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Mooma, Mooma, would you like to join your sonny?
I am over here, happy in the mother country.
           —Lord Kitchener, “Drink a Rum”

Samuel Selvon’s 1956 novel The Lonely Londoners remains the preeminent chronicle of post- 
World War II Caribbean migration to the United Kingdom. Here, I consider how aspects of rite of 
passage theory, with a particular focus on the liminal phase, are utilized in Selvon’s novel. I begin by 
considering the liminality inherent in the novel’s locations and settings. This leads to a discussion of 
Selvon’s use of “creolized” English, itself an interstitial space. In the concluding section I discuss  how 
liminality theory can be used to frame the novel’s characterization, its formal structure, and its use of 
Trinidad calypso.

Viaducts, Liminal Spaces, Waterloo Station

Liminality theory remains underused in theorizations of Selvon’s novel. One paper which 
does consider the novel’s debt to liminality is Graham MacPhee’s “Recasting London’s Liminality: 
Selvon’s The  Lonely Londoners and the Invention of the ‘Immigrant.’” For MacPhee, Selvon’s 
London functions as a liminal space or “a paradoxically internal border or boundary which sets the 
limits of the nation, and as a cosmopolitan space which reaches beyond these borders” (web). 

Waterloo, the central London train station where Moses goes to meet Galahad at the beginning 
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of the novel, functions as a threshold or “internal border” within London itself; or, as Susheila Nasta 
rightly suggests in her introduction to the 2006 edition of the novel, “a migrant gateway to the city, a 
rite of passage”(Nasta ix). As a rite of passage it facilitates, in the liminal sense, the transition from 
one phase of social status to another, mirroring the function of Tilbury dock in the Empire Windrush’s 
iconography, and Plymouth harbour, in George Lamming’s The Emigrants. Similar motifs, as port of 
entry as liminal thresholds or borders are also encountered in Beryl Gilroy’s In Praise of Love and 
Children, in which the point of entry into London is the frenetic panorama of Paddington Station (B. 
Gilroy 8). In Andrea Levy’s Small Island the threshold is referred to as “dockside,” but its location is 
not specified; rather, the reader encounters the Jamaican arrivant, Hortense, already in central London. 
In accordance with the shift from the separation to the liminal phase of a rite of passage, Hortense 
recounts her rite of entry in a brief analepsis. She describes watching fellow immigrants crossing the 
symbolic threshold of the station entrance, “walking off into this cold black night through an archway 
that looked like an open mouth” (Levy 10).

As MacPhee points out, in its function as border, Waterloo Station also performs the task of 
“othering” or designating Caribbean subjects as immigrants and aliens. MacPhee also argues that 
this work of “othering” or separation, which is an integral aspect of the rite of passage ritual, is also 
conducted by the journalist who interviews Tolroy and his family, and Moses, at Waterloo, alert, 
according to McPhee, for opportunities to frame the new arrivals in ways which will neatly fit the 
prevalent discourse of race and nation.

As McPhee rightly suggests, in positioning the port of entry into London at Waterloo, rather than 
at “traditional” territorial limits such as Southhampton, Liverpool, Heathrow, or Tilbury, Selvon “inverts 
the territorial arrangement of the nation, turning the nation inside out by placing the border right in the 
heart of London” (web). Thus, as a place of arrival and departure, Waterloo Station is a key, liminal 
chronotope. It facilitates both entry and exit, and supports forward and backward glances, offering 
those West Indians, like Moses, who live in London, a glimpse and reminder of “home,” while also 
acting as a portal into an uncertain future for those who arrive. This duality, which is itself an aspect 
of the liminal phase, is signalled also by the sense of homesickness that affects Moses on his arrival at 
the station. Waterloo was the point at which he entered London, and, “it would be here he would say 
goodbye to the big city” (web).

Waterloo Station is also the site of what Victor Turner has referred to as “public metasocial rites” 
which facilitate “public liminality,” as distinct from “secret affairs, performed in caves or groves or 
in lodges.” According to Turner, such public rites, use “quotidian spaces as their stage; they merely 
hallow them for a liminal time” (Turner 467). In this way, Waterloo Station is equally, to use Marc 
Augé’s definition, a “non-place;” “a space which cannot be defined as relational, or historical, or 
concerned with identity [. . .] but which is surrendered to temporal passings” (Augé 78).

