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Introduction 

Every history book is in some ways one man’s (or woman’s) view of the past. Yet, it is but fair to 

acknowledge that this book owes much to a galaxy of historians, archaeologists, economists, 

anthropologists, political scientists and creative writers. The collective labours of several 

generations have helped illumine Sri Lanka’s past. [---] It was written in the belief that knowledge 

of Sri Lankan history would be of some assistance in understanding not only the past but even the 

current issues and problems in Sri Lanka.
1
 

 
The civil war in Sri Lanka came to a violent end in May 2009. The government 

forces defeated the Tamil guerilla, but once again the civilian population suffered 

great losses. Ever since the 1948 independence the country has been torn by the 

rivalry between the Sinhalese and the Tamils. Over and over again the civil war 

flares up between the two population groups and today we can state that the 

sinister figure of war victims is three to four times as huge as, for example, in the 

Israeli-Palestine conflict. Civil war is ruthless, since anyone may obviously be 

killed, tortured or disappear anywhere and at any time.  

After the joint enemy of the different population groups, in this case the 

British Empire, had left the island, a country remained that would once more rise 

from the ashes and a population that had to recreate to live in together. The 

nation-building in the Ceylon of the past had serious consequences for the 

Tamils, including anything from a discriminating language policy to armed 

conflict. War, of course, also affects groups that do not take part. In Sri Lanka 

there are basically two other minorities, Burghers and Moslems, who were also 

occasional victims of war.   

Several novels by contemporary authors like Romesh Gunesekera, A. 

Sivanandan and Michael Ondaatje portray the different conflicts and their 

consequences both before and after independence. It is the work of these creative 

writers that form part of the history-writing mentioned by de Silva in the above 

quotation, with Ondaatje and several others trying to describe and to some extent 

reveal the violence which has continuously stamped the country, especially since 

the 1980s.  

This thesis is an analysis of Michael Ondaatje’s novel Anil’s Ghost, which 

appeared in the spring of 20002. 

  

                                                        
1
 Chandra Richard De Silva, Sri Lanka – A History, Second Revised Edition, New Delhi 1997 

(1987), Preface.  
2
Michael Ondaatje, Anil’s Ghost, New York 2000. The novel was published in April 2000. It came 

out simultaneously in several countries around the world. The copy used by me is the first American 

edition. The text is identical with the Canadian edition.   
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The thesis examines history-writing and the way this is described in the text 

of a novel. The research questions are presented in greater detail a few pages 

ahead, but our first task will be to make a presentation of the author and his prose 

works. 

Philip Michael Ondaatje was born on September 12, 1943, in Ceylon. At the 

age of 11 he and his family moved to England. After passing ordinary school 

Ondaatje decided to emigrate to Canada. The author is thus a young man of 24 

when he makes his debut with an experimental collection of poetry, probably 

influenced by the experimenting and creative Toronto of the 1960s. Several 

poets in his surroundings are engaged in form experiments. Short phrases are 

interwoven with prose-like passages, and sometimes the poem is introduced by a 

motto or a photo. Experiments are made with film or recitals to music, and the 

writers wish to have their novels and short stories produced by the theater or film 

industry, but there are few who succeed, with the result that one low budget 

version follows on another. This experimenting springing out of the creative 

1960s environment characterizes Ondaatje’s first two long works. What he 

actually wrote were collage novels of a kind, composed of both poetry and prose 

and accompanied by black and white photos.  

The first work that may be called a novel was Coming through Slaughter 

(1976). It contains a coherent plot and, despite daring form experiments, it hangs 

together well. Actually, it was only with two books receiving international 

attention, In the Skin of a Lion (1987) and The English Patient (1992), that the 

form of the novels began to resemble other fiction.3  The most elaborate novel 

from a formal perspective is, however, Anil’s Ghost. Ondaatje’s latest novel 

Divisadero (2007) is largely reminiscent of the form of In the Skin of a Lion  in 

that the author to some extent returns to experimenting by including pictures of 

playing-cards, documents and three stories interwoven in time and space.4   

The form experiments of the early novels are accompanied by a parallel 

pattern in which the descriptions are coloured by history, history-writing, 

historical persons and places. The Collected Works of Billy the Kid (1970), for 

example, focuses on a historical person, namely the gunman and western legend 

of the title. Coming through Slaughter concentrates on the life of Buddy Bolden 

as a jazz musician in New Orleans at the turn of the last century. These two 

novels are followed by a book about the fairly happy 1920s circling around 

Ondaatje’s own family in Sri Lanka. It came out in 1982 with the title Running 

in the Family. Large parts portray his Burgher minority parents and their lives in 

Colombo, the capital, but the author also describes a journey back to his native 

country in the 1980s. His encounters with relatives and their memories from the 

                                                        
3
In addition to writing, Ondaatje has also directed three films and has on several occasions served as 

editor of anthologies and journals. It was only with The English Patient that the author became 

better known. This novel was also filmed in 1996 with Anthony Minghella as director and became 

the great film of the year at the National Award Ceremony. Ondaatje has also produced a couple of 

films and participated in audio and video recordings reading his own poems. The delimitations of 

the thesis have enforced the omission of these works. 
4
 Michael Ondaatje, Divisadero, Toronto 2007. 
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first half of the 20th century are interwoven with reflections on the ongoing civil 

war. It is thus possible to see two patterns converging in Anil’s ghost. One is the 

author’s craftsmanship, developing from experimental poetry to innovative 

fiction. The other is the recurrence of his wrestling with history and history-

writing in his so far most perfectly shaped novel.  

After single historical personages via family history the author widened his 

grasp in his novel In the Skin of a Lion, which includes an account of the 

situation among immigrants in the Toronto of the 1920s and 1930s. Five years 

later appeared The English Patient, in which the history pattern is toned down to 

the benefit of history-writing. In this novel historical chronology has been 

replaced by advanced time shifts, interfoliating the 20th century with texts by 

Herodotos, the father of history-writing.  

With the international breakthrough of The English Patient, if not earlier, the 

author probably achieved the economic freedom to write about anything he 

wanted. What has been published after that novel shows that it was Ondaatje’s 

native country Sri Lanka that lay closest at hand. The love of his country and the 

feeling of duty to write about it mark the descriptions in the poetry collection 

Handwriting (1998) and the novel Anil’s Ghost, where the political situation of 

Sri Lanka is closely interwoven with the past.  

Although Ondaatje has been awarded a number of honors, including the 

Booker Prize, those of his texts that are set in Sri Lanka have faced rather sharp 

criticism. This primarily applies to Running in the Family (1982), but Anil’s 

Ghost, too, has met with mixed reactions. In 1985 (three years after the 

publication of Running in the Family), when the civil war between the Tamils 

and the Sinhalese in Sri Lanka was raging at its worst, this is how the criticism 

sounded:  

 

He [Michael Ondaatje] needs to realize that history, even when delivered “point blank” has a 

hidden ideological content which does not go away just by universalizing it. It is highly 

unfortunate that a poet originating in the Third World should be glamorizing the colonizers”.
5
 

 

This statement was made by Arun P. Mukherjee in an analysis of Running in the 

Family. Only a few years ago Anil’s Ghost was subjected to similar criticism: 

 

Ondaatje must know that his highly selective contrivance will retaliate somewhere, that its silence 

on class and religion and ethnic prejudice can comfort those with historic or recent privilege.
6
 

 

Several reviewers are clearly dissatisfied, but perhaps Qadri Ismail is the most 

critical of them all. In his review “A Flippant Gesture Towards Sri Lanka: A 

Review of Michael Ondaatje’s Anil’s Ghost” he is really upset about what he 

considers a one-sided Buddhist and Sinhalese point of view in the novel. He 

even counts the number of pages in which the Tamils are described and 

concludes that it is on the short side to give a fair account of the politics and the 

                                                        
5
 Arun P. Mukherjee, “The Poetry of Michael Ondaatje and Cyril Dabydeen: Two responses to 

otherness”, The Journal of Commonwealth Literature, 1985:1, p. 56. 
6
 Tom Leclair, “The Sri Lankan patients”, The Nation, 2000: 19 June. 
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conflict in the island. 7 In other words, he claims that Ondaatje’s novel is written 

from a majority perspective. Nowhere, Ismael continues, are the Tamils 

described as being oppressed. In her response to Ismail’s criticism Radhika 

Coomaraswamy accuses Ismail of confusing Buddhist chauvinism with Buddhist 

humanism. This leads Coomaraswamy to assert that Ondaatje’s novel has to be 

interpreted within the framework of Buddhist humanism and that voices like his 

are needed in the debate.8 Coomaraswamy builds her arguments by providing 

limpid examples from other religions and ideologies with different directions 

among them. A striking example is the difference between Mahatma Gandhi’s 

Hinduism and the Hindu fraction that murdered him.  

After this brief sketch of part of the reception of the novel it can be stated that 

the various contexts of a political and historical character probably play a central 

role.  

To obtain an insight into the Sri Lanka of today one might thus approach the 

various warring groups’ relation to history. Referring to historical events is done 

systematically by several parties in the island, not least in political rhetoric. 

Britain as a colonial power created a special perspective on and context to Sri 

Lanka’s history. The Sinhalese and the Tamils have, in turn, different views on 

history.9 To understand the complexity of history-writing one must be aware that 

the history of the above-mentioned groups has several points in common. One 

important example among many is that the British favored the Tamil minority 

when filling administrative posts in colonial times, which many researchers have 

in recent years regarded as a central reason for today’s conflict in which the 

Sinhalese exercise a hard control of the Tamils. There were periods hundreds of 

years ago which are referred to by different parties to legitimize various claims. 

Hence, it is no exaggeration to assert that the struggle for history plays an 

important part in Sri Lanka today. Society and social criticism in Sri Lanka stand 

in a symbiotic relation to history. This forms a base which enables studying what 

social criticism in the novel is about, which is the aim of this thesis. 

 

The thesis asks the following research questions: 

 

 What historical phases are mentioned, why are they mentioned and 

how are they described in the novel? Is any connection established 

between the present and the past? How is the current civil war 

described? 

 What role does history-writing play in the novel? What role is played 

by the references to archeology, history and history-writing and other 

texts?  

                                                        
7
 Qadri Ismail, “A Flippant Gesture Towards Sri Lanka: A Review of Michael Ondaatje’s Anil’s 

Ghost”, Pravada 2000: 9 June, pp. 24-29.  
8
 Radhika Coomaraswamy, “In Defense of Humanistic Way of Knowing: A Reply To Qadri Ismail”, 

Pravada 2000: 9 June, pp. 29-30. 
9
 Running in the Family includes descriptions of Ondaatje’s parents and other relatives, who mainly 

belonged to the Burgher minority. Apart from the three minorities mentioned there are also Moors, 

of Arab descent, as well as the original Vedda population. The actual civil war conflict basically 

involves Tamils and Sinhalese.  
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The method of the thesis is a contextualization of the novel. The context 

consists of other texts: Sri Lankan history and history-writing as well as other 

literature and film. The selection of texts has been made on the basis of 

intertextual references and cross-references to other contexts.
10

 This means in 

practice that the overwhelming part of the texts (context) referred to has a very 

close connection with the novel. Fiction and films used are also explicitly 

mentioned in the novel in various ways by quotations or allusions, or when some 

character picks out a specific book from a bookshelf! 

Works on Sri Lankan history in English have been chosen with regard to the 

historical events explicitly mentioned in the novel. Culavamsa, the historical 

chronicle, is brought up, quoted and discussed.11  The Palipana character, who 

discusses among other things the similarities between the historical chronicle and 

the famous archeologist Paranavitana, is too clear a reference to be accidental. 

The last-mentioned references pinpoint the Culavamsa chronicle as a central 

work, but also literature in which the chronicle and the historian are named, for 

instance Chandra Richard de Silva’s Sri Lanka – A History (1987).  

These contexts actualized in the novel also remind the reader of a very special 

genre. Linda Hutcheon, who has studied a number of common features in a 

series of works by different authors, names this genre historiographic 

metafiction.12 By viewing Anil’s Ghost as part of this genre, whose signum is 

that meaning is generated from commenting on one’s present by discussing past 

history and history-writing, Linda Hutcheon wants to treat this genre as a variant 

of the historical novel. She writes that historiographic metafictions are no 

unambiguous ideological novels, as they do not try to convince their readers of 

one way of interpreting the world. On the contrary, they try to challenge the 

readers and make them question their and other people’s interpretations.13 This 

                                                        
10

 Whether explicit or implicit references to other texts could or should be used is up to every 

researcher to decide. Literary works mentioned, for example, through quotations or similarly 

can be as decisive to an interpretation as if a researcher finds convincing connections between a 

literary work and a myth, for example – even though the myth may not be directly mentioned or 

quoted. What is important in this thesis is to distinguish between references, since they may be 

of major or minor importance, for instance, if the narrator mentions a work that may be crucial 

to the interpretation or whether one of the characters is just browsing through a book, which 

might very well be a detail in the action and thus less important. The interpretative context 

should determine the importance of the work referred to. The growth of the term intertextuality 

may be studied in the introductory chapter of intertextuality; Theories and Practices [1990], 

Michael Worton & Judith Stills (eds.), Manchester and New York 1995.  
11

 Culavamsa: Being the More Recent Part of the Mahavamsa (translated into German by 

Wilhelm Geiger and from German into English by C. Mabel Rickmers, Colombo 1953) 
12

 Linda Hutcheon primarily discusses this genre in her book A Poetics of Postmodernism – 

History, Theory, Fiction, New York 1988. Chapter 7 “Historicizing the postmodern: the 

problematizing of history”, “Historiographic metafiction: ‘the pastime of past time’” and 

Chapter 8 “Intertextuality, parody, and the discourses of history” are central to understanding 

the genre. Another of her books, issued as early as 1980, Narcissistic Narrative – The 

Metafictional Paradox, forms the basis for a great many of the metafictional aspects 

characterizing the historiographic metafiction genre.   
13

 Linda Hutcheon, A Poetics of Postmodernism – History, Theory, Fiction, New York 1988, p. 

