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[T]
he Word becomes again a god and walks amongs us; look, here are his rags, here is

his crutch and his satchel of dreams; here is his hoe and his rude implements on

this ground on this broken ground . . . something torn and new. — Kamau

Brathwaite

The theme of the 36th Annual Key West Literary Seminar (http://www.kwls.org/archive/2018/)

(January 11-14) was Writers of the Caribbean, and it featured twenty-two authors talking with

each other and seminar attendees about their work in four intense days of panels and themed

presentations. This was the !rst time in the Seminar’s history that it focused on a speci!c
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geographical region, and concerns about the current social, political and weather climates lent a

special urgency to the conversations between writers representing eleven of the twenty-eight

Caribbean nations. Language and vernacular was a major theme, and one about which the writers

from former British colonies were particularly vocal.

It is thankfully no longer a question, as it was during the early years of the Caribbean Arts

Movement in the late 60s when Barbadian writer Kamau Brathwaite was mesmerizing students at

the University of Nairobi with his orature, that authentic Caribbean voices in print constitute “real”

literature. The contemporary Caribbean writers at the KWLS, both those writing from the diaspora

and those with one or both feet in their nation of origin, are representing their cultures with

prize-winning work in English, French, Spanish, creole, patois and all the nuanced levels of

vernacular in between. These writers refuse to be categorized or marginalized, and they represent

a virtuoso multilingualism and multiculturalism that is not only representative of the Caribbean

itself, but is also a preview of a dynamic, new global literature.

The writers from predominantly anglophone islands spoke extensively about the callaloo of

Caribbean languages and vernaculars that are blending in a contemporary archipelagic literature

in which the “King’s English” is no longer king, and island-facing idioms and hybrids are being

foregrounded in published works. They also emphasized that the region and its literature has

always been characterized by hybridity, and they discussed the ways in which they appropriate

both from each other and from the classical, continent-facing literary canon, as well as how they

approach the delicate process of crafting Caribbean vernacular onto the page for the general

reading public. Antiguan novelist Jamaica Kincaid’s keynote John Hersey Memorial Address, You

Appropriate Me, I’ll Appropriate You, called for more artistic freedom in employing transcultural

elements in literature. Novelist and Haiti scholar Madison Smartt Bell summed up the

transnational in"uence of the Caribbean, stating that the archipelago’s environmental challenges

and cultural hybridity re"ect a global future, and that the boundaries of the Caribbean in"uence

“are the limitless edges of the outward spiral.”

In a panel entitled Jamaican Letters: Past, Present and Future, Jamaican writers, Marlon James

(https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/authors/240287/marlon-james) and Nicole Dennis-Benn

(https://www.nicoledennisbenn.com/) shared their thoughts about translation, compromise, the

Jamaican vernacular, and the ongoing negotiation in their lives and work between textbook

English and the many points along the dialect spectrum.

https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/authors/240287/marlon-james
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“Jamaican authors Kei Miller, Nicole Dennis-Benn and Marlon James discuss "Jamaican Letters: Past, Prese…

James, author of the novel A Short History of Seven Killings, said that a certain “linguistic

schizophrenia” results from crossing social class lines: he recalled being a student at the elite

Wolmer’s Boys’ School in Kingston, “straddling two Jamaicas” and becoming a code-switching

expert. By contrast, Dennis-Benn, author of the novel Here Comes the Sun and a writer from a

working-class Kingston family, lamented losing her standard English-patois bilinguality during her

years at the prestigious St. Andrew School for Girls, where she felt pressured to “perform” a less

in"ected language. Dennis-Benn said she is reclaiming this part of her identity, in part by writing

characters into her novels who display purposeful vernacular nuances: “As a writer now, I’m trying

to unpack it . . . what happened then was so much internalized hate.” Miller, author of Augustown,

spoke about this “post-Creole continuum spectrum”, the nuanced dialect shifts that occur

between social contexts, or even within a single sentence. The panel agreed that the

sociolinguistic hierarchies that are most !ercely defended by middle-class Jamaicans become

useless in the realm of literature, especially in the novel, where the poetry of the written word

and character development demands a greater and more polyphonic authenticity.