Creole-English or Mesolect as Liminal Location

Aware of the “authentic” Creole of his native Trinidad, his desire to give an honest rendering 
of it, and the engagement of his intended readership, Selvon has created, in The Lonely Londoners, 
a lexicon which is simultaneously authentic, modified, and mimetic, and which reflects the liminal 
processes and positions implicit in its creation. 
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In a 1992 interview with Dasenbrock and Jussawalla, Selvon confirmed that the language he 
employed in the novel involved modification and movement between authentic cadences and creative 
invention, concluding:

I think it’s both. I really try to keep the essence, the music of the dialect. [. . .] I don’t do any 
phonetic spelling, and I try to avoid some words or phrases which I feel would be very difficult 
for an audience outside of the Caribbean to follow. (Jussawalla and Dasenbrock 104) 

Selvon then gives an example of the sort of semantic modification he employed, for instance, changing 
the Trinidadian Creole phrase “Crapu smoke your pipe” to “Monkey smoke your pipe.” According 
to Selvon, such concessions were criticised at the time for not representing “true dialect,” but were 
necessary, since the “authentic” “Crapu” would, in Selvon’s words, “throw off” a non-Trinidadian 
reader. The later phrase, according to Selvon, had “a much more universal appeal” and brought “a 
good visual image to the reader” (Jussawalla and Dasenbrock104) .

Apart from the liminality inherent in the linguistic creolisation which Selvon undertakes, my 
argument here is that we can also locate a liminal process in the reader’s interaction with the text. In 
this aspect, Michel Fabre has commented on Selvon’s strategy for “reducing the distance between 
the European reader and the characters” and for accommodating his “double audience” by creating 
“a literary language suited to cultural particulars while creating a bond of sympathetic immediacy 
with foreign readers” (Fabre 153). For European readers unfamiliar with the syntax and phonology 
of Trinidadian Creole, the text creates a destabilizing experience. On the other hand, for Caribbean 
readers, the rhythm, syntax, and use of colloquialism represent what Merle Hodge has identified as 
“language that is ostensibly SE [standard English] but which can be ‘heard’ as Creole by the Creole 
speaker” (Hodge, “The Language” web). In an interview with Peter Nazareth, Selvon was explicit 
about how he hoped the text would be read: 

[. . .] if you look at the book carefully, you would see that there are passages of street and 
standard English, and then suddenly, well, I hope not suddenly, it just seems as if you are reading 
that dialect without being consciously aware that the writer has started to use the dialect form. 

Perhaps what Selvon articulates here by the phrase “without being consciously aware,” is symbolic 
of the liminal gap or indeterminate state readers inhabit as they read: an interstice between “street” 
(Creole) and “standard” English. In this state, the parameters of both lexicons have shifted, and what 
the reader encounters is a liminal morphology. The following passage is indicative of this oscillation 
between standard English and Creole registers: 

Under the kiff-kiff laughter, behind the ballad and the episode, the what-happening, the 
summer-is-hearts, he could see a great aimlessness, a great restless, swaying movement that 
leaving you standing in the same spot. As if a forlorn shadow of doom fall on all the spades in the 
country. (Selvon, Lonely Londoners 138-139)

Here, standard and somewhat poetic English phrases such as “a great restless swaying movement” 
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and “a forlorn shadow of doom” are placed alongside the Trinidadian Creole syntax of “the summer-
is-hearts” and “that leaving you standing.” These conjoined lingual registers are related to Turner’s 
comments on the linguistic play of words, symbols, and metaphors which emerge in the liminal phase  
(Turner, “Frame” 466).

Perhaps nowhere is Selvon’s attempt to affect how the text is read more affirmed than in the 
extended stream-of-consciousness passage towards the novel’s second half. In a brief 1971 essay, 
Selvon commented on his use of this technique:

I was boldfaced enough to write a complete chapter in a stream-of-consciousness style (I 
think that’s what it is called) without punctuation and seemingly disconnected, a style difficult 
enough for the average reader with ‘straight’ English. (Selvon, “A Note” 124)

Selvon’s comments are revelatory, and articulate an awareness of his own “outsider” status as a 
Caribbean writer and immigrant in 1950s Britain. On the surface, Selvon considers, (or pretends to 
consider) his use of stream-of-consciousness to be audacious, a technique that he would have to be 
“boldfaced” to attempt. But at the same time he seems unsure of what the technique is actually called. 
Again, this may be duplicitous, but it symbolizes further, how his lexical strategy aims to fulfill his 
literary ambition. 

Selvon’s comments on his stream-of-consciousness passage also bears relation to Frantz Fanon’s 
suggestion, that within the initial phase of the “native” intellectual’s aesthetic evolution, he / she “gives 
proof that he has assimilated the culture of the occupying power . . . his writings correspond point by 
point with those of his opposite numbers in the mother country. His inspiration is European . . .” (Fanon, 
Wretched 178-179).

