with none of the grace one expects in savages.’ In [...] Ninety-Two Days, there is barely a glimmer of excitement or enjoyment...instead it was as though the whole expedition had been taken as a form of penance, with even the book’s title sounding as if the sufferer had been counting off the hours and minutes as well as the days. �





	This curiously distanced and disinterested position is just one of the factors which makes it relatively easy to mount a reading which aligns Waugh unproblemmatically with the ruling colonial class. For example, in a telling anecdote included in Ninety-Two Days, he recalls how he and his brother Alec, both writers, agreed to carve up the globe for their travel writing: “We made a compact each to keep off the other’s territory; with a papal gesture he made me a present of the whole of Africa and a good slice of Asia in exchange for the Polynesian Islands, North American and the Westindies.” � Similarly the following  letter to Waugh’s friend, Lady Dorothy Lydon, written on his arrival in Georgetown and dated 1 January 1933, is illuminating. In it, Waugh constructs a fantastic portrait of his situation:





	This club, if club it can be called so different it is from the gracious calm of Bucks & punch, is a log shack on the edge of the jungle [...] The table has long ago been devoured by ants and I write on my knees crouching on an empty cask. Around me corrupt officials gamble away the bribes they have taken during the day and a few traders and missionaries seek relapse from their sufferings in the anodyne of rum. Outside in the night air I can hear the tom-tome of hostile Indians encamped around us and the rhythmic rise and fall of the lash with which a drink crazed planter is flogging his half caste mistress [...] The missionaries have long forsaken their vows and live openly with native women infecting them with hideous diseases.�





	However parodic the tone of this portrait, and even taking into account its context as a private correspondence, it reveals just how far Waugh’s class position and his affiliations with the governing elite of British Guiana, facilitated the kind of unerring confidence and over-weening cultural  arrogance which places him within a longer tradition of gentleman interlopers’ accounts of the colonies. Indeed, one is tempted to see Waugh’s orientalizing gaze as one which can be traced back to Trollope, Kingsley and Froude, all gentleman travellers and observers who to a greater or lesser extent, knew what they would find in the West Indies, before they’d barely set sail from Europe, let alone embarked in the West Indies -- and whom like Dabydeen’s fearful academics, rarely strayed off the beaten track.





	Although, Rosa’s attitude to her subject is more enlightened than Professor Wormoal’s, the fellow academic with whom she is anxious not to be bracketed, she does appear to share certain characteristics of Dabydeen’s Western academic, one of those who ‘make quick visits, observe hastily and in fright of the native presence, then return to pronounce with authority in the centres in Britain’.� She too will quickly visit and retreat having gathered her evidence. Although Melville stages Rosa’s academic mission in some quite predictable ways -- her ‘native informant,’ Chofy, also becomes her lover and some of the cross-cultural tensions of the novel are played out through this central relationship -- Rosa’s presence in the novel does raise some pertinent issues vis a vis postcolonial theory’s articulation of the category of the ‘indigene’ and the epistemological and experiential dimensions of subalterneity more generally.�








4. Professor Wormoal





Professor Wormoal is another visiting academic who, like a latter-day Casaubon is attempting to construct a “scientific approach to [Amerindian] mythology” (79). His reason for being in Guyana is to give a paper at the University in Georgetown. His most obvious key antecedent is the structuralist anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss who also researched Amerindian myth and whose comments on eclipse myths (a subject also covered by Wormoal) form one of the epigraphs to The Ventriloquist’s Tale; he may also be partly based on Walter Roth, government archivist and curator of the Georgetown Museum in the 1930s, who is best known for his anthropological research into the ‘Guiana Indians’ and whom Waugh met on New Year’s Day, 1933.� Although Wormoal shows awareness of the problematic presence of the European anthropologist in the region and the Eurocentric skewing of his studies of Amerindian cultures, his structuralist methodology is still seen to reduce and fix the Amerindian myths of eclipse which appear more fluidly and organically elsewhere in the novel. 