Use of vernacular is not merely an anthropological or linguistic venture; it is also a direct response

to the overall colonial cultural in"uence. This idea was central to a discussion between Virgin

Islander Tiphanie Yanique (http://tiphanieyanique.com/) and Trinbagonian-Bahamian-American

Robert Antoni (http://robertantoni.com/) who joined Kei Miller (http://www.carcanet.co.uk/cgi-

(https://www.potentmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/KWLS-KMiller-ADBenn-

MJames-2018-1887.jpg)

Authors (left to right) Kei Miller, Nicole Dennis-Benn and Marlon James discuss “Jamaican Letters: Past, Present and Future”. (Photo:
Nick Doll)

1. Jamaican authors Kei Miller, Nicole Dennis-Benn and Marlon James discuss "Jamaican Letters: Past, Prese… 50:30
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bin/indexer?owner_id=853) to respond to the question, “What is the New Global Caribbean

Literature?” Both Yanique and Antoni use vernacular extensively in their work. “Small islands,” said

Antoni, the author of As Flies to Whatless Boys, “require many voices to speak because they are

hugely complex.” He said that for a long time, vernacular was seen as a secondary, even comic,

expression in literature, but that it is now “leaking out of quotation marks” and subverting the

colonizing languages and literatures. Yanique’s novel, Land of Love and Drowning, subverts the

entire text of American author Herman Wouk’s Don’t Stop the Carnival by foregrounding Wouk’s

secondary islander characters and reimagining the story from their perspective and in their words.

Antoni says he “lives for” writing characters that give voice to the multiglossic West Indian

vernacular, adding that his process involves not only documenting authentic speech convincingly,

but also inventing and even fabricating expressions and grammars that can o#er meaning to

readers who have never traveled to Trinidad.

Even the title of his novel, As Flies to Whatless Boys, simultaneously appropriates and evolves

Shakespeare’s language for Antoni’s own narrative purposes. Antoni, after reading from his short

story Hindsight and his novel-in-progress Cut Guavas, said that Caribbean people are individuals of

“grand gestures” in movement, color, and sound and, in accordance with that idea, he proposed

the development of ever more radically hybrid, multi-genre, multi-linguistic and multimedia

literary forms. He said that the internet will be increasingly embraced by Caribbean writers as a

new way to tell and receive stories, because Caribbean people “inhabit multiple spaces: Brooklyn

is a Trinidadian nation, London is a Jamaican nation.”

“Award-winning Trinidadian-Bahamian author Robert Antoni reads his short story "Hindsight". (Audio prov…

(https://www.potentmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/KWLS-RAntoni2018-1968.jpg)

Robert Antoni shares with the audience a excerpt reading from novel-in-progress, Cut Guavas. (Photo: Nick Doll)

1. Award-winning Trinidadian-Bahamian author Robert Antoni reads his short story "Hindsight". (Audio prov… 36:14
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Not all Caribbean writers express themselves in vernacular, but their work nevertheless re"ects a

personal process of claiming the hybrid identity. New York City-born Antiguan-American poet,

critic, and translator Rowan Ricardo Phillips (http://www.rowanricardophillips.com/) spoke about

how his Caribbean identity is viewed through the continental lens: “I somehow ended up with

what linguists have told me is a completely neutral American accent, so perfect in its "atness that

it can’t be taught. This, coupled with my name, leads people to not have any freaking idea where

I’m from.”

The commodi!cation of the Caribbean as a tourist destination, referred to often at the Seminar as

“the Paradise Paradox”, forces it into an unnatural stasis in linguistic as well as other ways, he said,

ultimately obscuring the socio-cultural nuances of the region for the outside observer. Phillips

took the title of his talk, I Who Have No Weapon But Poetry, from the poem The Schooner Flight

by recently-deceased St. Lucian Nobel Prizewinner Derek Walcott

(https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/derek-walcott), whose life and achievements were

highlighted at the Seminar. Honoring the Homeric tradition embodied in Walcott’s work, Phillips

spoke about making sense of a hybrid identity, both in life and on the page: “I am a translation in a

lot of ways that are funny and tragic and weird. I … thought about the way in which I’ve spent my

life appropriating, because that’s what artists do, that’s what art really is.” Phillips, whose poetry

emerges from the multifarious jam of voices in his head—his Antiguan parents, the Homeric

tradition, Coltrane, the sights and sounds of New York City—does not write in Caribbean

vernacular, but his poetry, in its references, themes and syllabic musicality, is nevertheless a

genuine re"ection of the Antiguan diaspora and the hybrid Caribbean cultural experience.