For Nick Bently, however, Selvon’s work belongs to Fanon’s third stage, representing the “first 
moment” of a “decolonising process as it begins to be articulated in literature.” As Bently writes, “His 
[Selvon’s] writing expresses a kind of ‘trans-nation’ literature, occupying a subcultural space between 
the ‘nations’ of the Caribbean and Britain, and before the emergence of a distinct black British 
identity” (79). Selvon’s linguistic strategies embody the forms of doubleness indicative of the liminal 
phase. The stream-of-consciousness passage, and by extension the entire novel, can be interpreted as 
straddling both the first and third phases of Fanon’s model.

Selvon’s stream-of-consciousness passage is also concerned with the interstices of English itself, 
located at an imaginary point in the continuum between Creole and Standard English. That the passage 
uses the voice and viewpoint of a socially marginalized black Caribbean character further complicates 
and politicizes its usage and interpretation. The passage rejects the association of modernist techniques 
with white, middle-class, Western literatures, which is perhaps why Selvon felt that he had to be 
“boldfaced enough” to write it (qtd. in Bently 72).

Bently rightly suggests that Selvon’s stream-of-consciousness passage also has a political impetus, 
reflecting “the political representation of black individuals as a collective experience,” while at the 
same time acting to also emphasize the alienation felt by the black immigrant population in 1950s 
London. The passage therefore presents a liminal paradox; it is neither strictly an internal or external 
monologue, functioning instead, at the border of both.1

Selvon’s characters are liminal neophytes inhabiting a city they are both within and outside of. 
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Being a Caribbean “tourist” or alien in London invites, as Maria Grazia Sindoni has identified, “a 
temporary conspicuous consumption that nourishes the threatened ego and suspends all the economic 
and social pressures, which the tourist brings from home” (Sindoni 291). While Selvon’s characters 
in The Lonely Londoners  are not tourists in the conventional sense, they do, as a communitas 
or community of travelers and outsiders, share traits which are consistent with the freedom and 
spontaneity which is consistent with the tourist experience.

The episodes the narrator recounts in the stream-of-consciousness passage are often of 
questionable morality, but the humor inherent in both the language and the scenarios seeks to situate 
the narrative within the realm of play. This duality, which Selvon straddles throughout the novel is a 
nether region between the comedic and the tragic. In “Frame, Flow and Reflection,” Turner writes:

To look at itself a society must cut out a piece of itself for inspection. To do this it must set 
up a frame within which images and symbols of what has been sectioned off can be scrutinised, 
assessed, and if need be, remodelled and rearranged [. . .] To frame is to enclose in a border. 
(“Frame” 468)

What Selvon does in the stream-of-consciousness passage, and indeed, throughout The Lonely 
Londoners , is to provide a frame and a border within which the reader may both observe and 
empathize. A border is a liminal device. 

The Liminal Londoners: Moses

Moses Aleotta is arguably The Lonely Londoners’ most developed character. Introduced at the 
beginning of the novel as he travels to Waterloo, Moses is depicted as someone who is familiar with 
London, who, as we are later told, has been in London for a decade (Selvon, Lonely Londoners 136). 
The specificity of detail with which the narrator depicts Moses’s journey to Waterloo foregrounds this 
familiarity.

But Moses is not a Londoner. As an immigrant, he too is simultaneously an outsider and insider, 
occupying a liminal position within the city. Following Turner’s differentiation of the three types of 
liminal personae, Moses is a “marginal,” simultaneously a member “of two or more social groups 
whose social definitions and cultural norms are distinct from, and often even opposed to, one 
another.”(Turner, Dramas 233) Turner suggests that this form of liminal experience is prolonged, with 
no “assurance of a final stable resolution,” as opposed to a ritual form of liminality or “outsiderhood,” 
which are for the most part temporal states (233).

In introducing Moses, the narrator compares him to a welfare officer, since it is Moses, to whom 
many newly arrived West Indians come to for advice or aid. It is Moses who introduces the “fellars” 
to London, to its social systems and its geography, who helps them to find work and accommodation.2 

Moses’s role as elder or guide is confirmed in the religious references the narrator introduces in a 
scene set in Moses’s room, in the final pages of the novel: 

How many Sunday mornings gone like that? It look to him, as if life composed of Sunday 
morning get-togethers in the room: he must make a joke of it during the week and say:“You 
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coming to church Sun day?” Lock up in that small room, with London and life on the outside [. . .]  
(Selvon, Lonely Londoners 136)

By this depiction, with “London and life outside” Moses’s room takes on the characteristics of a 
liminal threshold where only the walls of the room separate the communitas of immigrant men from 
the outside world. Such descriptions further reinforce the “in-betweeness” of the men who are within, 
but equally outside of London. Here, Moses, in his role as elder and guide takes on those connotations 
which are consistent with his biblical namesake, whilst also foregrounding a patriarchal male as 
explorer motif of Windrush era immigration to the UK. 