	The subjectifying eurocentricity of his gaze positions him securely within a longer history of colonial discourse, produced by the eurocentric gaze, and constitutes one of the permutations of blindness which Melville explores in her novel: “I think I probably know more about the Amerindian  peoples than they know about themselves” he says to Rosa. Interestingly, he too has a close intertextual analogue, Dr Messenger in Waugh’s A Handful of Dust, who confidently tells Tony, over his stash of mechanical tin mice  designed to entice and curry favour with the Macusi people, “I know the Indian mind.” (188)� However, Melville’s novel characteristically goes one step further by investing Professor Wormoal  with a consciousness or self-awareness of his complicity in a problematic politics which Waugh’s Dr Messenger emphatically lacks. Wormoal admits to Rosa: 





	‘We try just to observe but our very presence alters things. Mine are 	the wasted talents of a secret agent. I have the entire map of this 	country in my head. I know about the history and movements of the 	indigenous peoples here, their kinship structures, occupations, 	philosophies, cosmologies, labour pattern, languages. We Europeans 	have access to all the books and documentation that they lack. And 	what do I do with it? I become a professor and enrich European and 	American culture with it.’


	‘You make knowledge sound like a new form of colonial power’[...]


	‘But of course. Information is the new gold. You, as a scholar, must 	know that. My knowledge of the Indians is a way of owning them -- I 	admit it. We fight over the intellectual territory. But it’s better than 	stealing their land, isn’t it?’


	Confused, Rosa shrank from being bracketed with him. (79--80)





What Melville foregrounds in her novel is the role played by the imposing narratives of missionary, colonial, postcolonial and neo-colonial forces in marginalizing Amerindian peoples. The notion that the interloping European ‘visitor,’ whether missionary, scientist, anthropologist, historian, novelist or literary scholar, can either ‘know the subject’ of his/her study or evangelising zeal in any meaningful way, or carry any kind of authoritative knowledge back to Europe, are both thoroughly deconstructed in The Ventriloquist’s Tale. Indeed, all the interlopers are shown to be flawed in some way, their missions self-deluding or ineffectual.





I have shown how the incestuous union between Danny and Beatrice which lies at the centre of The Ventriloquist’s Tale can be traced back to events in Melville’s family history via a complex tissue of intertextual relations. However, the  intertexts of The Ventriloquist’s Tale, are, crucially, neither exclusively written or European but also embrace a number of ancient Mayan and Amerindian myths concerning eclipse, incest and (pro)creation. In Melville’s novel, a series of orally transmitted variants of indigenous myths, create an alternative sense of narrative as locally inflected and provisional in status; narrative which is overlapping and resonant rather than discrete and linearly based and whose meaning is mobile and culturally constructed rather than static or universal. Such Amerindian and Mayan mythical narratives, in Wilson Harris’ terms “erupt through the narrative”�, destabilising and decentering the textualizing accounts of European interlopers and other external commentators, the imposed narratives which attempt to name, fix, categorise and interpret Amerindian peoples and cultures, or to repackage them for overseas consumption.





Melville’s novel shows that “Amerindian culture is not a dead culture; it is present in other, resonant ways.”� Thus the moon/ evening star/ sun/ moon eclipse and incest motifs at the heart of the novel are also interpreted and re-interpreted by the different Amerindian peoples themselves and are shown to be themselves re-tellings of more ancient narratives such as the Mayan story of the god Quetzalcoatl having to leave Mexico during an eclipse “because he made love to his sister”. In this way, the European narratives are divested of some of their power. Not only are the European narratives surrounding incest and the significance of the eclipse shown to be ethnocentric, partial, biased and frequently based on false premises (e.g. that the Amerindian explanations are just myths, useless superstitions, the Amerindian peoples know no spirituality) but the written frame of the novel is also undermined by the hybrid oral traditions which run counter to it. Melville’s novel shows how European anthropological and astronomical explanations have failed to take account of Amerindian explanations of the eclipse, dismissing them as mythical narratives of a lower order and lesser significance. In Melville’s novel such potentially powerfully coercive European accounts are exposed as only one of a number of possible interpretations and the resort to the use of resistantly European discourses in the construction of ‘imposing narratives’ are shown to reveal, as Amerindian scholar Desrey Fox has argued in a wider context, as much about the Europeans’ own anxieties as about the objects of their evangelism or study.
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