180. 
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multi-faceted attitude is common to Hutcheon’s genre and part of postcolonial 

theory formation. Both postmodern and postcolonial theoreticians are interested 

in highlighting marginalized happenings, such as people who have been hard hit 

by the politics of those in power in times of peace and of conflict. 

 

It is obvious that some critics have problems with the contemporary context in 

the novel. In my view, as already mentioned, it is misleading to interpret 

Ondaatje’s writing as apolitical. There are several threads in the novel that relate 

to history, which those critics who call for some sort of a social critical context 

have simply overlooked. That this is the case is one thing I hope to demonstrate 

in a future doctoral thesis, for which this licentiate thesis forms a part. 

Anil’s Ghost is hard to fit into a specific genre. A few clear examples from 

this mixture are the political and the historical novel, but it also contains features 

of the detective novel and the spy thriller. Mixing genres like this is not 

uncommon in postmodern literature. 

Another feature is the italicized passages that turn up sporadically. The 

anonymous prologue with its retrospective account of Anil’s professional life is 

one of seven separately placed italicized passages. The first four passages in 

italics occur in Chapter One, the fifth in Chapter Two, the sixth in Chapter Four 

and the seventh in Chapter Six. There are a few other italicized passages that are 

not, however, separated from the rest of the text. One of them is a clear dream 

that Anil Tissera has while sick from fever, and another is a letter, contexts 

which also separate these two from the others. One can also recognize the 

postmodern genre by the altogether broken-up chronology, challenging the 

reader to keep the plot together by means of scraps elucidating the fictional 

structure. If, despite this, the action is tied together in chronological order (with 

marked jumps in time) a summary would look as follows: 

The two brothers Sarath and Gamini are born some time in the 1940s. They 

grow up and train to become an archaeologist and a physician, respectively. Anil 

is born in 1970, spends much of her childhood at school and trains swimming in 

her spare time. She is educated in England and obtains a job in the USA as a 

forensic physician. About the same time as Anil’s career gets going in the 1980s 

civil war escalates in Sri Lanka, affecting several of the characters whom Anil 

subsequently meets. Some time before 1993 Anil receives a mission from the 

UN to investigate an obscure death that has occurred in Sri Lanka. 

The story begins when, after 15 years abroad, she returns to Colombo, the 

capital, in March 1993 to devote seven weeks to the investigation. It is through 

her mission that she meets Sarath, the archaeologist. During her travels, one goal 

being the ruins of a monastery, they meet with his teacher Palipana, who lives in 

a small glade close to the ruin. Palipana is the character who most frequently 

compares the current situation with examples from Sri Lanka’s history. 

They also run into the former miner and artisan Ananda, with whom they 

spend some time together in an old farm surrounded by buildings (a walawwa), 

hidden from the eyes of the government. Finally they get in touch with Gamini, 

who assists in their investigation in the last third of the novel. They never get the 

chance to finish the investigation. Anil’s flight out of the country is prepared for, 

Sarath is murdered, probably by adherents to the government, and even Sri 



 11 

Lanka’s president is assassinated by a Tamil suicide bomber. The novel ends in 

the undecided future after 1993, at which time Ananda reconstructs a Buddha 

statue. 

 

The descriptions of the 1983 to 1993 period are stamped by the civil war, in 

which some of the important characters in the novel appear, namely the miner 

and artisan Ananda Udugama and his wife Sirissa. In connection with the 

portrayal of Gamini several passages occur that are immediately linked to the 

civil war in the form of descriptions from various hospitals. Ananda is mainly 

portrayed in great parts of Chapter Four and in the whole of the last chapter, 

which functions as an epilogue. Just as the role of Kip in The English Patient  

grows in importance as that novel proceeds, the focus here shifts from Anil, the 

chief protagonist, to several other characters, among whom  Gamini and Ananda 

and, not least,  Sarath may be viewed as the most central ones.  

Throughout Anil’s Ghost metafictional links may be found, for example when 

the narrator or one of the characters reflects on the writing process or other 

creative arts.  The novel is thus marked by metafictional self-reflection of an 

intermedial character as is typical of historiographical metafiction. However, not 

only arts are discussed but also other writing activities, one of which is history-

writing.   

The book also actualizes a series of postcolonial issues. The action is set in a 

former British colony, problematizing history and history-writing from various 

perspectives.  The history of their own country is one of the most debated topics 

in former colonies. Postmodern form and the primarily postcolonial content 

constitute the framework of the starting points of the analysis.  

As for the structure of the licentiate thesis, it begins with the introduction and 

is followed by a chapter on previous research with emphasis on history and 

history-writing. Chapter Three contains the starting points of the analysis. After 

the actual analysis in Chapter Four the thesis concludes with a summary.  
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Previous research focusing 
on history 

Chapter Two concentrates on research concerning Ondaatje’s prose and is 

centred on areas relevant to the study like history, history-writing, fiction and 

metafiction. First, however, it is appropriate to give a short overview of a 

selection of key works in Ondaatje research, in order both to summarize the very 

extensive research and to demonstrate the width to which Ondaatje’s novels 

seem to inspire researchers.  

Two of the four most comprehensive studies of Ondaatje’s poetry and prose 

are a couple of essay volumes from 1985 and 1994. In the first, Spider Blues – 

Essays on Michael Ondaatje, his works are divided into two sections: The Poetry 

and The Longer Works.14 Spider Blues contains, among other things, several 

fairly long reviews of the poetry.  The longer works are studied from various 

aspects, such as narratological and postmodern aspects. There are also a few 

articles on art and photography.  Linda Hutcheon contributes the article “The 

Postmodern Challenge”, where she primarily discusses the fictional memoirs 

Running in the Family (1982). The other collection of essays, the Michael 

Ondaatje Issue, presents new points of view such as genre issues, gender 

perspectives, the poetic imagery, postmodernism, postcolonialism, politics, his 

short films and some archive material linked to In the Skin of a Lion (1987) as 

well as some interviews with the author.15 

In Douglas Barbour’s monograph Michael Ondaatje (1993), which covers 

analyses of Ondaatje’s works up to and including In the Skin of a Lion, the writer 

seems to discern a process leading from modernist features in the early poetry to 

postmodern features in the works from The Collected Works of Billy the Kid 

(1970) onwards to Running in the Family.16 In the Skin of a Lion takes the 

authorship in a slightly different direction, according to Barbour. Ondaatje’s 

focus on immigrants and marginalized narratives mark a clear postcolonial 

turn.17 In my view, postcolonial elements occur as early as Running in the 

Family, from 1982, that is six years before In the Skin of a Lion, reflecting 

Ondaatje’s interest in history. The two books of essays and Barbour’s 

monograph roughly illustrate a shift in research interest from poetry to prose.    

However, in 2003 appeared Sam Solecki’s interesting book on Ondaatje’s 

poetry, including a substantial chapter on Handwriting, the collection of poems 

                                                        
14

 Sam Solecki, (ed.), Spider Blues – Essays on Michael Ondaatje, Montreal 1985. 
15

 Essays on Canadian Writing, Michael Ondaatje Issue, No. 53: Summer 1994, Toronto 1994. 
16

 Douglas Barbour, Michael Ondaatje, New York 1993. 
17

 Ibid., pp. 5 – 9. 
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which precedes the publication of Anil’s Ghost by two years. One theme in 

Ondaatje’s works is history and history-writing, which is in focus in this thesis. 

This theme has also been noticed by a number of researchers. The aim of the 

following discussion is to demonstrate the width of Ondaatje research, which 

may serve as an introduction to those who wish to devote themselves to the 

works of Ondaatje.  The main purpose is, however, to identify major previous 

research of interest and importance to the research presented in this licentiate 

thesis. 

   

Early prose 

Historical characters in America 

Michael Ondaatje’s works from the 1970s are strongly linked to historical 

characters. One of the most critical researchers deals with some of Ondaatje’s 

early works, The Collected Works of Billy the Kid, and Coming Through 

Slaughter (1976). 18 19 The former work appears as a collection of poems with 

prose elements rather than a novel. In her article Ajay Heble brings up what she 

considers the problems with history in the early writings.  Heble goes through 

The Collected Works of Billy the Kid. She compares the collection with Coming 

Through Slaughter (1976), Ondaatje’s first novel.20 Both books are about 

historical personages who have gradually turned into American legends. The first 

deals with Billy the Kid, the gunman, and the second with Buddy Bolden, the 

jazz musician.21 The author’s interest in using historical characters in his works 

thus begins early on in his career.  However, Heble claims that the two works 

cannot be classified as historical novels in a strict sense, but that Ondaatje’s 

attitude to history is something that needs to be understood, since it plays a 

central part in his works. 22  

Heble classifies the two texts as postmodern by finding patterns in which the 

author transcends traditional borders between fiction and history as well as 

historical fiction and autobiography.23 Furthermore, Heble finds that the actual 

narration is commented on, which indicates that the author shows metafictional 

tendencies early on in his work. According to Heble, this labels the two works as 

postmodern, because Ondaatje challenges the credibility of history-writing by 

putting it on a par with fiction.    

Heble finds support in Hayden White’s arguments about the similarity 

between historians and creative artists, since the former, like the writer of fiction, 

                                                        
18

 Michael Ondaatje, The Collected Works of Billy the Kid, Concord 1994 (1970). 
19

 Ajay Heble, “Michael Ondaatje and the problem of history”, Clio: an Interdisciplinary Journal of 

Literature, History, and the Philosophy of History, Fort Wayne: Indiana University, nr. 2 1990, pp. 

97-110. 
20

 Michael Ondaatje, Coming Through Slaughter, Harmondsworth 1984 (1976). 
21

 Buddy Bolden is recognized as the first real jazz musician.  
22

 Heble, p. 97. 
23

 Ibid., p. 98. 
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adopts one perspective out of several possible ones in the field.24 The 

argumentation is also built up by Linda Hutcheon’s theories of historiographical 

metafiction.25 Hutcheon is referred to by Heble in a context elucidating a 

paradox that is central to postmodernism, i.e. that Ondaatje’s novels, as in this 

case, are of course fiction-based but also have strong links to the historical 

material used.  Hence the novels are clearly anchored in historical reality.26 To 

further complicate the matter, Heble asserts that in the two Ondaatje works we 

no longer encounter a more or less true version of the lives of Billy the Kid or 

Buddy Bolden, but instead a problematization and a questioning of earlier forms 

of history-writing and simultaneously bring to the fore the claims on truth that 

can be made by fiction.   

Meta comments emphasizing the creative element in both history-writing and 

fiction are, according to Heble, also found in Coming Through Slaughter.27 She 

concludes that through his works Ondaatje problematizes and questions all the 

earlier versions of Billy the Kid’s and Buddy Bolden’s lives.28 The result of the 

questioning is that there quite possibly exist several varieties of the same history, 

perhaps not an endless number but rather multiple histories, i.e., several versions 

viewed from different perspectives.  Heble’s argumentation does not concern 

postmodern relativism, but rather illustrates the playfulness of Ondaatje’s works 

and his splendid way of utilizing the possibilities offered by poetry and prose to 

actually be able to contribute something to the portrayal of these two legendary 

personalities.     

W.M. Verhoeven, who also takes support in Linda Hutcheon’s 

historiographical metafiction theories, locates Ondaatje’s writings in a literary 

Canadian 1960s together with authors like Leonard Cohen and Margaret 

Atwood.29 In his view, Ondaatje deconstructs the myth of Billy the Kid in a 

poststructuralist spirit.30 What is especially noticeable about Ondaatje’s works is 

their underlining that one historical explanation will always somehow oppress or 

overlook other histories about the same events.31 Verhoeven further maintains 

that Ondaatje’s novels also present fragmentary descriptions of historical 

phenomena, where he clearly opens for a dialogue with the reader, who is thus 

given the greater responsibility of joining together the pieces to a meaningful 

whole.32 Coming Through Slaughter is a particularly good example, says 

Verhoeven, with the narrator simultaneously functioning as some sort of archive 

researcher who actually tires of all facts and wants to dissect and spread them all 

over the place, presumably to create a new picture.33 Finally, Verhoeven 
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considers it due to the reader to construct a new version on the basis of the 

material provided in the novel, just as it is due to historians to join together 

unedited historical data.34  

Douglas Barbour is a Canadian researcher in literature who is well acquainted 

with Ondaatje’s writings. In his monograph he discusses the entire production 

from the debut in 1967 up to and including The English Patient from 1992. His 

fifth chapter has a section on history and history-writing in Coming Through 

Slaughter. In contrast to the two previously introduced critics Barbour sticks 

closer to the literary text and actually comes to grips on a lower theoretical level 

with such relatively simple source critical tasks as studying some music history 

works about what has actually been written about Buddy Bolden. Barbour states 

that the facts about Buddy Bolden that have been really confirmed occupy no 

more than a page in Ondaatje’s novel.35  

The similarities between Ondaatje’s way of writing and jazz music are 

tangible.  Like Bolden, the jazz musician, who builds his music on 

improvization, he improvizes in his story by using anecdotes and rumours. 

Stories like this are common in biographies about jazz musicians.  The material 

gathered by Ondaatje was sufficient to create to structure which, it is true, had 

plenty of gaps, but which could be filled by the author himself, Barbour adds.36 

Coming Through Slaughter underlines that the information that exists about the 

first jazz musicians is scanty. One way which functioned for Afro-Americans 

when it came to preserving their history or their music was to pass it on to the 

next generation orally. The tradition of recording was not as important at the 

time, which unfortunately had the effect that no music by Buddy Bolden was 

ever recorded.   