Moses’s sense of liminal suspension is also reflected in the narrator’s depiction of him as homesick, 
yet unable yet to return to Trinidad. He describes London as “a lonely miserable city,” “but after the 
winter gone and birds sing and all the trees begin to put on leaves again,” he remains (Selvon, Lonely 
Londoners 137).

In the closing sequences of the novel, Moses stands on a bridge at Embankment reflecting on the 
“forlorn shadow of doom” which has fallen on “the boys,” and on his own uncertain future in London 
(139). Locating this concluding scene at the river’s edge is powerfully symbolic since bodies of water, 
as boundaries, limits, and causeways, are significant liminal spaces which symbolize transience, 
transformation, and transport from one state, phase, or location to another, or as sites of societal or 
geographical divide. 

It is also significant that at this site, and with the novel’s penultimate sentence, Selvon invites a 
metafictional reading of the preceding text: “He watch a tugboat on the Thames, wondering if he could 
ever write a book like that, what everybody would buy” (139). Already closely associated with the 
narratorial voice, Moses is playfully positioned here as the possible writer of The Lonely Londoners. 

Erin James has argued that the narrative functions here both as “a record of a group storytelling 
session, in which many voices orally perform many stories,” and, as “Moses’s literary account of the 
experiences of himself and his friends as they attempt to make London their home” (James 86).

Selvon’s formatting gives no indication that the final sentence represents the character’s inner 
monologue. Rather, the abrupt switch between third and first person disrupts the grammatical 
expectation of the text, blurring the lines between characters and narrator, and making it difficult to 
determine who speaks when.

In Selvon’s usage, metafiction becomes a destabilizing device which distorts the subjective 
boundaries between the author, Moses, the narrator, and the reader, underlying again, the ambivalent, 
liminal nature of the text itself. 

Galahad

Henry Oliver or Sir Galahad, arrives in London, the reader is told, “straggling up from the bottom 
of the train,” half asleep and dressed in “an old grey tropical suit and a pair of watchekong and no 
overcoat or muffler or gloves or anything for the cold,” with no luggage, except for a toothbrush 
(Selvon, Lonely Londoners 12). Selvon’s depiction of Galahad here is significant. It equates Galahad, 
symbolically, to a neophyte or ritual liminar  at the separation or liminal phase of a rite of passage 
(Turner, Ritual Process  143). As Turner has written, such neophytes “have nothing, they have no 
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status, property, insignia, secular clothing, rank, kinship position” (Turner, Forest of Symbols 98).
Read in hindsight, Galahad’s arrival also disrupts the iconography of similar arrivals in which 

Caribbean people are depicted arriving in 1950s London dressed in their Sunday best, accompanied by 
myriad suitcases, bags, and cardboard boxes, as Tolroy’s family is depicted earlier in the same scene, 
framed by what Stuart Hall has referred to as an enforced or “dominant” reading. Such readings, Hall 
argues, have an “institutional / political / ideological order imprinted in them and have themselves 
become institutionalized.”3

Selvon’s depiction of Galahad’s entry also foregrounds his double marginality. He is marginalized 
firstly by his status as an immigrant, and then set apart from other immigrants by the distinctive 
manner of his arrival. This alterity is highlighted even further by Galahad’s detached and contrary 
response to London’s winter weather. As the narrator points out, Galahad has come to London, on “a 
grim winter evening,” without a winter coat, gloves, or any warm clothing, and yet, instead of cold, he 
feels, “a little warm” (Selvon, Lonely Londoners 13).

Hyacinth Simpson has rightly suggested that Selvon’s depiction of Galahad’s bodily antithesis, in 
which the expected conditions are subverted, “upsets colonialist geographical tropes that locate non-
whites firmly in tropical zones and presents cooler climes as the ‘natural’ environment” (Simpson 
194). But Galahad’s inability to “feel” the cold also establishes his “in-between” or liminal state. In 
the interim of his arrival, before he has familiarized himself with his new surroundings, Galahad’s 
dress and detached cool appear out of sync with his communitas of fellow arrivants and immigrants. 
Moreover, even in the cold of London winter, Galahad’s body and clothing act to reinforce and enforce 
his Caribbean-ness. Later in the novel, however, this is reversed, and Galahad begins to feel cold in 
the summertime (Selvon, Lonely Londoners 71).

