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Introduction

Caryl Phillips’s exploration of the relations between black and white is
nuanced, humane, and sympathetic. And his deep awareness of the
historical process is combined with an exceptionally intelligent prose
style—clear, unencumbered, and compassionate.

(New Statesman and Society) D

In the history of the Nobel Prize in literature, the Great Britain
has contributed many laureates, and the Great Empire with its
colonial system transported its invented national canon all over the
world. As many non-English writers have frequently noted, William
Wordsworth’s poem “daffodils” or Charles Dickens’s “London” are
more familiar to them than the landscapes ‘outside their windows.
Undoubtedly, many writings in English today derive from histories
linked, at least in part, to Britain’s colonial past. Writers from
Africa, the Caribbean or the South Asia have for many years formed
part of Britain’s large and heterogeneous multicultural population,
but are frequently sidelined as figures who speak only to minority
ethnic interests.

In fact, the so-called national canon has already been built from

the influence of “outsiders”. Before the 1950s, Britain was already

@ This magazine quotation is taken from the back cover of Crossing the River , which

aptly summarizes the main elements of Caryl Phillips’s work.

-1.
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“home” to a number of influential literary migrants, such as C. L. R.
James and Jean Rhys. In the 1950s, the “mother country” was
colonized in reverse by the experimentations of a number of talented
West Indian writers who represented Britain through different eyes.
Included amongst them are V. S. Naipaul, Samuel Selvon, George
Lamming, Wilson Harris, Beryl Gilroy and Andrew Salkey, now all
major award-winning international figures. In 1981, Salman Rushdie
won the Booker Prize for his novel Midnight’s Children. This
moment in the history of the prize heralds more writings from
“outsiders” or migrants within Britain such as Kazuo Ishiguro,
Timothy Mo, Caryl Phillips, Ben Okri, Abdulrazak Gurnah and
Romesh Gunesekera (all shortlisted authors or winners of the prize in
later years) as well as many others who preceded or have followed
them. Some writers have optimistically seen such shifts as evidence
that perceptions of what constitutes contemporary British writing
have finally begun to change. After all, this new generation has
clearly vibrated the mainstream, reinvented “ Englishness” and
crossed what seemed previously to be the impassable boundaries of
culture, race and class.

Among the writers from the so-called periphery of the former
British Empire, Caryl Phillips has become one of the major figures of
contemporary English literature and has contributed through his
works, fiction in particular, to the formal and thematic renewal of a
literary tradition that used to be essentially realistic and was
occasionally given to parochialism. Naturally this originality is
already typical of some of Phillips’s West Indian predecessors in
Britain, like Wilson Harris, George Lamming and Samuel Selvon.
But among the writers of Caribbean origin, Phillips is the earlier one

&

to be recognized as belonging to the “mainstream” of British
literature, with ‘the exception of Trinidadian V. S. Naipaul who

020
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writes in a more conventional vein.

Caryl Phillips was born in St. Kitts, in the Eastern Caribbean,
on 13 March 1958, and immigrated to Britain with his parents when
he was only three months old. Growing up in Leeds, in a white
working-class area, and then moving to Birmingham, the young
Phillips developed a unique sensitivity to the predicament of the
outsider, which has remained to this day one of the hallmarks of his
writing. After he graduated from Oxford in 1979, and especially a
short journey to the United States in 1978, Phillips decided to become
a writer. His growing-up experience enhances his resistance to all
forms of exclusion, and above all arouses in him the need to come to
terms with “the cultural confusions of being black and British” (The
European Tribe 2). The following travels to the Caribbean in 1980
and another one to Europe in 1984 made him even more conscious of
the richness of his multicultural background—including African,
European and the Caribbean ancestry, which resulted in the following
years in a prolific and original production. His earlier writings contain
a variety of types. First are three stage plays, Strange Fruit (1981),
Where There Is Darkness (1982), and The Shelter (1984) which
address the West Indian experience in Britain and the relationship
between the black man and the white woman. Following the stage
plays is a screenplay, Playing Away(1987) which centers on a cricket
game between an inner city West Indian team and their rural English
opponents. The third type includes two novels, The Final Passage
(1985) and A State of Independence (1986), which deal respectively
with the experience of the post-war Caribbean migration to Britain
and with the emergent neo-colonialism in a Caribbean island on the
edge of independence. And finally is a travel narrative, The European
Tribe(1987), which Phillips describes in the preface as “a notebook
in which I have jotted various thoughts about a Europe I feel both of

S
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and not of” (ix). This book of non-fiction poignantly points out that
the Eurocentricism is the very core of racial clashes, although it may
arouse controversy, this non-fiction together with The Atlantic
Sound (2000) and A New World Order (2001) constituting “an
interesting complement to his occasionally understated novels,
providing them with a more radical and political subtext” (Ledent,
Caryl Phillips 9).