Family history in Sri Lanka 

The same year as the anthology Spider Blues – Essays on Michael Ondaatje 

(1985)37 came out Arun P. Mukherjee published a highly critical article in the 

Journal of Commonwealth Literature.38 The article compares Ondaatje with 

Cyril Dabydeen, a Caribbean poet who, like Ondaatje, had immigrated into 

Canada.39 Mukherjee’s advocates the thesis that Ondaatje’s successes are linked 

to his having somehow foregone his regionality. Mukherjee contrasts this with 

Dabydeen’s lack of success, which is supposed to be due to the fact that he has 

actually brought up his background and his experience of being a migrant in 

Canada.40 The dominating theme that Mukherjee has found in other immigrant 
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third-world writers is the feeling of uprootedness, which, in her view, is absent in 

Ondaatje.41  

Mukherjee’s harsh criticism is chiefly directed towards the memoir book 

Running in the Family. According to her expectations, a large number of 

elements are missing: being anchored in whether the author has experienced 

alienation, the search for roots, anticolonialism, the cultural baggage of the 

native country, descriptions of places, people and objects that the author is 

familiar with.  Above all, it seems as if Ondaatje does not bring up important 

topics that he should, according to Mukherjee. In addition she claims that the 

works of Ondaatje are caught in typical postmodern poetry of a kind that is 

historyless and does not reflect any social experience.42 The poetry is self-

reflective and ultimately the poet’s own work is about the poet himself.  That 

which seems to be the very requirement of memoirs, namely being about the 

writer himself, seems to upset Mukherjee. Finally, she asserts that Ondaatje does 

not come to terms with his own family’s exploiting relation to Sri Lanka and also 

that the author just glosses over centuries of colonial exploitation.43 This is then 

what is sounded like in 1985. Without doubt this is an unusually sharp attack, but 

Mukherjee’s criticism has been criticized in turn and there is every reason to 

refute it.   

The historical background and social conditions Mukherjee looks for without 

providing in her own article are instead supplied by Suwanda H.J. Sugunasiri in 

a clarifying contribution to the debate. In his article Sugunasiri makes a very 

clear sketch of the political and socioeconomic conditions, locating Ondaatje’s 

family in a specific context, the Burgher minority.44 The realistic attitude to the 

Sri Lankan or what was then Ceylonese background called for by Mukherjee is 

actually there in Running in the Family, states Sugunasiri. The memoirs portray 

the Burgher minority to which Ondaatje’s family belonged in the country of the 

1920s and 1930s.   According to Sugunasiri, Ondaatje describes the first 

postcolonial Sri Lankan culture. The article further asserts that the prosperous 

and decadent minority led a life apart from other social realities, not least since 

Ondaatje moved away from the country at the early age of ten.  His world was 

consequently relatively sheltered.45 Between 11 and 19 he lived in England 

before moving to Canada in 1962. Sugunasiri claims that Ondaatje has also been 

affected by his British education. Being influenced by the western romantic 

poetry in which he felt at home he cannot, in Sugunasiri’s view, be accused of 

evading coming to terms with some kind of alienation in Canada, since it is 

likely that he never had such feelings.46  

It is after all difficult to understand the criticism, both because Ondaatje really 

does deal with his background, as called for by Heble, and because it is difficult 
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to accept Sugunasiri’s defence of Ondaatje for growing up in a prosperous and 

decadent minority. There are entire chapters and passages as early as in the text 

of Running in The Family that both Mukherjee and Sugunasiri seem to 

overlook.47 The memoirs suggest an interest in history and history-writing as 

well as containing passages showing the impact of the colonial administration.  

As early as the third chapter of Running in The Family, if not earlier, Ondaatje 

describes the ravages of the colonial power. He does not do it realistically by 

anchoring the colonizers socially but rather as a poet among poets making a 

journey to his native country.  The chapter heading, Don’t Talk to me about 

Matisse, anticipates a poem by Lakdasa Wikkramasinha (RF. p. 85f), which is 

quoted later, that holds forth European art as a symbol of European colonialism.  

The nude model in the picture is lying on a sheet of blood, the blood of those 

colonized, which may symbolize how the European life style is dependent on 

exploiting the third world. Ondaatje describes the graffiti scratched by the rebels 

on the walls of a school during the 1971 uprising.  The blood on the white 

plastered walls in Wikkramasinha’s poem becomes a parallel to the inscriptions 

of the rebels.  One may thus state that the political and social context is present 

in the memoirs.48 In other words, Running in the Family does not describe 

Ondaatje’s well-situated middle-class family alone.   

The whole of the chapter referred to provides three clues to a defence of the 

novel, which viewed in retrospect might have been Sugunasiri’s strongest 

argument against Mukherjee’s criticism. Besides, Mukherjee accuses Ondaatje 

of not describing the people or definite settings. These appear even more 

unreasonable in the light of four poems that are also included in the third chapter. 

These poems portray living, working and loving Sri Lankan women and men as 

well as various settings. This in turn is placed in a historical context. One of the 

four poems is “The Cinnamon Peeler”, which is perhaps one of Ondaatje’s most 

beautiful descriptions of love, anchored as it is in Sri Lankan culture (RF. pp. 

95–97). In the light of this poem Running in the Family may be interpreted as a 

declaration of love to Sri Lanka. The truth may be that Ondaatje simply did not 

feel any uprootedness but rather as having his roots both in his country of birth 

and in Canada, his new home country.   

Two other critics, Linda Hutcheon and Douglas Barbour, present new material 

for the understanding of Running in the Family. Mukherjee’s call for realism and 

Sugunasiri’s defence of Ondaatje appear unsatisfactory after reading Hutcheon’s 

article,”Running in the Family: The Postmodernist Challenge”. According to this 

article, the main theme by which the book can be assessed lies somewhere 

between Mukherjee’s accusations of it being deconstructive and poststructuralist, 

on one hand, and Sugunasiri’s biographical reading, on the other.49 Like Heble, 

Linda Hutcheon supports her views on the approach between literature and 

history held forth by Hayden White, namely that history-writing may be a poetic 
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construction.50 This will make Ondaatje’s Running in the Family into 

fictionalization of his own history rather than straightforward memoirs, 

according to Hutcheon. Parallel with the family history there are text passages in 

which writing in itself is in focus. This metafictional tendency challenges the 

borders of the genre and, in turn, the reader’s expectations, Hutcheon 

continues.51 She enumerates a number of characteristics of metafictional 

literature like gaps in the text, language games, fragmentary presentation and 

intertexts, placing the memoirs, as well as Coming Through Slaughter, in a 

context which she calls historiographical metafiction.  

The memoirs are part of the reality we can read about, but in contrast to most 

realistically oriented works the fictionalization process is not hidden in 

Ondaatje’s book.  Instead this is part of reality, facing us as a text, like history-

writing. Hutcheon claims that a text is the hub of a network where the actual 

limits to the text are not cemented but refer outwards to other texts.52 History-

writing is constructed, and it is only in retrospect that the historian arranges the 

chaos of facts consisting of past events.53 This is the relevant context into which 

Ondaatje’s memoirs can be placed. Ondaatje describes his family history but also 

political and social tendencies in a text which also has a self-reflective element.  

Hence one may state that literary works of this character can also contribute to 

history-writing, especially at a rhetorical level where all the realistic, fictional 

and metafictional parameters of the descriptive text are included.  

One of Hutcheon’s key statements is drawing attention to the open character 

of Running in the Family. Instead of introducing a work that establishes certain 

facts, one notices the different ways in which events can be described. This 

makes it difficult to do follow Mukherjee in rejecting a work that contains more 

of thought-provoking questions than of definite statements.   

Further interesting observations are added in Douglas Barbour’s monograph 

of Ondaatje. The jazz music played by ear in Coming Through Slaughter also 

affects the memoirs, according to Barbour. The author has travelled around, 

collected and written down oral narratives based on rumours and gossip: “[I]n 

Sri Lanka a well-told lie is worth a thousand facts” (RF. p. 206, 

acknowledgements). Jazz, music passed on by ear, can along with family 

anecdotes be viewed in the light of the tradition of oral story-telling.54 This is a 

tradition that historians, for instance, have had difficulty in dealing with, at least 

until fairly recently, but which played an important role in the social circles of 

the Ondaatje family in the 1920s and 1930s. Oral traditions emanating from 

human beings need not automatically entail untrue stories. However, since the 

credibility of what is conveyed orally can be hard to prove, stories of this sort 

have very seldom been recognized in history-writing.  It is these very 

marginalized individuals or groups left out of traditional history-writing that 

interest Ondaatje, a theme which the author follows up in his late prose, as will 

be demonstrated below.   
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Late prose 

Marginalized history in Toronto 

With his novel In the Skin of a Lion (1987) Ondaatje returns to North America, 

more precisely to Canada and Toronto.55 The novel is a coherent prose work 

without photos or poems, divided into three ‘books’ with three chapters in the 

first book and two in each of the second and third book.  With its 250 pages it 

was Ondaatje’s longest work when it came out.56 The main character is Patrick 

Lewis, whom we follow from childhood to adulthood.  Some patterns are 

recognizable from the earlier works: Lewis is looking for a disappeared 

millionaire, just as Webb, the detective, looks for Buddy Bolden, or Michael 

Ondaatje for his family’s history. Two characters in the novel, Hana and 

Caravaggio, recur later in The English Patient. These recurring characters seem 

to create links between the novels.57 Chronologically, the latter novel starts at 

about the same time the former ends, even though the action takes place in 

different corners of the world.   

History, in Douglas Barbour’s view, is what the novel is about, but not the 

history presented in official archives, but narratives about people on the 

margin.58 In the Skin of a Lion focuses on Patrick Lewis, a provincial, 

surrounded by a group of Macedonian immigrants working on constructing a 

bridge in the Toronto metropolis. In a historiographical perspective the novel 

deals particularly with workers and immigrants from Toronto’s 20th-century 

history.   

The magic realist features from Running in the Family also recur in this novel.  

Barbour maintains that there are no fixed points on which the story rests, but that 

a continuous metamorphosis goes on before the eyes of the reader: history 

turning into fiction and fiction turning into history, two genres that keep 

overwriting each other like a palimpsest in continuous motion.59 The motto at the 

beginning of the novel, taken from John Berger’s book G: “Never again will a 

single story be told as if it were the only one”, illustrates this very feature, and 

also characterizes a great deal of postcolonial literature written over and against 

earlier history-writing.60   

The metafictional tendency occurs at the very beginning of the story framing 

In the Skin of a Lion. This frame story describes a man telling a story to a girl 

during a trip in a car, making us move with at least two narrative levels 
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simultaneously.61 Om the very first page the narrator describes what narrating 

entails.  If he says that there is a castle in a field they pass in the Canadian 

countryside, the girl is able to imagine that (ISL. p. 1). On the last pages of the 

novel the frame story returns (ISL. pp. 243-244).62 What is worth noticing is 

Barbour’s statement that the popularity of the book is due to its realistic 

descriptions of history and people in history.63 It may be easy to overlook that 

historiographical metafiction and several so-called postmodern novels contain a 

fair dose of realism, that is to say that this type of metafictional novels do not 

only reflect on writing or creating.   

Barbour also pinpoints the several metafictional aspects of In the Skin of a 

Lion. Patrick is conducting research of a sort around the building of the bridge, 

thus reflecting the author’s research around the building of the same bridge as a 

mise-en-abyme. The mixture of genuine and fictional documents both point to 

the novel’s tendency towards history-writing and to the short-circuiting of the 

text, because of the mixing of different narrative levels.64 Barbour further 

suggests that the mixture of high and low culture alternates with descriptions 

from the working class. The novel also mixes slapstick à la Chaplin as well as 

including references to the shooting of Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina with Greta 

Garbo in the title role.65 

In the Skin of a Lion is Ondaatje’s first prose work introducing the 

marginalized immigrant’s postcolonial perspective, a perspective with which 

Ondaatje ought to be familiar, as stated by Llarena Ascanio.66 The writer of the 

article supports Barbour’s observation that the novel is about history; not official 

history but the unwritten one which used to be left out.  According to Llarena 

Ascanio, the novel indicates that it goes against official history by highlighting 

the marginal and relegating official history-writing to the periphery. By this 

means, Llarena Ascanio goes on, a political action is performed in the novel, 

since the forgotten group of immigrants and labourers – those who built Toronto 

– are considered more important than single famous individuals, like mayors 

etc., and their individual actions.67  
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The researcher Simone Vauthier takes one further step by determining the 

genre of the novel as belonging to Hutcheon’s historiographical metafiction.68 

Like the researcher mentioned above she underlines that the novel is about the 

ignored working masses and is hence concerned with marginality.69 For the rest, 

the article focuses on silence and voices, which is an interesting perspective 

within postcolonial research.  The immigrants of the novel have no language in 

common.70 Vauthier claims that the silence prevailing in historical archives is 

also the enforced silence the immigrant workers are subordinate to. Oppression 

and silencing go hand in hand.71 Patrick’s breakthrough thus happens when he 

acquires a voice – what Vauthier calls a linguistic breakthrough.72 She mentions 

more examples of characters proceeding from silence or muteness to later 

acquiring the language and beginning to talk.73 The importance of language to 

20th-century immigrants in Toronto is manifested in the way they first acquire 

the language by learning texts and lines by heart from songs and plays to later go 

over to learn lines from film soundtracks.74 Language also plays an important 

role in Linda Hutcheon’s description of historiographical metafiction since, in 

her view, playing with language is one of the features characterizing the genre. 

Language games also mostly break the illusion and may be regarded as part of a 

metafictional game. Metafictional comments, history and history-writing are 

found as well in Ondaatje’s novel from 1992, The English Patient.75  

Historical glimpses from the Second World War 

Descriptions from the two world wars abound. Hemingway’s Farewell to Arms 

is just one example. The English Patient covers the decade prior to the Second 

World War as well as a few years after. Even though the novel dives deep down 

to the time of Herodotos with an anecdote of the famous Histories, the main war 

arena is a villa in northern Italy towards the end of the Second World War. The 

success of the novel resulted in Ondaatje sharing the Booker Prize in 1992 with 

Barry Unsworth. It further led to a highly appreciated film version directed by 

Anthony Minghella, which won the Academy Award.  

The novel was reviewed in The Nation in 1993 by Linda Hutcheon.76 Her 

emphasis is the novel’s documentary focus and the way it moves in the 

borderland between the fictional and the real, surrounded by a historical context. 

The title, The English Patient refers, according to Hutcheon, to all the four main 

characters, since they are all in one way or another victims of colonialism. They 

are searching for an identity beyond the protection of the British Empire, which 
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is on the point of abandoning them. The themes of healing, injuries, bombs and 

burning, which permeate the novel, are not original per se, since the action takes 

place during war, but to Hutcheon they are more interesting as metaphors of the 

complex heritage of colonialism.    