Galahad’s neophyte status is symbolized further by his first venture into the city. Lost in 
Bayswater, and suddenly overcome by “loneliness and fright,” and the realization “that there he is, 
in London, and he ain’t have no money or work or place to sleep or any friend or anything,” Galahad 
suffers a destabilizing existential crisis (24). In The Ritual Process, Turner writes in relation to this 
phenomenon:

The ordeals and humiliations, often of a grossly physiological character, to which neophytes 
are submitted represent partly a destruction of the previous status and partly a tempering of their 
essence in order to prepare them to cope with their new responsibilities and restrain them in 
advance from abusing their new privileges. (Ritual Process 103)

What Galahad, as a neophyte or “blank slate,” experiences is analogous to those ordeals or humiliations 
which, according to Turner, accompany the social limbo and temporary dissolution of identity 
synonymous with the liminal phase. Hence, Galahad’s first journey into the metropolis is a ritual 
of initiation. On entering the liminal phase, Galahad has first to be tempered and indoctrinated; his 
indifference and naivety have to be stripped, along with the emblems of his previous status. Significantly, 
it is Moses, as mentor and ritual elder who comes to Galahad’s aid when he becomes lost.

Galahad’s neophyte status is continually reinforced by Selvon’s depiction of him as an immigrant 
tourist, as he navigates his way through London in the first few months after his arrival. Galahad is 
enchanted by London’s tourist landmarks and imperialist artifacts, by the very fact of being in London. 



110 Journal of
Foreign Languages and Cultures Vol. 3 No. 1  June 2019 

As James Procter rightly argues, in The Lonely Londoners, London is simultaneously a site of 
“dislocation and alienation” and a “landscape of belonging” (Procter 53). Hence, as a British subject, 
Galahad explores the city as an insider, one who belongs—albeit only politically—while his blackness 
and West Indian origins confirm his alterity.

Galahad’s experiences of racism in The Lonely Londoners provide further readings of his liminal 
condition. In an episode towards the middle of the novel, Galahad is seen preparing to meet Daisy, an 
English woman, at Piccadilly Circus. Over two and a half pages the narrator describes how Galahad 
meticulously prepares for his date, shining his shoes “until he could see his face in the leather” and 
putting on trousers with seams that “could cut you” (Selvon, Lonely Londoners 73-74). Galahad’s 
reverie is disturbed by an encounter with an English woman and her young daughter, who shouts, 
“Mummy, look at that black man!” Despite the potential trauma in this scene, Galahad, who we are 
told has “skin like rubber at this stage” bends to pat the child’s cheek, continuing towards Piccadilly 
Circus where Daisy is waiting (76). Galahad’s insouciance indicates that he has acclimatized to 
London’s racism. But this acclimatization, as the text later reveals, conceals a form of neurosis.4

In contrast to an almost casual acceptance of racism, Galahad is later depicted in flashback, 
experiencing a form of psychic, pathetic trauma in which he addresses the colour black “as if is 
a person telling it that is not he who causing botheration in the place, but Black” (77). This split 
between consciousness and body, apart from its relation to liminal states of dissociative trauma, is also 
concerned, partly, with W. E. B. Du Bois’s concept of “double consciousness,” “this sense of always 
looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that 
looks on in amused contempt and pity” (2).

In The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness Paul Gilroy, expanding on Du 
Bois, suggests that a double consciousness can also emerge from what he refers to as “the unhappy 
symbiosis between three modes of thinking, being and seeing”:

The first is racially particularistic, the second nationalistic in that it derives from the nation 
state in which the ex-slaves but not yet citizens find themselves, rather than from their aspiration 
towards a nation state of their own. The third is diasporic or hemispheric, sometimes global and 
occasionally universalist. (P. Gilroy 126)

What Gilroy describes here is relevant in the way it delineates the interstitial spaces of subjectivity and 
liminality, and how they further relate to what Bhabha refers to as the “shifting boundary of otherness 
within identity” (Bhabha 73).

Tanty

Introduced in the opening pages alighting from the “boat-train’ and, “tottering so much a guard 
had was to help she get out of the train”(Selvon, Lonely Londoners 9), Tolroy’s aunt, Tanty Bessy 
nevertheless emerges, as Alice Ferrebe has pointed out, as the novel’s only “redeeming” female 
character in a novel where the female presence is peripheral (Ferrebe 137). As Ferrebe notes, Tanty 
is the only female character afforded comparatively extended focus, and one of the few characters—
male or female—who possess an identity so powerfully significant that she is able to impose it on her 
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hostile surroundings (137).
While Selvon’s portrayal of Tanty at times highlights her parochialism, her folkish wit and 

audacity equally signify her agency. Moreover, as Steve Padley points out, her refusal to bow to the 
cultural and social mores of her adopted homeland offer an affirmative alternative to the struggles to 
conform.5

By establishing a “trust” system with a local shop holder, for instance, Tanty is able to “creolize” 
aspects of her experience in London. But these acts of creolization do not entail mutual negotiation; 
they result from her resistance to change. In this way, she represents a liminal figure who is reluctant 
to move too far away from her (new) communitas , her origins or traditions. Hence, in her Harrow 
Road communitas Tanty, as a marginal liminar is both insider and outsider, simultaneously, doubly 
marginalized, from the fraternity of “the boys,” and as an immigrant (Turner, Dramas 233). 