(https://www.potentmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/KWLS-RRPhillips-2018-

1333.jpg)

Poet Rowan Ricardo Phillips gives a moving reading from Emily Wilson’s translation of Homer’s Odyssey in the opening of his talk, “I
Who Have No Weapon But Poetry”. (Photo: Nick Doll)
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Caribbean authors largely depend on continental editors, publishers and critics to believe in and

promote their work, and their relationship with these literary gatekeepers is sometimes fraught

with linguistic misunderstanding. In one of his novels, Miller wrote that his characters were “going

to see the "im show, and my editor thought ‘he just clearly made a mistake, it must be !lm.’ I was

so upset!” Conversely, an editor may o#er welcome support and understanding: James reported

that his non-Caribbean editor had to “school” him when he asked if he should add a glossary to

one of his novels that employed heavy vernacular and “… he said, ‘no, if you put a glossary you’re

joining in the exoticization of your own voice.’” But James also has to be vigilant, he said, “because

they’ll come across a grammatical error and say, oh, well that must be Jamaican. No! It’s a

grammatical error!”

Before I left Key West, I stopped at Sandy’s (https://www.sandyscafe.com/about/), a Cuban-style

café, to have breakfast, and I heard another customer order a “bucci”, something that sounded to

me like an Italian-style co#ee. “We only have it here in Key West!” said the man proudly. It turned

out it was a “buche” (BOO-chay), standard Spanish for “shot” (as in “a shot of whiskey”), and so my

last meal on the island involved yet another hybrid linguistic experience, another word both “torn

and new”.
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That’s culture, and culture is a more dynamic, generative, and, in many ways, wiser force than

politics or economics. When we imagine the landscape and the language as a cultural One, rather

than a geographical or linguistic terrain to be dominated or categorized into parts, we can dive

down to a more useful reality, one that guides us through the apparent gaps between past and

present, right and left, powerful and historically oppressed, the individual and the wider human

family.

(https://www.potentmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/KWLS_BucheMan.jpg)

An employee of Key West’s Cuban café Sandy’s proudly wears Caribbean vernacular in transition, the “buchi”, on his work t-shirt. (Photo:
Dorothy Potter Snyder)
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In this contemporary era of mass migration, the writers of the multiglossic, diverse Caribbean are

uniquely positioned to re"ect the life of the archipelago and its diaspora, and also to teach the

non-Caribbean world a lesson about the beauty and creative potential of cultural hybridity.

 Brathwaite, Kamau. The Arrivants: A New World Trilogy. Oxford University Press, 1981.

Paraphrase suggested by Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o in his book, Something Torn and New: An African

Renaissance. Basic Civitas Books, 2009.

To learn more about the Key West Literary Seminar: Writers of the Caribbean, please see

the interview with Arlo Haskell (https://www.potentmagazine.com/building-a-literary-bridge-to-

the-caribbean-an-interview-with-key-west-literary-seminar-executive-director-arlo-haskell/), the

Seminar’s Executive Director. 

Dorothy Potter Snyder (http://www.dorothypotter.com/) is a journalist, short story writer

and literary translator who specializes in Caribbean and Central American women’s !ction.

Her work has appeared in The Sewanee Review, Surreal Poetics, and Public Seminar. She is

currently translating a collection of short stories, “Uno no sabe y otras sabidurías” by award-

wining Mexican writer, Mónica Lavín. 
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FEBRUARY 9, 2018

A
rlo Haskell has been executive director of the Key West Literary Seminar since 2015 and

in 2017 published his !rst work of non!ction, “The Jews of Key West: Smugglers, Cigar

Makers, and Revolutionaries (1823-1969)” (https://www.jewsofkeywest.com/). He is also

the author of “Joker”, a poetry collection, and editor of poetry volumes by Harry Mathews and

Héctor Viel Temperley. Born and raised in Key West, Arlo lives in Old Town with his wife, Ashley,

and their daughter, Aviva. POTENT spoke with him about the 2018 Seminar: Writers of the

Caribbean, held from January 10-14.

Interview by Dorothy Potter Snyder

POTENT: What is the Caribbean to you?

AH: Obviously it’s the region, all of these islands bound primarily by the Caribbean Sea, and a few

that touch the Caribbean and the Atlantic on the other. But it’s a place made up of many small

places, many islands, many nations, all with a di#erent history, political tradition, cultural

tradition, all fundamentally shaped by the trans-Atlantic slave trade and by … the history of

https://www.potentmagazine.com/author/dorothys/
https://www.jewsofkeywest.com/
https://www.potentmagazine.com/building-a-literary-bridge-to-the-caribbean-an-interview-with-key-west-literary-seminar-executive-director-arlo-haskell/
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colonialism. So, I think it’s a place of resilience and great strength and innovation … The

hurricanes are part of that, too. You get these dramatic weather events that sweep through the

region, pretty much yearly. But just about every year somewhere in the Caribbean is a#ected by

it, whether it’s just boarding up and not getting it … or a really devastating blow like this year. So,

it’s a beautiful place that’s visited by lots of people who are seeking out a beautiful place and only

see the surface and not the history behind it, a tourist view of it.