Hutcheon also claims that the gaps left in the text are the author’s way of 

giving the reader a co-creating role. In her view, Ondaatje trusts that the readers 

understand, for instance, that allusions to other texts, like Kipling’s Kim, are of 

importance to the form and contents of the novel. Like writing, reading is, 

according to Hutcheon, presented as a process in all the works by Ondaatje, a 

process joining together life and art, history and fiction as well as the public and 

the private.  

Another intertext in the novel, Herodotos’ Histories, turns into an allegory of 

the book that is just being read.  The shaping of Ondaatje’s interest in history is 

manifested by his use of this pioneer of western history-writing. Herodotos’ 

work is characterized by stories built up of a mixture of facts and anecdotes. This 

is reflected in Ondaatje’s novel, in which the fascination with details and the rich 

imagery accompanying the anecdotes become the author’s signum as against the 

historical facts which only constitute the setting of the story. However, it is also 

noticeable that the focus sometimes shifts from fiction to history and history-

writing. It is not a coincidence that it is Herodotos who is given much space 

rather than The Odyssey, for example, even though that work, too, is mentioned 

in the novel.   

The epilogue in Douglas Barbour’s monograph consists of a brief analysis of 

The English Patient, interfoliated with conclusions drawn from the whole study.  

He states that Ondaatje has always been fascinated by history, which he then 

uses to create complex and elucidating structures.77 He also asserts that the 

reason why Ondaatje went over to writing prose is that the novels offer him the 

opportunity to expound on his interest in the marginal.78 In The English Patient 

the background is formed by the Second World War and its impact on the four 

main characters. Barbour also highlights the geographical and historical richness 

provided when the setting moves from mappers in the Libyan deserts to sappers 

in Second World War Italy.79 Authorship may be considered rich when it gives 

rise to research which is not only comprehensive but also represents many 

different perspectives.  Barbour for his part focuses, among other things, on the 

author’s detailed descriptions resembling imagery.  

A dissertation written in the USA by Renée T. Schatteman entitled Caryl 

Phillips, J.M. Coetzee, and Michael Ondaatje: Writing at the Intersection of the 

Postmodern and the Postcolonial illustrates the way the author plays with 

language.  Schattemann lists postmodern features like fragmentation, loose 

structures and the indefiniteness of the text.80 She also claims that Ondaatje 

places politics in a human context.81 Above all, she finds that his novels are 
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characterized in a self-reflective way by linguistic playfulness. This joy in 

experimenting is found, according to Schatteman, in the magic realism, the 

intertextuality of the novels and in the way the borders between poetry and prose 

are transcended.82 

One of these postmodern features, the interdependence of texts, is used by 

Ondaatje for portraying exile and marginality rather than for pointing back 

towards the text itself to convey abstract ideas of textuality.83 Exile and 

marginality also appear as themes in postcolonial research. Schatteman 

maintains that there are two different experiences articulated in the novels, 

passion in the private world and violence in the political sphere. In his novels 

Ondaatje demonstrates how geopolitical power always intrudes and affects 

people’s lives.84  

Schatteman analyzes In the Skin of a Lion from the importance of language, 

allying herself with the analysis by Simone Vauthier, which was discussed in the 

previous section. In her analysis of The English Patient she finds the most 

striking similarities between the two novels to be magic realism, rich 

intertextuality and the poetic language. She discovers a recurrent theme whereby 

characters in both novels lose and regain their language. In The English Patient it 

is Hana the nurse who regains her language through literature.85 Another 

character in the same novel also appears to move from silence to taking a stand, 

according to Schatteman.86 It is Kip, the Indian Sikh, who only towards the end 

of the novel achieves a more prominent position. He breaks his silence by 

protesting against the atom bomb that has just exploded over Hiroshima. Kip 

picks on the English patient as a representative of the allied forces, viewing the 

bomb as an expression of western imperialism while any ideas he might have 

had that colonialism would offer a higher order are shattered.87 In my view Kip 

is certainly, like some of V.S. Naipaul’s characters, impressed by everything 

British, but he is in no way uncritical before the end when the atom bomb 

explodes.   

Schatteman also discusses the importance of Herodotos’ Histories and their 

similarities with Ondaatje’s novel, such as their common interest in anecdotes 

rather than historical facts and also in the parallel of the contemporary setting 

with the conditions prevailing in Herodotos’ time between big and small nations, 

a kind of imperialism as early as around 500 BC.88 Schatteman also insists on the 

similarities between the way the two writers transcend genre borders.  

There is of course a great deal of research on The English Patient. Hutcheon’s 

review and Barbour’s and Schatteman’s books only provide a small insight into 

the area. Still, the three of them agree that the major theme of the novel involves 

history and history-writing as well as fiction and metafiction.  
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Historiographical metafiction is one genre by which Ondaatje’s novels can be 

labelled. Even Anil’s Ghost has so far been the subject of a few dissertations and 

articles. The disagreements already noticed in reviewer interpretations lives on 

among researchers, who seem equally divided.  When the topic concerns a 

country like Sri Lanka, which has suffered from civil war in the last two decades, 

perhaps the demands on what is written about the war and how are sharpened. 

Ondaatje’s mix of postcolonial themes and postmodern narrative strategies do 

not seem to arouse the same debate with regard to his novels about the earlier 

20th century. The following section will show that, alongside Running in the 

Family, it is Anil’s Ghost which has given rise to the most forcible debate.   

The present and the past in Sri Lanka 

Teresa L. Derrickson argues in her dissertation Politicizing Globalization: 

Transnational Conflict and Change in the Contemporary Novel that there exist 

novels raising their voices against the United Nations’ universal demand for 

human rights and how these are enforced by the western powers, which have 

some kind of claim to moral superiority.89 Derrickson calls this moral 

imperialism. One of the five novels she investigates is Anil’s Ghost. All five 

novels she categorizes as counter narratives.  

Her argumentation is built, for example, on the assertion that the Anil 

character, the forensic expert sent out by the UN, gives voice to the moral 

imperialism of the west, driven by an equally western relation to facts.  It is 

primarily her scientific background as a forensic expert and the emphasis placed 

by the UN (in reality) on forensic examinations to arrive at the truth, which 

constitute the hard facts characterizing western attitudes.90 Another character, 

Sarath, appointed by the government to assist Anil in her examinations, voices, 

according to Derrickson, the opposite attitude suggesting that the truths of the 

West may be dangerous and give rise to further violence and, in the end, the loss 

of innocent people.  In Derrickson’s view, Sarath tries to make Anil understand 

that the truth is often in the hands of those in power and the consequences may 

thus be disastrous.91 Derrickson bases this, for example, on the observation that 

Sarath sacrifices his life as a result of Anil’s discoveries.   

It may be conceded that Anil to some extent is portrayed as a truth-seeker. 

Sarath, on the contrary, is a fairly complex character who cannot be 

unambiguously seen as a representative of some kind of eastern attitude or 

cautious Sri Lankan wait-and-see policy. Throughout the novel, except for the 

end, Sarath’s double-dealing is described in that he acts as an errand-boy to the 

government simultaneously with assisting Anil and, consequently, the UN.  

The content of Derrickson’s reasoning is that the truth looks different in Sri 

Lanka and other parts of the world ravaged by a similar civil war. Derrickson’s 

conclusion stems from relativism. Truth and justice, according to Derrickson, 
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depend at least partly on context and culture and cannot derive from outside, 

from the UN, for example, she asserts.92 In her view, Ondaatje actually 

represents the doubt of the value of such truth and justice as may be revealed by 

UN’s intervention during or after conflicts. To follow Derrickson in splitting up 

the political context into simple oppositions is no plausible assessment of a 

complex novel like Anil’s Ghost.  

Antoinette Burton’s article “Archive of Bones: Anil’s Ghost and the ends of 

history” discusses the role of the UN and whether the attitude represented by 

forensic medicine can really form the basis of truth, or if other knowledge should 

be made use of. 93 This is, in her view, what Ondaatje highlights in his novel.94 

She also elucidates the importance of history and history-writing, which are at 

the very heart of the novel.95 However, Burton’s analysis of characters is at the 

same level as Derrickson’s in maintaining that the characters constitute the 

voices emanating from the consciousness of the author.96 Burton analyzes the 

Palipana character as though it is his perspective that affects Anil, a perspective 

aiming at making her, too, consider Europe as a small landmass on the Asiatic 

continent.  This reverse perspective, from Anil’s and a western point of view, 

Burton motivates by claiming that Palipana is an anti-colonialist.97 To some 

extent, Burton departs from Derrickson in stating that Anil experiences a 

metamorphosis which leaves her in the same camp with Palipana, the anti-

colonialist and archaeologist. This reasoning is partly simplified, since Palipana, 

like Sarath, is a very complex character.  His anticolonialism is described 

positively, but his role as a nationalist is ambiguous, since the actual war is 

waged between nationalists and separatists. In my view, both Derrickson’s and 

Burton’s argumentations simplify the complex situation illustrated in the novel.  

Burton pinpoints the political context and its importance to the consequences 

of truth.98 In the end she is, however, much more critical of the novel. She claims 

that both Anil and Ondaatje himself end up in some kind of apolitical oriental 

box.  Burton insists that the novel neither convinces as criticism of history-

writing nor contains the pedagogical approach called for by so many postcolonial 

critics. She admits, however, that the novel raises a number of interesting issues 

concerning how to relate to truth and history and how accounts of victims of 

different wars could be justly and fairly portrayed.99 Neither Derrickson nor 

Burton discusses the specific descriptions of victims that are included in the 

novel. In their hunt for whether the novel contains a political or historical context 

they overlook its central elements which I hope to be able to highlight in my 

research.   
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Brenda Glover, in a survey article of Ondaatje’s fiction, seems to have a 

clearer concept in her discussion of, for instance, Anil’s Ghost.100 Glover claims 

that Ondaatje’s works are characterized by postcolonial themes like rootlessness 

and alienation. She highlights the stories of marginalized people, those who have 

been ignored by official history-writing.
101

 This is a way of challenging history-

writing in the hands of those in power, in this case the Sri Lankan government.102 

In her view, the characters are described as rootless strangers in society, as is 

obvious in several of the author’s prose works.103 But Ondaatje also draws the 

attention to how the stories are structured, in other words, to writing as 

construction.104  Ondaatje constructs history, identity and memory through 

language.105 This bears testimony to a trust in language, which is also a 

characteristic of historiographical metafiction.   

She clarifies how Ondaatje’s writing technique functions, entailing that the 

author does not oppress the reader with a great many descriptions of atrocities, 

but instead concentrates the descriptions of violence (which in itself may be a 

drawback) based on film technique: first a broad point of view directed towards 

the historical background or group of characters and what they do, then going 

over to panning into a single individual point of view to finally focus on a single 

detail in the picture being sketched. According to Glover, it is often the last 

description that touches and effectively affects the reader.106  

It is of course difficult to prove what the effect is on different readers, but the 

analysis of the writing technique is clarifying. The italicized opening scene of the 

novel is, for example, characterized by how the focus shifts from the birds’-eye 

to the worms’-eye view.107 Finally, Glover accounts for some psychologizing 

effects and for how the traumatic passages are experienced. What is worth 

noticing is that even Glover, as a reader, notices how Ondaatje puts man in the 

centre, and she finishes her article by describing how Gamini stops believing in 

the rule of man on earth, clinging to one single principle: the love of mothers for 

their children.108 Glover also puts the emphasis on how the language has a kind 

of healing function against alienation and being pushed aside.109 It is interesting 

to watch how Derrickson and Burton concentrate on major processes like social 

background, political adversaries and the course of historical events. Thus 

Glover’s approach forms a contrast in which she presents a more intimate 

perspective emanating from that which is closest to the human being.  
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In a similar way Geetha Ganapathy-Doré discusses in the article110 

“Fathoming private woes in a public story – A study of Michael Ondaatje’s 

Anil’s Ghost”, which takes a broad approach to the novel.  She accounts briefly 

for several aspects. The first article of this research survey discusses, for 

example, the symbolism of the novel.
111

 Ganapathy-Doré points to the interplay 

in the novel between how Ananda, the miner and later craftsman, moves between 

depth and surface, similarly to how Anil’s, the swimmer’s, relation to water also 

illustrates a movement between surface and depth.112  

Her article is fairly descriptive in that it seems to lack a dominant thesis. 

Instead, she sketches the appearance of symbolism, form and plot. Beyond 

descriptions she also briefly discusses history-writing and metafiction.  The merit 

of Ganapathy-Doré’s approach is perhaps not a holistic one but rather depends 

on the details. She emphasizes native sources, finding a meaning in the words in 

the novel that are actually in Sinhalese. Or in Spanish! These words are, in her 

view, naturally of importance to the interpretation of the novel.  

The postcolonial themes indicate, according to Ganapathy-Doré, that the 

novel turns against western history-writing.
113

 As an example of such themes she 

mentions the critical use of sources characterized by orientalism, such as the 

description of the atlas in one of the italicized passages. She considers the entire 

novel as being stamped by its multiple character with several voices from the 

margin, which thus makes Anil’s Ghost into a counter text to the Great 

Narratives in the west.  

Both Glover’s and Ganapathy-Doré’s articles are relatively positive to the 

novel. Maybe their merits lie in approaching the novel text from what it actually 

says and not, like LeClair (the newspaper reviewer mentioned in the introductory 

chapter) or Derrickson, who discuss what is not there.  The research seems to 

oscillate between what is lacking in the author’s works and their poetical merits. 

In my view, it is misleading to interpret Ondaatje’s writings as interesting but 

apolitical.  There is clearly a problem with how to interpret the historical context 

or the metafictional comments in the novel, but this in itself provides a reason to 

study in greater detail the very borderland between history-writing, fiction and 

metafiction.   

The article “In defense of Anil’s Ghost” by Chelva Kanaganayakam gathers a 

number of interesting points of view, both for and against the novel.  