In her most significant scene at the party at St Pancras Hall, Tanty’s actions serve to challenge 
and dress down the self-important Harris who until then has everything under control, and place 
her at odds with Harris’s attempts at Englishness, and “in defiance of English ladylikeness” 
(Selvon, Lonely Londoners  104). The fete becomes a hybridized space in which Tanty’s role as a 
transgressive figure is pivotal. Harris, in contrast to his earlier authoritative role as promoter of the 
fete, is rendered powerless under the older woman’s will, while the other men become spectators, 
and the “white girl” who Tanty pushes out of the way, we are told, can only stand helplessly as 
Tanty takes Harris away (110).

In her roles of advisor, counselor, quasi-community representative, and as an advocate for the 
rights and protection of women, Tanty also exhibits traits associated with those of a ritual elder or 
instructor in a communitas undergoing a rite of passage. As an elder is able to impose her authority on 
her fellow ritual personae since she upholds what Turner refers to above as the “axiomatic values” of 
her community; the importance of childcare, the need to maintain and manage the family home, the 
protection of women, and the need to respect elders.

Tanty belongs to a constellation of similarly archetypal female characters which includes Merle 
Hodges’ “Tantie” in Crick, Crack Monkey, “Tanty Merle” in Paul Keens-Douglas’s “Tanti at the 
Oval,” Tanti Merle Drapes,” “Tanti and the Fire” and others stories, and Louise Bennett’s “Aunty 
Roachy” and “Miss Lou” personas. Such characters, characterized by their matronly wit, stubbornness 
and disregard for officialdom, often perform mentoring roles in fictional narratologies; they stand at 
the threshold to offer advice, amulets or guidance. They are, as Joseph Campbell suggests, “protective” 
figures who represent “the benign, protecting power of destiny” (59).

Harris

Selvon’s introduction of Harris immediately signals his liminal status:

Harris is a fellar who like to play ladeda, and he like English customs and thing [. . .]. And  
when he dress, you think is some Englishman going to work in the city, bowler and umbrella, and 
briefcase tuck under the arm, with The Times fold up in the pocket so the name would show [. . .] 
Only thing, Harris face black. (10)
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This description of Harris, a Jamaican-born, Trinidadian-raised businessman and promoter, with its 
wry, conclusive caveat, situate “Englishness” and “blackness” as mutually exclusive or irreconcilable 
points between which Harris is torn. Harris occupies a liminal position which involves oscillation 
between two subjectivities.

While Harris’s actions and speech signalize a form of mimicry, this also embodies a subversive or 
disruptive quality. Mimicry is also concerned with those liminal or ambivalent states; of being almost 
the same, but not quite. In Harris’s “performance,” or “camouflage,” and in the dichotomy between his 
“self’ and the “other” he wishes to integrate with, there are brief but revealing glimpses and gaps.

When Five asks Harris, “You remember the night when Mavis make you buy ten rum for she, 
and then she went behind the rumshop and tell you to come,” Harris is disturbed (Selvon, Lonely 
Londoners  105). Similarly, Harris can only stammer when Tanty reminds him of his childhood in 
Jamaica, when he “used to run about the barrack yard in shirttail” (105). Such encounters undermine 
and embarrass Harris by highlighting the conflicting elements of his persona, and by disrupting his 
performance of an assimilated selfhood. His condition echoes both Du Bois’s “double consciousness,” 
and Everett V. Stonequist’s theorization of the marginal individual who through migration or marriage 
finds themselves on the margin of two social groups but a member of neither (Stonequist 3). 

Harris’s psychoneurosis of mimicry is also related to Fanon’s theorization of racial trauma, in 
which the individual experiences trauma as a result of racial discrimination, and the postulation of 
negro myth which equates blackness with negative qualities (Shabnam 4).

For Jennifer Rahim, Selvon’s depiction of Harris signals him as “a representative of the 
schizophrenic subjectivity or uncomfortable hybridity sometimes symptomatic of postcolonial 
identities” (4). This condition is signaled by Harris’s fear that “the boys” will “make rab and turn the 
dance into a brawl” (Selvon, Lonely Londoners  104). At the party, Harris tries to erect a symbolic 
barrier between “the boys” and his English guests at St Pancras Hall. The hall itself becomes a 
liminal region, a crossroad, not quite a raucous Caribbean fete or a staid British affair. The doorway, 
which Harris stands guard at, in his “black suit and bow tie,” represents both a physical and symbolic 
threshold or border. Hence, while Harris greets his English guests with “a pleasant good evening and a 
how do you do,” he offers “a not so pleasant greeting” to “the boys,” warning them as they enter: “See 
and behave yourselves like proper gentlemen, there are a lot of English people here tonight so don’t 
make a disgrace of yourself” (104).