POTENT: I felt (Jamaican) Nicole Dennis Benn (https://www.nicoledennisbenn.com/)‘s book

(Here Comes the Sun (https://www.amazon.com/Here-Comes-Sun-Nicole-Dennis-

Benn/dp/1631492942)) in my soul when we landed here, and the pilot said, “Welcome to

paradise!” I thought, uh-oh! (laughter) Does the Caribbean in"uence your work; and am I in

the Caribbean right now, or is Key West more of a transitional space between the Caribbean

and continental America?

AH: Tourist marketers will say things like, Key West is America’s Caribbean. And it’s certainly been

called a bridge to the Caribbean. I don’t like to claim Key West as part of the Caribbean myself

because of the profoundly historical context. Key West has always been American even if it’s been

one step removed. But then again, Key West has been intimately involved in the a#airs of Cuba,

particularly since Cuba’s founding as an independent state, so there’s certainly that. I mean, Key

West was the base for José Martí and the revolutionaries that overthrew the Spanish in Cuba, and

essentially ended that last stage of colonialism in the Americas.

POTENT: As a poet, does (Cuban revolutionary and writer) José Martí

(https://www.biography.com/people/jos%C3%A9-mart%C3%AD-20703847) have particular

in"uence on you?

AH: His poetry doesn’t have much an in"uence on me, but his advocacy, his journalism, his essays,

his letters, his commitment to putting thought into action: yes, that’s very inspiring. His … work is

impressive. Another Caribbean poet, (St. Lucian) Derek Walcott, whom we’re paying tribute to on

Saturday night, is huge, is a lion and a great in"uence on me.

I want to circle back on the question, is Key West the Caribbean. When I came across Derek

Walcott’s work for the !rst time, I was actually living in St. Thomas in the Virgin Islands after

college. I came across his book in a bookstore, and it was the !rst time I had read a perspective of

a place and part of the world that I fully identi!ed with. So, in that sense, Key West is part of the

Caribbean. As a student, you’re reading primarily a New England viewpoint, a northeastern

viewpoint. If you grow up here, [your experience] is more like Derek Walcott’s version of the

world.

POTENT: Can you de!ne that version?

AH: Well, it’s giving power just to the facts of the landscape: to the sunshine, to the ocean and to

the palm trees, rather than to rivers and lakes and fall and springtime. You know, seasons that

don’t really exist for us. So … that’s what it was for me. It was reading this very powerful verse

that was set in a landscape that I knew, and was plugged into these much older … Homeric

traditions, these classical forms. So, that was powerful to me … I felt like when I read his work, it

just, felt like, oh wow! This can come out of this place. You don’t have to pretend to be from

somewhere else.

POTENT: How did you go about gathering these Caribbean writers for the Seminar?

https://www.nicoledennisbenn.com/
https://www.amazon.com/Here-Comes-Sun-Nicole-Dennis-Benn/dp/1631492942
https://www.biography.com/people/jos%C3%A9-mart%C3%AD-20703847
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AH: Our planning process is a long and roundabout one. It starts about two years in advance of

the event, and we pull together a committee of board members, sometimes outside community

members, and essentially, we’re a group of readers setting out on some kind of exploratory

journey to !gure out what it’s going to be. So, we’ve already said, okay, we want to do something

with a geographic focus, we’ve never really focused on this region that’s so close to us. Let’s do

that. Who are a handful of writers that we would want if we did something like this? And a few

come to mind right away. Edwige Danticat (Haiti) was an immediate, obvious person to invite.

Derek Walcott, who was still alive at that time, and … Marlon James (Jamaica) was a big Caribbean

name that we wanted to get. … From there, we start to explore and read … and we discover lots

of great new writers along the way. I wasn’t familiar with Nicole Dennis-Benn (Jamaica) or Ishion

Hutchinson (Jamaica) before. When it comes to programming and putting them onstage, I try to

take a very light touch. I start by having a conversation with each person and saying, this is the sort

of thing we do. What do you want to do? Are you comfortable in this format or that format? What

are some ideas that you’d like to talk about? … To me still, it’s still a mystery what the program

will be until we start. … I just trust that these writers are good.