Kanaganayakam has gone through some of the critical reviews and defends the 

novel in an interesting way.114 Among other things, he gives an account of the 

difficulty in obtaining a fairly correct picture of the conflict. In his discussion of 

two articles written by Ranjini Mendis and Quadri Ismail, mentioned in my 

introduction, Kanaganayakam makes the following statement: “In short, for 
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Mendis, the novel is clearly anti-Sinhalese, and for Ismail the novel is blatantly 

against all minority groups and decidedly pro-Sinhalese.”115 This suggests an 

attempt to view the novel from a correction framework, where the individual 

critic enumerates what is lacking and what is included, or rather what should be 

included if viewed from a special perspective.   

A recent book by Lee Spinks on Ondaatje’s writing devotes considerable 

space to sorting out the political contents of the novel.  Spinks widens the 

context by systematically going through the background to the conflict between 

the Sinhalese and the Tamils.  He concentrates on essential facts like the murder 

of the Indian prime minister Rajiv Gandhi in Tamil Nadu, the Colombo pogrom, 

and the role played by JVP. Spinks’ main argument, as far as I understand, is that 

Ondaatje’s novel has an overwhelmingly Sinhalese perspective on the conflict.   

He bases his argumentation for instance on previous research and on interviews 

with the author. In his criticism Spinks pinpoints the parallels drawn by the 

author both as a person and in his novel between civil war in Sri Lanka and other 

countries like Guatemala, thereby downtoning the fact that the Tamils fight for a 

country of their own.  As even central contexts like the historical chronicles are 

elucidated, Spinks’ analysis of Anil’s Ghost makes an excellent introduction. 

Still, Spinks does not enter into polemics with the Ondaatje’s critics but argues 

that the author’s merits have been overshadowed by critics who have called for a 

more solid context around the conflict in the novel. 116 

A most interesting article about Anil’s Ghost is Marlene Goldman’s overview 

of the importance of Buddhism in the novel.117 The central focus of this article 

lies slightly beyond my area, since I am not writing about Buddhism at large.  It 

is interesting, however, that she, too, like several other Ondaatje researchers 

including myself, illustrates the strong criticism Ondaatje has received over the 

years: “Critical responses to Michael Ondaatje’s depictions of war-torn Sri 

Lanka have been polarized and politically charged.”118 It is of course 

unavoidable that research on an international authorship sheds light on similar 

insights. Goldman’s article carries such weight for my own research that I will 

discuss and counter her observations in my analysis section (Chapter 4) instead 

of incorporating the main part of her reasoning in this section.  

To sum up the above reasoning, Ondaatje’s concentration of history and 

fiction has greater brilliancy in the more recent prose works. From Coming 

Through Slaughter to Anil’s Ghost the space given to history-writing and 

metafiction seems to increase. Buddy Bolden, the jazz musician, and the author’s 

own family play clear roles in his early prose, while prominent positions are 

reserved for Herodotos in  The English Patient and  the well-known Sri Lankan 

archaeologist S. Paranavitana in Anil’s Ghost, as reflected in the Palipana 
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character.119 The metafictional comments no longer solely concern how to write 

poetry or fiction in general but also history-writing in particular.  Earlier research 

has noticed Ondaatje’s interest in history and, more specifically, events and 

personalities in the background, i.e., at the margin of official history-writing. 

Linda Hutcheon and Douglas Barbour have also focused on metafictional 

comments and classified some of Ondaatje’s works in the genre of 

historiographical metafiction. 

What is remarkable is that, despite the convincing efforts by research as 

regards how his novels can be read, Ondaatje has been accused of misleading 

and close to oriental descriptions.  The descriptions about Canada in the 1930s or 

Europe during the Second World War seem to be sufficiently located in the past 

to be accepted and praised, but the one of the recent controversial civil war in Sri 

Lanka seems to give offence in some circles.   The fragmented text, the detailed 

descriptions and the foregrounding of the human being seem to some critics who 

miss the sociopolitical context to be the wrong approach.  Perhaps they have 

simply overlooked the novel’s thoroughgoing descriptions of the civilian 

victims’ exposed position. In this thesis it is claimed that the references to 

history and not least to history-writing are of the utmost importance for 

understanding the novel’s social criticism. This criticism is not characterized by 

the ambitions of ‘realpolitik’, since the author does not possess such power, but 

the social criticism is sooner to be found at a rhetorical level.  Before the analysis 

chapter I want, however, to go through the theoretical starting points which form 

the basis for the subsequent reasoning.  

Theoretical base 

A good archaeologist can read a bucket of soil as if it were a complex historical novel (s. 151). 

 

‘American movies, English books — remember how they all end?’ Gamini asked that night. ‘The 

American or the Englishman gets on a plane and leaves. That’s it. The camera leaves with him. 

He looks of out the window at Mombasa or Vietnam or Jakarta, someplace now he can look at 

through the clouds. The tired hero. A couple of words to the girl beside him. He’s going home. So 

the war, to all purposes, is over. That’s enough reality for the West. It’s probably the history of 

the last two hundred years of Western political writing. Go Home. Write a book. Hit the circuit.’ 

(pp. 285-6). 

 
The historical novel and the political novel are the two genres mentioned in the 

above quotation from Anil’s Ghost. Politics and history play a decisive role in Sri 

Lanka, where politics is seldom discussed without referring to history. History 

and politics are also two important ingredients in the genre called 
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historiographic metafiction by Linda Hutcheon.120  The genre has its predecessor 

both in the realistically stamped historical novel and in the literary 

postmodernism that arose in the 1960s.  But it is perhaps above all the political 

context that played the crucial role when authors, journalists and other debaters 

began to seriously question what the US government was doing in Vietnam 

while simultaneously calling in question the history-writing that did not agree 

with journalists’ reports.121 In addition to discussing politics and history this was 

combined with a novel attention to how historical events could be written and 

reported on.  The criticism of history-writing was directed both against form and 

contents. The genre is no short-lived phenomenon taking place during a single 

decade, but Hutcheon finds several examples from the 1970s and 1980s as well, 

including books like Shame and Midnight’s Children by Salman Rushdie, In the 

Skin of a Lion by Michael Ondaatje but also Ragtime by E.L. Doctorow and 

Catch 22 by Joseph Heller. Applying Hutcheon’s genre provides a strong basis 

for creating interpretations which can also elucidate Anil’s Ghost. 

 

 

 

Historiographical metafiction  

 

The past really did exist, but we can “know” that past today only through its texts, and therein lies 

its connection to the literary.
122 

 

Two of Ondaatje’s novels, Running in the Family and Anil’s Ghost, have a 

striking element of references to history and can also be considered political, 

since they make use of one of the main features of the genre, which entails that 

history-writing in the service of the nation or those in power is problematized, 

while at the same time presenting an alternative to the history of the authorities 

in the form of a narrative based on historical sources.  

The second main feature is not just problematizing the history of the 

authorities and what it says, but that the authors place the way history is written 

in the centre by elucidating and problematizing the way history-writing is 

constructed. Hutcheon emphasizes, however, that “[t]he provisional, 

indeterminate nature of historical knowledge” is not a discovery of 

postmodernism. What is typical of postmodern art, on the contrary, is all its 

questions about history-writing. The skepticism is, for instance, aimed at 

ontological and scientific questions about historical “facts” or the doubt of what 

is considered by historians as a neutral and objective way of writing or 
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narrating.123 Hutcheon also asserts that history is not denied, but the interest in 

history is rewritten by discussing it and illustrating the prevalence of history in 

literature, for example.124  Anil’s Ghost contains not only a problematization of 

metahistorical issues but also questions of a metafictional character.  Ondaatje is 

one of those illustrating the difficulties of writing in general, and novel-writing 

in particular. 

The history-writing that Ondaatje and other authors turn against is that which 

was produced by the colonial powers, which means that the authors 

problematized, for example, nationalism both as an anti-colonial strategy and in 

relation to the colonial project at large, but also that they present alternatives to 

predominant history-writing. 

   

Nationalism and nationalist history-writing in relation to 
colonialism and postcolonialism 

 

Nationalistic history-writing is a highly problematic phenomenon as regards 

postcolonial nations.125 This is partly due to the tightness by which nationalism 

and colonial expansion were interwoven, partly to the role of nationalism in the 

anti-colonial struggle. To begin with, there is reason to discuss what nationalism 

meant to colonialism.  

Nation was supposed to be formed according to a pattern characterized by 

development. Since the European big powers considered that several of their 

colonies were insufficiently developed, they were to be raised to a European 

level by industrializing and missionizing and by introducing laws, building a 

functioning infrastructure and giving the population of the country more 

education.  During this phase of colonialism ideas stamped by nationalism were 

among those made use of. To carry out the project they needed to exploit the 

colony’s inhabitants, not only as workers but also on some minor administrative 

posts.  

A colonized person on the administrative side should more or less “become” 

an Englishman and learn to understand British culture. Ethical education should 

take place through mission at the same time as it was thought possible to transfer 

English values to the population through the study of British culture in general 

and literature in particular.  The subordinate should become “more British than 

the British themselves”.126 Such an attitude showed contempt towards the 

                                                        
123

 Ibid., p. 88. 
124

 Ibid., p. 89.  
125

 Stuart Murray, “Nation/Nationalism”, Encyclopedia of Postcolonial Studies, ed: John C. Hawley, 

Westport 2001, pp. 312 – 315.  
126

 Homi Bhabha, The Location of Culture, London 1994, p. 85ff. Bhabha claims, however, that the 

project more or less had another consequence since the partial presence of what was British in 

imitating colonized man could be turned against the British themselves. This is found in literature in, 

e.g. V.S. Naipaul’s literary characters, some of whom return to the imperial centre to pay back 

through their double perspective for years of oppression and change.  Suddenly the observer becomes 

the observed and the person who was supposed to have become English has now returned as 

anglified alone and can then exert power by giving his version of history and of what happened in the 



 32 

colonized and towards the country’s precolonial conditions. Oppressing the 

colony inhabitants was part of the strategy of the colonists and there even existed 

double oppression of, for instance, women, aboriginals and other minorities 

considered beyond the interest of the administrators. In other words, no 

consideration was taken of those who were not thought to constitute a threat.   

Secondly, nationalism is connected with anticolonial struggle. Although the 

colonial power controlled the media (consisting in those days of the daily press 

and literature) and education as well as history-writing, the authors found a 

loophole.  The fact that literature, in spite of everything, has been able to 

function as history-writing, for example, was because access to historical 

institutions was limited.  Bill Ashcroft and others maintain that postcolonial 

nations have not only fought against the predominant history-writing, i.e., the 

great development narratives of the West, but have also been forced to wage this 

war outside the institutions of the history discipline.127 The possibility of writing 

one’s history or an alternative history in fictional form is one of the most marked 

features of historiographical metafiction but also of so-called postcolonial 

literature.
128

 Epic, drama and poetry are still used today to levy criticism against 

oppressive governments. One example is the allegorical theatre in Sri Lanka.129 

The action is simply moved to another country in, for instance, Central America, 

to illustrate the conflict in one’s own country. 

Thirdly, it is important to see how nationalist history-writing has undergone a 

comprehensive transformation in the 20th century.  Since about the middle of the 

past century historiography has developed in various directions from different 

perspectives. A well-known example is Foucault’s theory of knowledge and 

power. Less accepted by historians but something that has aroused the interest of 

literary scholars is Hayden White’s illustration of the importance of narration to 

the science of history.130 The beginning, middle and end of a story constitute a 

subjective matter chosen by the individual researcher or writer, whether it 

concerns history-writing or fiction.131 Another marked feature is the style which 

characterizes a historical text. In White’s view, historians (like authors) depend 

on narrative strategies for their history-writing.  As already mentioned, form is 
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an important aspect, but so is also the impossibility of writing without 

emphasizing some perspective. The fact that history-writing is also constructed is 

something that the authors within the historiographical metafiction genre 

illustrate in order to emphasize that even fiction, which is constructed, too, can 

be of value when it comes to truth claims. In Anil’s Ghost, for instance, 

nationalist history-writing is called in question. One example is when Palipana, 

the archaeologist, and his team of researchers exploit Sinhalese nationalist 

tendencies in society.  They come across an endless number of objects to 

document and map the Sinhala cultural heritage (AG p. 80). 

In sum, it can be stated that nationalism was thus tightly interwoven with 

colonial expansion and that, somewhat later, it came to play a crucial role in the 

anti-colonial struggles for freedom. The authors had limited access to scientific 

institutions and therefore sometimes wrote the history of the new nation within 

fiction. Nationalism is further complicated because the essential anti-colonial 

fight did not take into consideration the tensions prevailing in the country 

between different groups. These tensions often remained after the colonial power 

had left the country. 

  

Nationalist history-writing 

Native and nationalist history-writing, like literature, has been used for anti-

colonial purposes in Sri Lanka. Several postcolonial theoreticians argue that the 

colonial way of thinking has lived on for a considerable time, long after the 

colonial power has left the country. In Sri Lanka the colonial heritage has 

survived in several ways as manifested, for example, in various buildings. The 

most eye-catching example is a smaller version of Big Ben in central Colombo. 

The name of the capital alone, Colombo, is actually a heritage from the 

Portuguese colonial power.  

Nationalism has been of double-edged importance to the postcolonial nations 

that achieved their independence in the 20th century. On the one hand, 

nationalist endeavours are a prerequisite for the nation to become consolidated 

vis-à-vis the former colonizers. For the new nations, such as Sri Lanka, which 

became independent in 1948, nationalism meant the desire to find a unifying 

national identity as an antidote to the former colonial power. Its nature was thus 

anti-colonial.132 On the other hand, nationalism as an idea is a European 

phenomenon tightly interwoven with imperialist plans from both the 19th and the 

20th centuries. To maintain a nation was not always so easy in the former 

colonies where the colonizers had drawn up the boundaries without considering 

different peoples’ claims on geographical territories. One example is Sri Lanka 

with a majority population of Sinhalese and a minority of Tamils, who have been 

involved at length in a relation full of conflicts with elements of suddenly 

flourishing violent antagonism.   