Calypso Style

In his introduction to the 1985 edition of The Lonely Londoners, Kenneth Ramchand writes:

It has become usual to speak of the narrator’s stance in The Lonely Londoners  as being 
similar to that of a calypsonian, a harmless enough fancy had it not been accompanied by a 
willingness to concede that this book is loose or episodic. (Ramchand 10)

Such approaches, as Ramchand reminds us, “covertly” invite arguments which situate and restrict 
the novel to the oral tradition. While that tradition is, as I have shown, a significant aspect of the 
novel’s phonological strategy, its debt to orality does not constitute or signify a “calypso form.” In a 
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2009 essay, Stéphanie Decouvelaere, for the most part, takes a thematic approach to what she sees as 
the novel’s calypso aesthetic. Commenting on the lack of considered or “serious” contemporaneous 
critique of Selvon, Decouvelaere laments what she calls “blindness,” from “members of the dominant 
establishment to challenges to literary conventions rooted in a cultural tradition not only non-European 
but also oral and popular.” Yet she speaks blindly herself when she refers to Selvon’s use of “calypso 
as a formal framework” (emphasis added) and his “anecdotal type of storytelling” which depends on a 
calypso aesthetic (Decouvelaere 223-224). Decouvelaere does not expand on her claims nor does she 
offer an explanation of what such a “formal framework” might resemble. Her assumption seems to 
rest on a familiarly homogenized view of calypso.

Decouvelaere’s views, as Ramchand indicates, are similar to those of a range of other scholars. 
In a 2002 essay by Helene Buzelin we learn that, “Calypso is no doubt the main oral tradition that 
shaped Selvon’s aesthetics,” but Buzelin does not expand on this tradition or its aesthetics. Instead, 
she suggests that, “The narrative unfolds as a kind of ballad with a rhythm that seems to follow the 
meanderings of the boys in the capital” (emphasis added, Buzelin 71). On the other hand, Simon 
Gikandi argues that Caribbean musical forms, like calypso, “are important because they challenge the 
very foundations of Eurocentric cultural codes and suggest an alternative hermeneutics” (Gikandi 96). 
For Gikandi this subversion occurs at the level of language; specifically, as a result of the “ideological 
and linguistic contestation” between the “regimented formal language of colonial discourse and the 
subversive ironic or parodic ‘calypso idiom’ [. . .]” This mixture of elements, according to Gikandi, 
“reflects Selvon’s indebtedness to the calypso aesthetic, especially its melodic lines, which come 
loaded with words and phrases which appear to be unrelated” (emphasis added, 115-116).

While I agree with Gikandi’s theorization of the liminal, interstitial and subversive process 
embodied within Selvon’s linguistic strategy, and its debt to calypso’s socio-political role, I am less 
enthusiastic about his comments on calypso’s “unrelated” semantics. Such views, as in Decouvelaere 
and Buzelin, act to unintentionally reinforce ideologies which situate cogency within European literary 
traditions, and disorder, randomness and so-called “episodic” “unrelated” or “loose” structures in those 
of postcolonial Caribbean literatures and “folk” aesthetics. They offer a limited view of both Selvon’s 
accomplishment in The Lonely Londoners and of the Trinidadian calypso itself.

Merle Hodge’s comments, made in relation to the critique of Creole in Caribbean literature are 
applicable here, to calypso, as it is to Creole. Hodge writes: “To discuss the language of a West Indian 
literary text which incorporates Creole, and very few do not, the critic must, at the very least, know 
what Creole is, and be able to recognize it” (“Language Use” 470). Likewise, an understanding of 
what the calypso is, its forms, its socio-historical background, should be requisite to discussions of 
what constitutes a calypso form. 