POTENT: Has your view of Caribbean literature expanded from organizing this event?

AH: Yes, I mean, one of the questions that I have going into this event is: is there a Caribbean

literature? Would these writers use that phrase as the collective for what they’re doing? I mean it

seems like it’s literature written by people who are in"uenced by the Caribbean. But I certainly

discovered some people … Ishion Hutchinson is the one that comes to mind, because as a poet,

too, I didn’t know his name coming in and I picked up House of Lords and Commons, and I was just

"oored by it.

POTENT: I’m interested in (Antiguan author) Jamaica Kincaid

(https://www.britannica.com/biography/Jamaica-Kincaid)‘s keynote speech: You appropriate

me, I’ll appropriate you. A title designed to be aggressively provocative.

AH: (Laughs) Yes, it is. The working title for it was Take Anything You Want, which I thought was

like what you say to the robber that breaks in just to sort of save yourself!

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Jamaica-Kincaid
https://www.potentmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/KWLS-Kincaid-2018-1223.jpg
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2018 John Hersey Memorial Address: Jamaica Kincaid

POTENT: The title made me think about (Trinidadian author) V.S. Naipaul and his Mimic Men,

and how Walcott responded to him, saying in his fabulous way, how dare you? Since the

beginning, people have been !nding a mirror to look into to !nd themselves. Caribbean

artists are not mere imitators! I’m curious about what seems to be a new attempt to go

beneath colonial culture.

AH: That’s something I’m excited to get into this weekend and to discover in the presence of these

writers in conversation. I think, in particular, the conversation tomorrow morning with Nicole

Dennis-Benn, Edwige Danticat and (Derek Walcott’s daughter) Elizabeth Hackshaw-Walcott (St.

Lucia): the title is Unpacking Paradise. They’ve been talking together about exploring cracks in the

surface and whether, exactly as you say, there’s a sort of generational shift [among Caribbean

writers], and how that is perceived and presented.

POTENT: That moves toward the next thing: the purpose of the seminar. What do you hope

attendees leave with?

AH: I hope that they leave feeling like they’ve learned something they didn’t know; they’ve

discovered something they weren’t looking for. They’re buying books by writers they’ve never

heard of … At the Seminar I’ve always been surprised most, it seems, by the person that I wasn’t

really like expecting to be blown away by. It’s like when you read a book: you look at the cover, you

open the !rst page. At the end of the book you’ve hopefully learned something new and

discovered something you weren’t looking for. That’s really what I hope people come away from it

with.

POTENT: You came up with this theme, and then there were terrible hurricanes. Puerto Rico is

still devastated. They’re arguing about how many people died there. And US Virgin Islands is

devastated. It’s an important time to have this event. I’m curious if you have a message to the

Caribbean diaspora about this event and about the sense that, with global warming, the

Caribbean is in peril.

AH: Yes, absolutely. The hurricanes and the political climate as well give a timeliness [to this].

We’re living in a time in this country of rising nationalism and xenophobia. So, I think it’s an

important time to focus on stories of migration, and stories of people have migrated … and to

(https://www.potentmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/KWLS-Kincaid-2018-1223.jpg)

Award-winning Antiguan novelist Jamaica Kincaid gives the John Hersey Memorial Address, “Let Me Appropriate You … And You Can
Appropriate Me, Too.” (Photo: Nick Doll)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lneFvMherZY
https://www.potentmagazine.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/KWLS-Kincaid-2018-1223.jpg
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hear lots of voices telling their stories, and not buy into the rhetoric that increasingly is trying to

divide people from one another in this country. That seems fundamentally as important to me as

the sympathy and relief e#orts around the hurricane, for sure.

POTENT: Absolutely. That’s the role of culture.

AH: Yes.

This interview was condensed and edited for clarity.

For audio, photos and more information about the authors who presented at The Key West

Literary Seminar: Writers of the Caribbean, please visit the organization’s website

(http://www.kwls.org/archive/2018/).

 

Dorothy Potter Snyder (http://www.dorothypotter.com/) is a journalist, short story writer

and literary translator who specializes in Caribbean and Central American women’s !ction.

Her work has appeared in The Sewanee Review, Surreal Poetics, and Public Seminar. She is

currently translating a collection of short stories, “Uno no sabe y otras sabidurías” by award-

wining Mexican writer, Mónica Lavin.
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