Benedict Anderson has shown in his book Imagined Communities that nation 

building is not a product of a common language, race or religion, but that nations 
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were and are a product of common ideas. Such “imagined communities” may 

thus form the basis of how to define the characteristics of a certain nation.133  

In his book The Nation and its Fragments Partha Chatterjee criticizes 

Anderson in some respects. To start with, he questions how the anti-colonial 

nationalism of the postcolonial nations can be important if they rest on European 

models, as Anderson claims.134  According to Chatterjee, one must understand 

the nationalism of the postcolonial states on the basis of a division between the 

material and the spiritual.  On the material level it has turned out that the West 

has lately been superior when it comes to matters like economy, governance, 

science and technology. The spiritual is, in Chatterjee’s view, the interior of the 

national, which he prefers calling the cultural identity.135 Chatterjee maintains 

that even if anticolonial nationalism has in many respects adopted western 

material nationalism, it has been even more important to maintain the spiritual 

national identity, that is to say, the cultural identity. 

Language is, according to Chatterjee, one such domain that distinguishes the 

claims of the colonial power from national interests. Even the elite in Bengal, 

which Chatterjee has studied, had a vested interest in being bilingual.  When 

English had replaced Persian/Farsi as the language of bureaucracy in the mid-

19th century, Bengal was retained as the “internal” language belonging to the 

cultural identity of the Bengali elite, which, in spite of everything else, marked 

its distance from the British.   

A similar pattern can be found in Anil’s Ghost, where the importance of Pali, 

the holy language of Theravada Buddhism, both historically and for current 

problems, is underlined. To the Sinhala cultural identity Pali seems to have been 

decisive when it came to consolidating the Sri Lankan nation, initially vis-à-vis 

the colonizers and later as a feature distinguishing it from the Tamils. Again one 

can tie on to Spencer’s theories that the importance of the holy Pali language 

supports the idea that religion might have been the common unifying factor that 

could have taken precedence before nationalism.136 The spoken Sinhala language 

has often been used as a political weapon against the Tamils in favour of a united 

Sri Lanka. Recognition of the linguistic rights of the Tamil minority within the 

nation would probably have created a better breeding ground for peace in the 

country. The Sinhala Only Act from 1956 that was forced through is a milestone 

with regard to radical changes for the worse for the Tamils. They did not, for 

instance, receive any official recognition of their language; nor did they get 

access to jobs within various authorities, and their chances of entering university 

were reduced.137 
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Minority histories 

Tamil minority history is not in focus in Anil’s Ghost. However, I maintain that 

innocent civilians can be regarded as an affected minority. They can be 

considered powerless and standing outside all influence. Anil, Sarath and Gamini 

belong to some kind of middle class, whereas Ananda and Sirissa sociologically 

speaking should be working-class.  On the whole class, like ethnicity, is 

downtoned, not to say non-existent in the novel.  The Palipana character, 

however, mentions a popular rising during the reign of Udaya the Third (AG, 

s.87).  

Ananda and his wife Sirissa are in my view representatives of the people, in 

which case this novel exemplifies “subaltern subjects”, which is in line with the 

historiographical metafiction genre, which so often elucidates the situation of 

those without a voice in society. In the theories surrounding historiographical 

metafiction the term subaltern subject does not appear; instead there is talk, for 

example, of those whose history has not been written, the ignored, who are often 

made up of different minorities.    

One direction within postcolonial research called Subaltern Studies deals with 

people who have been oppressed both before and after the independence 

processes. The subaltern term is taken from Antonio Gramsci’s Prison 

Notebooks (1971), where subalterno stands for the proletariat. Through the 

Subaltern Studies group – a collection of Indian historians from Calcutta – the 

concept is widened to comprise all oppressed groups, especially peasants, factory 

workers, women and tribal peoples.138 Since those who are in government also 

control history-writing, history according to Gramsci is about the state and the 

ruling classes, which means that the oppressed are forgotten.139  

In the historian Dipesh Chakrabarty’s survey the importance of the subaltern 

historians during the last four decades is discussed.140 What Gramsci calls 

subaltern groups was given prominence in the 1960s.  According to Chakrabarty, 

they included groups like former slaves, the working class, prisoners, etc.  In the 

1970s history from below was discussed. Under pressure from various 

democratization processes they began in the 1970s and 1980s to include the 

following study objects: ethnic groups, aboriginal population, children and old 

people, homosexuals and other minorities. Historians are fighting to include 

these minority histories in what they were previously excluded from, namely 

national history-writing.   

The aim of the Subaltern Studies group is to give voice to the ignored classes.  

The work of the group started as a challenge to elitist and nationalist Indian 

history-writing. It was (and is still) thought, for instance, that peasant risings in 

India during the British Raj and other similar phenomena were not given their 

fair share of attention. The group thus wanted to adjust the balance in the 
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academic fields that devoted much space to the elite and to elite culture within 

historiography.141  

The group’s aim – to highlight the subalterns – derives from the view that 

even Indian nationalist history-writing had been long dominated by the society 

elite.  The members came from both the colonial and the nationalist elite. Their 

history-writing had focused on their own groups as foreground figures in writing 

the national history. The oppressed groups had been ignored within that 

framework, even if, according to the Subaltern Studies group, they had played a 

more important role in the growth of Indian nationalism.142 

Ranajit Guha, one of the founders, claims that his own people’s endeavours 

were not included in elite history-writing. The concept is meant for phenomena 

beyond or parallel to various political and cultural dichotomies, such as 

colonialism versus nationalism, or imperialism versus native cultural 

expressions, and instead studying these from a broader base between subalterns 

and elites.143 

However, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak criticizes the group in his article “Can 

the subaltern speak?”.
144

 Firstly, Spivak states that the group’s division into elite 

and subalterns is too essentialist. Secondly, Spivak also elucidates the question 

of the position of women, who are, in her view, subject to dual oppression from 

both the colonial power and the nationalist patriarchy. Thirdly, Spivak questions 

who is speaking for whom.    

Spivak positions herself very skillfully rhetorically, pointing out that 

postcolonial researchers have to be aware of their position, which thus consists 

of European theory (French high theory) schooling and the partial loss of their 

native perspective. She claims that subalterns are still without a voice, since the 

academics within, for instance, the Subaltern Studies group in no way belong to 

an oppressed group, but themselves constitute an elite “speaking on behalf of” 

the oppressed. If any of these subalterns should acquire a voice, they would 

cease being subalterns.145 

According to Bill Ashcroft et al., Spivak’s actual criticism is not that the 

subalterns’ voice cannot be heard or represented.  What Spivak turns against, as 

already mentioned, is an easily definable subaltern identity. What she seems to 

mean is that subalterns may have a voice in certain contexts, but this voice 

appears to be dependent on the power structure within a special field. Their 

silence must be understood in the light of the predominant power. Subalterns 

exist in relation to the group in power and not below or outside its power 

sphere.146 

                                                        
141

 Chakrabarty, p. 216. 
142

 Ibid., p. 217. 
143

 Ibid., p. 218. 
144

 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Can the subaltern speak”, in Postcolonial Studies Reader, Bill 

Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin (eds.), London 1995, pp. 24 – 28. The article was first 

published in Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture, Cary Nelson et al. (eds.), Illinois 1988. For 

those who prefer reading the article in Swedish it has now been translated in Postkoloniala studier in 

the Kairos series, no. 7. (No publication year stated in the edition).  
145

 Encyclopedia of Postcolonial Studies, pp. 420-421. 
146

 Key Concepts in Post-Colonial Studies, p. 218. 



 37 

Spivak as a theoretician is very hard to read, but what is of interest to this 

thesis is her very statement that subalterns cannot actually speak but only be 

represented by someone else.   

This silence is most interesting, since several of the characters in Anil’s Ghost 

who belong to the civilian victims and, in my view, also to oppressed groups, 

never acquire any real voice in the novel. The silence around these people is 

apparent.  It is specially marked in the portrayal of Palipana’s niece Lakma, who 

when still very young, after watching her parents being murdered, is deprived of 

every chance to communicate because of her traumatic reaction to the event.  

Ananda, whose wife Sirissa is murdered and disappears, says nothing throughout 

the novel but only communicates via his craftsmanship. Nor does the crucified 

lorry driver speak who is found by Anil and Sarath nailed to the roadside. Those 

faced by various violent manifestations of power lose their voices in the novel, 

too.  

The power structure in the novel constitutes, to my mind, the tension between 

a rather anonymous power, which only forms a background, and the oppressed, 

who occupy the foreground. This hidden power is not portrayed as colonial 

power but rather as strong national power oppressing Tamils, who in turn 

perform reprisals on innocent Sinhalese. Thus the position of the oppressor shifts 

from the colonial power to the national powers that be.  

I would prefer to regard these minority histories as part of the realistic 

descriptions forming one of the four pillars on which the genre of 

historiographical metafiction rests. I see no contradiction in combining 

Hutcheon’s theories with the aims of the Subaltern Studies group to highlight 

minority histories, despite Spivak’s objections.  This combination of theories I 

find both creative and generating interpretations.  

As the criticism in historiographical metafictional novels sometimes concerns 

nationalist history-writing, the pattern remains the same – criticizing nationalist 

history-writing for highlighting people without a voice, such as immigrants in 

Toronto or innocent Sinhalese and Tamils in Sri Lanka. In my view, it is possible 

to primarily bring out different minorities’ history to also apply to a non-

homogenous group like the one described in Anil’s Ghost, namely the victims of 

the conflict.  The victims of the civil war in Sri Lanka cannot be classified by 

ethnicity, class or religion – war strikes without mercy, but in relation to the 

warring parties the victims are powerless. This powerlessness recurs as a motif in 

the historiographically metafictional novel, forming a motif which the authors try 

to develop and describe via their exposure.  

Below follows a brief survey of what Hutcheon considers to be the early 

tendencies of a novel genre.  

 

The growth and establishment of the historiographically 
metafictional novel  

 

The history of literature behind the genre of historiographical metafiction is 

extensive. The genre has its root in the self-reflective and the historical novel. 
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Linda Hutcheon sheds new light over what we today call the realistic novel: she 

claims that the practice of regarding the realistic novel as the model for the so-

called real novel is misleading. Her point is that a considerable number of the 

novels of today contain at least as much metafiction as realism. She underlines 

this by sketching a development line involving a self-reflective tendency all the 

way from Cervantes’ Don Quijote (1605-15).147 A classic example is that the 

main character has read too many romances of chivalry, and another interesting 

item is the passage from the second part of the novel from 1615 where Sancho 

Panza runs into the novel in which he himself is a character, i.e., the first part of 

Don Quijote from 1605.148 

These literary roots exemplified above flourish in one of Laurence Sterne’s 

works. Linda Hutcheon further claims that the modern novel is more of an heir 

of Laurence Sterne’s novels than Balzac’s. Sterne’s novel The Life and Opinions 

of Tristram Shandy (1759-67) is full of examples of how the reader is addressed 

directly: “In the beginning of the last chapter, I informed you exactly when I was 

born; but I did not inform you, how. No, that particular was reserved entirely for 

a chapter by itself […].
149

 The quotation shows how the narrator has the written 

narrative in his hand and informs the reader of what he knows and does not 

know.  The narrator addresses the reader directly and, in addition to breaking the 

illusion, the writing act is included by references to the various chapters and 

exactly to what has been narrated in the previous chapter as well as what is going 

to follow. A more modern example is André Gide’s novel Les Faux-Monnayeurs 

(The Counterfeiters) from 1926 which is highly stamped by metafiction. Ingemar 

Algulin describes the novel as follows: “Gide wished to sabotage the illusion 

character of the realistic novel and make the reader see that it was fiction”.150 In 

the 1960s there was a total explosion of authors using self-reflective elements in 

their texts. Another tradition that indirectly drew attention to the fictionality of 

novels is the documentary novel, which included source material like logbooks, 

historical documents and black-and-white photographs, where the reader could, 

paradoxically, compare the authorial text with historical documents.  Another 

stitch in the fabric of the historiographical metafiction genre is the historical 

novel.  
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The traditions emanating from the historical novel that form the basis of 

Ondaatje’s writings are to a reasonable extent part of the American as well as the 

Canadian tradition.  In his study of the American historical novel Kurt Müller 

maintains that there arose a new historical consciousness in the second half of 

the 19th century.
 151

 Up till then history had been experienced as a reflection of 

human nature. A change seems to have taken place by which human beings 

appeared to have become conscious of the lines of development and the forms of 

their own era as well as of their own relation to and dependence on collective 

events and general historical processes. The first author capturing this was Sir 

Walter Scott, who in his novel Waverley (1814) combined documentary 

historical material with invented literary characters.  This so-called 

consciousness resulted in increasing pessimism and in that the cyclic effects of 

history started being referred to.  The motto of “history repeating itself” gained 

ground. This meant that the so-called evolutionary development model had to 

give way to this more sinister view of the course of history. In America Scott 

especially influenced James Fenimore Cooper, who may be best known for his 

novel The Last of the Mohicans from 1826.
152

 In Müller’s view, the American 

historical novel is from the very beginning characterized by skepticism and 

pessimism.  

One of the novels anticipating historiographical metafiction is Nathaniel 

Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter (1850), which deals with events in Boston 

between 1642 and 1649. This novel leads the reader further and further away 

from objective facts to a more subjective reality.  Besides, the novel calls 

attention to the possibility of different models and meaning systems leading to 

different variants of history-writing, which in turn underlines the possibility of 

different interpretations of historical events.  Another well-known work of 

fiction is Herman Melville’s Moby Dick (1851), which even more than 

Hawthorne’s novel emphasizes a feeling that history-writing rests on an 

uncertain scientific basis.153  

Müller’s sketch of the predecessors of the historiographical metafictional 

novel continues with Stephen Crane’s The Red Badge of Courage (1895). Here 

insights are given into a specific episode in the American Civil War from 

different perspectives as well as close-ups straight from the battlefield. Since the 

novel, according to Müller, stands in opposition to the American nationalist 

myths about the Civil War, it also takes its place in the skeptical tradition.154 

Modernism in America is, according to Müller, represented by John Dos 

Passos’ historical trilogy U.S.A. with its three parts The 42nd Parallel (1930), 

1919 (1932) and The Big Money (1936). The trilogy is marked by fragments and 

a cubist-like montage with close-ups from the author’s own life, fragments from 

cinema newsreels, etc. In addition, it contains the author’s self-conscious 

description of his inability to link the public and the private, the language gaps 
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between the public and the private as well as the difficulty of forming a 

meaning-creating context.  The novels are strongly coloured by metafictional 

self-reflection and an awareness of the difficulties inherent in historiographical 

reconstruction.  This modernist epistemological skepticism subsequently reaches 

its climax in William Faulkner’s novel Absalom, Absalom! from 1936, where he 

portrays four generations from 1820 to 1910 in his famous Yoknapatawpha 

County.155 

Müller further underlines that Faulkner’s work is “not so much a book about a 

story as about story telling itself”.156 He also maintains that Faulkner undermines 

Scott’s model for historical novels, replacing the liberal development idea with a 

pessimistic apocalyptic vision.157 This vision also forms the basis of how the 

historiographical metafictional novel develops in the 1960s.  