Calypso’s literary equivalent is poetry. Calypsonians write in verse; like lyricists within popular 
music genres, they utilise rhyme, repetition, alliteration, syllabic variation, hyperbole, and meter-
techniques which differentiate poetry from prose fiction. As Keith Warner reminds us, while “elements 
of the folk / oral tradition” influences Caribbean literature, “The most obvious manifestation of this 
has been in the domain of poetry” (123). While Gordon Rohlehr agrees that “the calypso helped 
preserve and formalise a certain twist of mind, which [. . .] helped in the emergence of Selvon, 
Naipaul and Lovelace,” those artists he identifies as bearing the influence of a calypso aesthetic are 
not novelists, but the playwright Errol Hill, and poets Shake Keane, Paul Keens-Douglas, John Agard, 
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the “sound poet” Brother Resistance, and Derek Walcott (29).
Writing in 1971, Rohlehr’s  evaluation of Selvon’s “debt” to the calypso is worth quoting in full:

Selvon in his stories about Port of Spain urban / Creole life, is relating to the same tradition 
of style and rhetoric which produced calypsonians like the legendary Spoiler, Wonder, Panther, 
Melody, Lion, Tiger, Invader, Atilla, Kitchener, Beginner and Dictator, all figures of the forties. 
These artists had a special language which involved heightening the mundane and humdrum into 
melodrama, or “bacchanal” as it is normally called. Gesture and mime reinforced speech. The 
language of the city was also the language of the small-time confidence trickster, the Brer Anansi 
figure who so often appears in Selvon’s fiction, and whose method is to spin words fast enough to 
ensnare his victim, or, in the case of the calypsonian to “captivate” his audience. (Rohlehr 64)

With these comments Rohlehr comes closest to defining the parameters of Selvon’s calypso 
aesthetic. While describing the components and technical processes of a calypso “form” may be 
problematic, since calypso cannot be homogenized and reduced to one singular, definable form, my 
argument is that it might be more useful to refer to Selvon’s appropriation of a calypso “style.”

It is perhaps necessary, in conclusion, to take into account what Selvon himself had to say on the 
influence of calypso on his work. In an interview first published in Caribana in 1990, when Selvon 
was asked by John Thieme whether his work owed “a particular debt” to calypso, he responded, as 
follows:

Yes, again that has not really been deliberate. My feeling is that it comes out that way, purely 
because of the society that I’m writing about. It’s a Caribbean one and the people in Trinidad 
live calypso as part of their lives, their thoughts, their upbringing. And I suppose that this must 
necessarily come out in the writing (Thieme and Dotti 72) .

What is uncovered by inquiries into Selvon’s use of calypso in The Lonely Londoners  are again, 
the liminal aspects of a text from which no absolute certainties can be drawn regarding its language, 
structure or socio-political framework. The work exists in an interstice; always as neither, but both. 
Writing in London, about West Indians in London, Selvon transplanted the calypso style, using it 
as a socio-cultural conduit between Trinidad and the metropolis, as a way of subverting by parody 
the forms and manners of the English—the “ladeda,” he refers to in relation to Harris’s mimicry—
simultaneously disrupting and creolizing its literary conventions, and fashioning from this fusion a 
truly liminal textology.

Notes
1. See Graham MacPhee, “Recasting London’s Liminality: Selvon’s The Lonely Londoners and the Invention of the ‘Immigrant,’” 

Unpublished paper, Literary London 2008: Representations of London in Literature Conference, 3 July 2008, Brunel University 
[accessed via email correspondence on Aug. 23, 2015]

2. Regarding the dualist function of Selvon’s stream-of-consciousness chapter, Kathie Birat has suggested that the voice in the 
passage is “acousmatic,” appearing to come “from both inside and outside the reader, transforming it into something which is 
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both intimate and exotic.”  (Kathie Birat, “Seeking Sam Selvon: Michel Fabre and the Fiction of the Caribbean.” Transatlantica,  
transatlantica.revues.org/4259)

3. While Selvon’s naming of Moses carries biblical connotations, Sir Galahad references the Arthurian legend of King Arthur’s 
knight, in gallant search of the holy grail, in this case, the London that appears just out of reach.

4. Stuart Hall, “Encoding, Decoding,” The Cultural Studies Reader, edited by Simon During, Routledge, 1999, p. 98. In his 
preface to Paul Gilroy’s Black Britain: A Photographic History Stuart Hall suggests that period photographs of West Indian  
arriving at British ports of entry and rail stations, such as those drawn from Getty Images, were used to “illustrate stories in the 
popular press of the time [. . .]. Their primary value lay in their informational content, their use of emotional impact to stimulate 
the viewer, or to exemplify the strange and exotic nature of their subject matter” (Gilroy and Hall 6).

5. In Black Skin, White Masks, Fanon describes a similar encounter with a child on a train which gave rise to a “third person 
consciousness” of the self. For Fanon, this objectification represents a “negating activity,” which in turn leads to the racialized 
subject beginning to see his or her body as a distinct and potentially problematic entity.

6. Lisa Kabesh has also suggested that Tanty’s refusal to compromise, her reluctance to move beyond the “village” of her Harrow 
Road community, “promotes stillness as a powerful reaction against narratives of progress—narratives of ‘moving forward’ in 
which colonial ideology and multicultural policy alike have been invested.”
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