With the wide range of travels, Phillips began his second writing
period at the end of eighties. Higher Ground (1989) marks the
turning point in his writing, followed by Cambridge (1991),
Crossing the River (1993) and The Nature of Blood (1997). The
four novels receive great critical acclaim and win him major awards,
and Phillips broadens the scope of his fiction. While his first two
novels concentrate on the tense interplay between the Caribbean and
Britain through the figures of migrants, the later novels deal with
wider-ranging topics. Higher Ground and Crossing the River are
about the African slave trade, and span the history of the African
diaspora, in Africa, the New World and Europe. Cambridge, set on
a nineteenth-century Caribbean plantation, handles slavery and the
complexity of the master/slave relationship. And The Nature of
Blood encompasses the Jewish Holocaust, the persecution of Jews in
the fifteenth century, the plight of an Othello-like figure in the
sixteenth-century Venice, and abandonment of Ethiopian refugees in
contemporary Israel. In the nineties, Phillips’s talents were also
reflected in criticism and editing area, for example, he was editor of
the Faber Caribbean Series from 1998 to 2000, and he has contributed
to many newspapers, magazines and journals, especially The
Guardian and The Times Literary Supplement , covering criticism on
other writers as well as his own works. His two oft-mentioned
anthologies are Extravagant Strangers: A Literature of Belonging

¢ 4os
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(1997), and The Right Set: A Tennis Anthology (1999). The
former is a revelatory and compelling anthology of pieces by British
writers born beyond Britain’s shores, which questions the myth of a
homogeneous British tradition, and the latter is a volume on tennis.
Phillips leads a brilliant writing and teaching career, which has
taken his reputation worldwide. He teaches in many universities from
Sweden and Poland to India and Australia, and now is a professor at
Yale University since 2005. In the twenty-first century, Phillips
enters the third phase of writing, including fiction and non-fiction, a
screenplay and a stage play. The first type includes two non-fictional
works, namely, The Atlantic Sound (2000) and A New World
Order : Selected Essays (2001). The Atlantic Sound is an account of
a journey Phillips made to three vital hubs of the Atlantic slave trade:
Liverpool in England, Elmina on the west coast of Ghana, and
Charleston in the South of America. And A New World Order
contains essays about some typical figures and events in the United
States, Africa, the Caribbean and Britain, the triangular area. His
screenplay The Mystic Masseur (2001) is an adaptation of V. S.
Naipaul’s eponymous novel. More recently, there are three novels, A
Distant Shore (2003), Dancing in the Dark (2005) and Foreigners
(2007). A Distant Shore addresses the contemporary Britain, which
is reluctantly coming to terms with the social and cultural changes. In
this respect, this novel may represent a departure from the rest of
Phillips’s fiction, which, with the exception of A State of
Independence , is always set in a more or less distant past, even if it
is obviously related to the present. Dancing in the Dark, mostly
located in New York at the turn of the twentieth century, delineates a
moving life of Bert Williams and the dilemma that plagued the
successful career of the black performer of Caribbean origin.
Phillips’s third novel in this period, Foreigners, seems to imply a

-5.
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bleak answer to the status of the blacks—always foreigners, through
three different stories. And the stage play, Rough Crossings (2007),
tells the heroic story of the resettlement of a group of former slaves in
West Africa, and theatrically explores identity, home and what it
means to be free. It may be added that in May of 2009 Phillips
published a new novel, In the Falling Snow, which focuses on the
plight of a white-collar, middle-aged black, and reveals the street
violence in the multicultural London.

Phillips is not only one of the most accomplished black novelists
writing in English, but also a writer fast becoming known as one of
the most productive all-around men of letters anywhere. Most of his
works have won near-universal praise and a shelf of prizes. The
awards and honours he has won are as follows: Essence Literary
Award Finalist for Foreigners (2007) ; PEN/Beyond Margins Award
for Dancing in the Dark (2006); Honorary Fellow, The Queen’s
College, Oxford University (2006); Caribbean American Heritage
Award for Outstanding Contribution to Literature (2004); Hurston/
Wright Legacy Award Finalist in Fiction for A Distant Shore (2004) ;
Commonwealth Writers Prize for Best Book for A Distant Shore
(2004) ; Pen/Faulkner Award for Fiction Finalist for A Distant Shore
(2004) ; National Book Circle Critics Finalist in Fiction for A Distant
Shore (2004) ; Mar Del Plata Film Festival, Argentina Silver Ombu
for Best Screenplay The Mystic Masseur (2002) ; Fellow at the Centre
for Scholars and Writers, New York Public Library, New York
(2002); Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature (2000); The
University of the West Indies Humanities Scholar of the Year
(1999); Lannan Literary Award (1994); James Tait Black Memorial
Prize for Crossing the River (1994); Rockefeller Foundation Bellagio
Residency (1994); The Booker Prize shortlist for Crossing the River
(1993); The (London) Sunday Times Young Writer of the Year for

. 6