The political background in the 1960s USA plays a decisive role for the 

development of the historiographical metafictional novel. The 1960s was formed 

by several crises, including the assassination of John F. Kennedy, the Vietnam 

War and the assassination of Martin Luther King. All of this made the 

revolutionary spirit flow in movements like the Anti-War movement, Black 

Power, Women’s Liberation, Gay Liberation as well as the Mexican Brown 

Power and Indian Red Power movements. In the USA there were several 

different groups in society that were formed by mistrust in politicians and 

official explanations, not least historical ones. This is manifested in a number of 

novels of an anti-character such as Joseph Heller’s Catch-22 (1961), Kurt 

Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-five (1969) and works by Robert Coover, Thomas 

Pynchon and E.L. Doctorow. These novels are characterized by incoherence, 

absurdity, unforeseen events and apocalyptic visions. Müller underlines that 

norm perceptions had been dissolved and that the experience was that of social 

chaos leading to a general emotional state of alienation and unreality. This was, 

according to Müller, the basic emotion among authors and other intellectuals.158 

Müller concludes by a discussion of the form of these texts.159 It contains 

postmodern features like fragments, broken chronology and a consciousness of 

its own construction.  The authors referred to other texts, and there was a marked 

interest in parody as one of the most important forms for the self-reflective 

novel. Well known examples of parody and absurd elements are Catch-22 and 

Slaughterhouse-five. Müller also underlines that thoughts previously formed, 

where the Grand narrative (explanations sanctioned by those in power and 

western self-occupation) is replaced by some multicultural awareness and anti-

perspective. Only now do many people realize that there exist several 

perspectives which may be of equal value. The margins move closer to the centre 

and some kind of co-existence takes place between different meaning systems, 

world views and reality constructions. More concretely, this meant that many 

people turned their eyes to Indian spiritualism, Afro-Americans searched for 
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their roots in Africa, and there was a general openness for and interest in other 

cultures. Finally the belief in a power centre was totally dispersed, culminating 

in the Watergate scandal.   

At about that time a similar development could be traced in historiographical 

metafictions in Canada.  Wolfgang Kloos presents the historical novel in Canada 

from the 1960s onwards.160 According to Kloos, Leonard Cohen’s Beautiful 

Losers (1966) is the first Canadian novel breaking entirely with realistic 

conventions.161 Cohen thus adheres to his American colleagues’ postmodern 

style.  The novel is playful, challenges genre conventions and is stamped by 

fragmentization, intertextuality and lack of linear cohesion.162 Ondaatje has both 

written about and been influenced by Leonard Cohen. Beautiful Losers is about a 

historian who fails to write the history of a native tribe which has been wiped out 

for a long time.163 One can see that Ondaatje writes himself into this tradition of 

novels that problematize history-writing. Several of his works contain references 

to real persons and real events. At the same time they offer an alternative history 

of a kind about the human condition of forgotten people set in a historical 

context. What have so far been tendencies in Coming Through Slaughter, 

Running in the Family and In the Skin of a Lion are manifested as 

historiographical metafiction in The English Patient and Anil’s Ghost. The above 

sketch of the rise and development of the historiographical metafictional novel is 

important for understanding the literary background to the genre. 

  

Genre characteristics 

Linda Hutcheon’s systematics of the historiographical metafiction genre starts by 

a description of a number of common features that are in opposite relation to 

each other, but she emphasizes that this is not dialectics but rather an insoluble 

paradox of a kind. Novels belonging to this genre question the reference frames 

of history-writing but also those of its own genre in three ways: They focus on 

and confront paradoxes between fiction and history-writing with the emphasis on 

the dependence of both on narrative strategies. They question the relation 

between the specific and the universal, and they question the relation between 

the present and the past.164 In other words, these paradoxes are highlighted in 

order to discuss and problematize, not to deny any form of them. 

In relation to notions of true and false, they maintain the 19th-century realist 

novel and the history-writing existing at the time, forming a norm which applied 

well into the 20th century (and maybe still applies), were constructed so that the 

authors chose, structured  and presented a story which, so to speak, told itself; 
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they made “facts speak for themselves”. Thus an author could conclude his work 

claiming that he or she had written the truth about some course of events. 

Historiografical metafiction questions and opposes this by asserting that, rather 

than one truth, there exist a number of different perspectives from which 

different truths can be told.
165

  

It is also common in this genre to write subjectively, so as not to give the 

reader the illusion that it is an attempt at some kind of objectivity which, as is 

claimed, does not exist.   To do so the function of the text as text is emphasized 

and the identity of the text is never abandoned. The textual identity in turn 

implies that it is never a unique original, just as a historical text is never 

transparent (the former not being just literature, and the latter not history alone). 

The author’s choice of different forms of beginning, middle and end is in itself a 

sign of subjective interference and organizing of facts.166 

History is also preferably viewed as on ongoing process in which it is possible 

to re-write and re-present, and not as a finished chapter.  Openings can thus be 

found for stories that have not yet been told, as mentioned above, stories about 

the victims of different conflicts and about different minorities, or a specific 

story that has already been can be confronted by being described from a different 

perspective.  This is a broad genre where several authors who have been labelled 

as postcolonial may fit in well. Salman Rushdie’s and Michael Ondaatje’s novels 

form obvious examples, but other authors, too, like Rohinton Mistry or 

Arundhati Roy write about marginalized minorities that have been hidden away 

in the history-writing that prevails.  Another  striking example is The Book of 

Secrets (1994) in which the author M.G. Vassanji tells, re-creates and  re-writes 

a historical process in former British East Africa and German East Africa 

(roughly corresponding to present-day Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania).   

To open for history in these novels the authors provoke and parody with 

intentional games and falsifications of facts to illustrate gaps of memory in the 

history that has already been written.  This is also done with a view to 

highlighting what is always present as imaginable, namely that something in the 

history-writing may have gone wrong, whether on purpose or not.  The novel 

texts focus on the process itself with the collection and systematization of facts. 

One example mentioned by Hutcheon is Ondaatje’s Running in the Family, 

where we are made to take part of the narrator’s gathering of family narratives as 

well as the narratives per se.167 

In order to further provoke, confront and question knowledge and power in 

the form of the totalizing systematization of history-writing the authors use a 

style whose purpose is to place provisionality, intertextuality and fragmentation 

in the foreground.  This is to the highest degree characteristic of Anil’s Ghost. 

Threads of the plot are left dangling, references to other texts are common and a 

mixture of different genres is not unusual, containing references to crime fiction 

as well as canonized literature.168 The text in Anil’s Ghost, for instance, is 
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sometimes printed in italics in separate sections, on some occasions italicized 

passages are inserted into the running text, and occasionally the text is 

interfoliated with totally blank pages.169 

A matter which I do not go deeper into in my analysis is the narrator 

perspective, but for the genre at large it is a characteristic feature that 

historiographical metafiction uses multiple perspectives or a very obtrusive 

controlling narrator level. In addition to the importance of the narrator 

perspective it is also striking that the entire communication model is included in 

the form of author, text and reader. The reader is more or less invited to 

participate in the reading of the novel, and some novels in the genre, according 

to Hutcheon, can almost be characterized as some kind of collective project 

where several actors participate to create meaning. They allude, not only to 

various contexts but also to the reader’s ability or inability to form a meaningful 

context or to the text’s ability or inability to do the same.170  

Hutcheon claims that the genre has in itself a didactic ability to communicate 

to its readers that even a reader should be skeptical of history-writing and (as a 

consequence) of positivist descriptions altogether. What is worth pointing out is 

that Hutcheon’s meaning is not that reality is non-existent, but the genre (and 

presumably postmodern art at large) conveys that the belief in our ability to quite 

unproblematically be familiar with reality and to describe it through language   is 

failing. 

The interest in history in Michael Ondaatje’s authorship is striking, 

considering especially that his debut took place in the eventful 1960s. In that 

decade a number of new literary theories were created, some of which formed 

the root system of the new historiographical metafiction genre. The next chapter 

will present a discussion of Sri Lanka’s history in Anil’s Ghost. 
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The history of Sri Lanka in 
Anil’s Ghost 

 

In The War in Sri Lanka – Unending Conflict? (2000), written by Apratim 

Mukarji, the seventh chapter bears the heading “The Burden of History”. The 

burden constituted by history is, according to Mukarji, part of a greater context 

in which Sinhalese and Tamils eagerly discuss and present their own exclusive 

versions of history. This public discussion, or rather quarrel, often takes place in 

newspapers, in seminars, during lectures and, strictly speaking, in every 

intellectual context, in Mukarji’s view.171 In Sri Lanka – History and the Roots of 

Conflict Jonathan Spencer makes an overview rich in perspectives of the role of 

history in today’s conflict.172 The anthropologist David Scott takes one step 

further in his book Refashioning Futures – Criticism after Postcoloniality.173 

Parts of these two works (of Scott’s book in particular) as well as of Ondaatje’s 

novel question the importance history has gained in Sri Lanka. If the Sinhalese 

Buddhist majority had succeeded by peaceful means to integrate the Tamils 

instead of keeping questioning their presence, this debate about history may 

never have arisen. This is something one can only speculate about. The current 

political issue is how an armistice and, ultimately, peace could be reached. The 

year 2000 when Anil’s Ghost came out there seemed to prevail a spirit of 

opportunities, which resulted with the aid of international mediation in an 

armistice in 2002. It was, however, definitely broken and in the last few years the 

conflict has escalated so that today the Tamils have been made to retreat 

radically after a massive offensive by the army, which led to an end to the war in 

2009.   

As seen earlier, the critics disagree about the merits of the novel, the criticism 

of its role as a contemporary description of the conflict appearing from different 

corners.  The focus of the criticism is that Ondaatje uses a one-sided perspective 

or no perspective at all, or even that it is an orientalist novel. My thesis comes to 

a totally different conclusion by demonstrating nuances and important 

counterarguments in the novel.   

Pacifism is sometimes viewed with suspicion, but lies behind an increasing 

number of organizations in Sri Lanka even, both among Sinhalese and Tamil 

victims of the war. One example is the mothers of disappeared or killed soldiers 
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on both sides who support each other’s organizations.174 Camilla Orjuela, a 

peace researcher at the University of Gothenburg, discusses among many other 

issues such peace efforts among civilians in her dissertation Civil Society in Civil 

War – Peace Work and Identity Politics in Sri Lanka (2004). 

As we will see in this chapter, Ondaatje’s novel is, in my view, in line with 

the peace efforts referred to above. Anil’s Ghost contains criticism of the role 

attributed to history; demands from the warring parties are supported by 

arguments from history. Further, the darkest sides of the civil war are shown 

with a both shocking and poetic effectivity, which makes the readers aware of 

the situation. Murder, dead bodies and mutilated human wrecks out in the open 

form part of everyday life in the country, in the novel as well as in real life.  

Parallel to this there exists a day-to-day world where Tamils and Sinhalese 

interact and live side by side, as in the example above with the mothers getting 

together to put an end to the violence.   

The main structure of the discussion of these issues is: first, an overview of 

the historical context, followed by a deeper analysis of the role or function of 

history in today’s Sir Lanka. The chapter concludes with an interpretation of how 

the victims are described.   

 

* * *  
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A discussion of historical moments 

 

The following section basically forms an account of real references to the past 

occurring in the novel. Many of the examples discussed represent historical 

depth, not in the chronological sense but because the style of the novel is 

characterized by fragments from the past presented in connection with a large 

number of different, separate descriptions.  A novel like this touches upon 

several genres, one of which is the historical novel. To obtain any overview 

whatsoever of the historical references they are discussed by means of dipping 

into the long history of Sri Lanka.  The chronology in the thesis description is 

essential for systematizing the enormous material, whose common feature is that 

everything can be linked to the past. This may seem very circumstantial but the 

purpose is to support the discussion of the role of history in the novel.  The third 

section thus discusses the accounts of the present, i.e., Ondaatje’s 

characterization of the exposed civilians in the civil war between the Sinhalese 

army and the Tamil Tigers. In the fourth section my interpretation is presented of 

what I experience as a possible message in the novel. Let us begin some 2,500 

years ago!  

The connection between the novel’s social criticism and history and history-

writing is fairly obvious.  Quotations like “This was a civilized country. We had 

‘halls for the sick’ four centuries before Christ” (AG p.191f) reveal that the 

country has undergone changes described from the perspective of illustrating the 

present with the help of the past, which is not entirely uncommon in historical 

novels.  One possible interpretation is that the country in those days even 

competed with civilizations which are generally regarded as early, such as the 

city states in the Greek archipelago, but what happened to a civilized state like 

that?  

The quotation reminds one of a passage from one of Ondaatje’s earlier novels, 

Running in the Family: 

 

The island seduced all of Europe. The Portuguese. The Dutch. The English. And so its name 

changed, as well as its shape, — Serendip, Ratnapida (“island of gems”), Taprobane, Zeloan, Zeilan, 

Seyllan, Celion, and Ceylon — the wife of many marriages, courted by invaders who stepped ashore 

and claimed everything with the power of their sword or bible or language (RF. s. 64). 

 

This quotation provides a very brief explanation of what has happened in the 

island for hundreds of years in the hands of a number of European states with 

imperialist ambitions.   

Ondaatje thus uses familiar history-writing to illustrate the current situation.  

However, he certainly does not get about it chronologically. The use of history is 

thus very powerful for a reader. Instead of being forced to wind one’s way 

through a motley weave of 20th-century history like the way A. Sivanandan, for 

instance, does in his novel When Memory Dies, Ondaatje draws upon a few 

drastical and powerful scenes.175 Thus the present is given the main focus and 

not the past. The present in Sri Lanka is strongly interwoven with references and 
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comparisons to the past.   This necessitates a discussion of the various 

descriptions referring to Sri Lankan history. One reason why Ondaatje’s novels 

may be hard to read is the fragmented form.  This fragmentary style supplies 

further arguments for systematizing the material chronologically, the emphasis 

on different periods constituting a relevant starting point.     

To begin with, Anil’s Ghost differs markedly from general history-writing 

about Sri Lanka.176 The reader really has to make an effort to find the 

connections, since several markers in the text only indicate a century or a year, 

seemingly without references to historical periods or other mechanisms for 

sorting.  Secondly, part of the history-writing seems to rather directly point out 

the British colonialists as well as the political administration in the early days of 

independence as the persons guilty of today’s conflict.177  Which historical 

periods are important to Ondaatje’s descriptions of present Sri Lanka? In the 

following section the different historical references will be elucidated and 

discussed.   

Prehistory and the arrival of Buddhism – the 6th century B.C.  

The earliest reference to Sri Lankan prehistory is the find made by Sarath and 

Anil of 20000-year-old charred rests of “wild breadfruit” (AG p. 50). The 

historian Chandra Richard de Silva considers that there existed about 27 000 

B.C. advanced tools of stone, and it is believed that they bear witness to 

prehistoric hunters, but there are few traces and very little is known about them. 

Another example reads: “In 1911, prehistoric remains were discovered in the 

Bandarawela region and hundreds of caves and rock shelters began to be 

explored” (AG p. 50). Parts of skulls and teeth were found, and it was 

established that they were older than finds unearthed in India. Prehistory thus 

occurs in the novel both in the form of concrete examples and in a more 

politicized context than other prehistory. The fact that Asiatic culture is older 

than European culture is stated in a brief passage belonging to a different context 

(AG p. 79). The role of prehistory in the novel thus seems to pass by rather 

quickly, as it also does in, for instance, de Silva’s history. This is quite natural, 

since prehistory is generally of main interest to archaeologists because of the 

very scanty written evidence.   

A couple of tens of thousands of years later, about 850 – 700 AD, something 

thus happened in connection with the rise of Buddhism. Archaeologists have 

                                                        
176

 Sri Lankan history is usually divided into periods beginning with Early History, involving the time 

up to ca. 100 BC. During this period Buddhism was, for instance, introduced to the island. This was 

followed by about 1,500 years centering around the following capitals: Anuradhapura, Polonnaruwa 

and Jaffna. About the year 1500 serious colonization started with the arrival of the Portuguese. They 

were outmanoeuvred by the Dutch, who in turn were driven away by the British. The British rule 

lasted between 1815 50 1948, the year that Ceylon, as it was then called, became independent.    
177

 See e.g. R.A.L.H. Gunawardana, “The People of the Lion: the Sinhala identity and ideology in 

history and historiography” in Sri Lanka – History and the Roots of the Conflict, ed: Jonathan 

Spencer, London and New York 1990, or Steven Kemper, The Presence of the Past - Chronicles, 

Politics, and Culture in Sinhala Life, Ithaca 1991. 



 48 

found traces of a permanent population before Buddhism came to the island.178 A 

not too far-fetched analysis is that the traces derive from the Vedda population, 

the aboriginal population of the country, who are hardly touched upon in 

Ondaatje’s novel. The arrival of Buddhism is, however, described as the arrival 

of civilization in the island. Among others, it is Gamini, the doctor, who talks 

about the past:   

 

This was a civilized country. We had “halls for the sick” four centuries before Christ. There was a 

beautiful one in Mihintale. [---] There were dispensaries, maternity hospitals (AG. s. 192). 

 

The novel refers to the Buddhist-influenced advanced civilization that 

introduced, for instance, wards for sick people (AG p. 192). Mihintale is also an 

important place in this context since it was the cradle of Buddhism (AG p. 104). 

Sri Lanka is, after all, the holy nation and protector of Therava Buddhism. The 

historian Chandra Richard de Silva, who naturally accounts for this process in 

greater detail than the novel, occasionally leaves the archaeological traces for the 

mythological past. De Silva describes the Vijayan legend from Mahavamsa - a 

chronicle written down by a Buddhist monk in the 5th century AD – which 

largely describes the immigration into the island and the mixture with the local 

population that took place around the 6th century B.C.179
 De Silva makes an 

account of the importance of the early immigration for the Sinhala identity but 

also for the introduction of Buddhism that took place around ca 250 – 210 

B.C.180   

Not only chronicles but texts and other writings are central in this context. 

One of the five main characters of the novel is Palipana. His name manifests that 

Pali is important in the novel.181  This is the language in which the texts 

preserved from this time were written.182  

Since Pali is also the holy language of Therava Buddhism, de Silva maintains 

that there are signs indicating that it is religion which formed the unifying factor 

about 200 BC.  This unifying factor is lacking in Sri Lanka today, as the warring 

parties exercise different religions. The Tamils are Hindus and the Sinhalese 

Buddhists.  In addition to religion, there are traces of a common culture and a 

common language. According to de Silva, large parts of the island were united 

under King Dutthugami (161 – 137 f. Kr.). But he is only one in a series of kings 

during this period.  This early history described in the Mahamvamsa chronicle is 

much debated by historians.  Where de Silva sees early unification, there are also 
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descriptions of how different local chiefs act. One of these may have been of 

Tamil origin, which means that there are also some traces of early conflicts 

between Tamils and Sinhalese.  However, de Silva makes reservations about his 

own conclusions, stating that it is doubtful whether one can really talk about a 

Sinhalese identity at the time.
183

 On the other hand, there are sources suggesting, 

according to de Silva, that there really existed a Tamil-speaking population as 

early as 200 BC.184  

It is obvious that Buddhism is emphasized in the novel. Viewing the current 

situation from the depths of history may be one way of raising the discussion 

about the civil war from the stagnant position where both groups keep blaming 

each other.  This is entirely in line with the views and analyses of the historian 

R.A.L.H. Gunawardana, who is of the opinion that it is the Sinhala ideology in 

the last hundred years which has radically changed the view of Sri Lanka’s 

past.185 Although de Silva holds back by elucidating the perspectives of both 

sides, even his presentation appears in many ways affected by today’s conflict.186 

This reasoning lies, however, somewhat outside the perspective of the thesis, but 

apart from it being worth noticing, it is also worth mentioning. Buddhism is 

rather positively depicted in the novel and the references to prehistory may very 

well be considered as illustrating the many-sidedness of history and the 

inhabitants’ and invading peoples’ antagonism.  

The Kingdom of Anuradhapura – 6th and 10th centuries (AD) 

Within ear-based jazz music a soloist may suddenly quote a phrase from a 1920s 

tune in the middle of a 21st-century solo.   This way of quoting demonstrates the 

soloist’s knowledge of jazz history and a possibility of renewing the tradition. 

Ondaatje’s scattering of dates reminds one of this type of quoting technique, the 

difference being that Ondaatje in his novels also raises questions.  Why do we 

have civil war now, we who were among the first in the history of the world that 

had medical care, is an example of questions generated, as seen above. A similar 

parallel is apparent when Sarath, the archaeologist, finds four skeletons, three of 

which are from the 6th century, and one from the 1980s. According to Sarath, 

this was the tomb of a holy monk. The findings were made in the Bandarawela 

region (AG p. 20). The time from approximately the 5th to the 7th centuries 

were, according to de Silva permeated with unrest and instability. During the 

previous centuries peace and welfare reigned.  The centuries that followed saw 
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the beginnings of decay as regards the Anuradhapura period, which disappeared 

in the 10th century.187 The bodies of monks that Sarath found are described by 

the way they had been buried and the way their bodies were decaying. The plot 

is deepened by these flashbacks into cultural history.   

Another 6th-century reference is more unclear with regard to the year it 

derives from. In the description of the graffiti, i.e. the inscriptions on the Mirror 

Wall at Sigiryia, popular poetry and history come together (AG p. 82ff). In 

Anil’s Ghost it says that the inscriptions are from the 6th century, while de Silva 

maintains that they were made by visitors between the 8th and 10th centuries.188 

The graffiti were in the Sinhala language. They are short odes to the frescoes of 

goddess-like women, which date from about the same time.  The graffiti has 

been copied and interpreted by the historian S. Paranavitana.189 As already 

mentioned, he functions as a real model of the Palipana character.  Parallel with 

the plot the sudden diving into history tends to form a pattern of sacred texts, 

chronicles and folk poetry. In the graffiti the voice of the people is heard in 

contrast to the current situation where the people have been largely silenced.   

Like the real Paranavitana the fictional Palipana has devoted a great part of his 

life to studying and interpreting the graffiti.  Marlene Goldman has excellently 

investigated Paranavitana’s role for the Palipana character in her article 

“Representations of Buddhism in Ondaatje’s Anil’s Ghost”.190 It is hard to find 

an unambiguous meaning in these 6th-century references. In the novel they 

function as real references in those contexts where Palipana’s trustworthiness is 

discussed and also as examples of differences and similarities between fiction 

and history.  What is further indicated is that there existed a rich lively culture as 

far back as the 6th century involving monk practices, pictorial art and poetry.  

One possible interpretation is identifying the description as an expression of love 

to the home country and its rich past. A more likely interpretation, at least for 

this passage, is viewing it as a presentation to the uninitiated reader of a national 

culture simultaneously with weaving a plot including a recent skeleton among 

the four to increase the suspense.    It also suggests that the three other skeletons 

were buried at a time of peace suffused with Buddhism, whereas the fourth had 

been murdered during the ongoing civil war.   We thus move on two different 

levels. To begin with, the passage is of importance to keep the plot going and, 

secondly, it provides a deeper insight into the relation of the present to the past.  

Another work of importance besides the frescoes is the Mahavams chronicle, 

indirectly referred to by Palipana (AG p. 87). It was written down about the 5th 

century as a more artistic reworking of the early Dipavamsa chronicle. There is 
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also a later addition called Culavamsa, which is actually the chronicle mentioned 

and orally quoted by Palipana, covering the period up to the arrival of the British 

in 1815.191   

Religion historian Steven Collins elucidates how it has been possible to trace 

what sources Mahavamsa is based on.
192

 The word vamsa means chronicle and 

Mahavamsa the big chronicle. Vamsa is a genre of its own, aiming at literature 

on history, i.e. historical chronicles which can nowadays be assessed in the light 

of contemporary discussions about historiography and narration, and not just as 

sources of modern history-writing.193 Mahavamsa consists of early history 

narratives ordered by various kings, motifs from canonical texts – preferably 

from the Pali canon, Sanskrit sources, so-called merit books where what the 

kings had achieved was noted down, inscriptions, poems of wisdom and 

dithyrambs. The dithyrambs used features like puns, witticisms and rhymes as 

well as parallel language structures.194 Mahavamsa, according to Steven Kemper, 

an archaeologist, has become a support for those who believe today that those 

who traditionally ruled in the island were Sinhalese and Buddhists and the partly 

misleading concept that you cannot be a Buddhist without being a Sinhalese.
195

 

Kemper emphasizes that Mahavamsa cannot be a national chronicle, since the 

prominent minorities, consisting of Tamils and Moslems but also of Christians, 

can hardly see their own histories described in the chronicle.196 The quotation 

below is the most obvious example where the past has been used to illustrate the 

present civil war. To my mind this is a brilliant metaphor for Palipana’s view 

that the people should also protest against the rulers of today:  

 

During the reign of Udaya the Third, some monks fled the court to escape his wrath. And they 

came into the grove of Ascetics. The king and the Uparaja followed them and cut their heads 

off. Also recorded in the Cūlavamsa is the population’s reaction to this. They became 

rebellious, “like the ocean stirred by a storm.” You see, the king had violated a sanctuary. There 

were huge protests all over the kingdom [---] (AG. s. 87). 

 

It is not a coincidence that Palipana refers to history in connection with the 

discussion of the circumstances during which the military kidnap, burn and bury 

the victims of today. If the people were able to rise in the 10th century, why not 

now, Palipana thinks. State censorship and control of the media are very strong 

in Sri Lanka today. At the island theatres the bloody conflicts between Tamils 

and Sinhalese are staged by allegorical plays about, for example, state brutality 

in South Africa and Latin America.197 The quotation describes a situation 

between those in power and the people. In the light of the plot, i.e. the situation 
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today, where the current authorities are pointed out as those responsible for the 

murder investigated by Anil and Sarath, it may not be surprising that different 

political and ethnic groups ever so often turn against those in power in Colombo.  

For Palipana this is of course nothing but a very obvious parallel to the 

prevailing conditions.
198

  

In contrast to this example, which is very critical of society, the famous 10th-

century Stone Book is illustrated. The contrast is most noticeable. In fine-tuned 

prose lyrics Ondaatje describes how Palipana goes about examining the huge 

stone book: 

 

He spread his fingers over every discovered rune. He traced each letter on the Stone Book at  

Polonnaruwa, a boulder carved into a rectangle four feet high, thirty feet long, the first book of 

the country, laid his bare arms and the side of his face against this plinth that collected the heat 

of the day. For most of the year it was dark and warm and only during the monsoons would the 

letters be filled with water, creating small, perfectly cut harbours, as at Carthage. A giant book 

in the scrub grass of the Sacred Quadrangle of Polonnaruwa, chiselled with letters, bordered by 

a frieze of ducks. Ducks for eternity, he whispered to himself, smiling in the noon heat, having 

pieced together what he had picked up in an ancient text. A secret. (AG. s. 83)
199

 

 

The creation of Palipana is ambiguous. On the one hand, he is a scrupulous, 

respected researcher, as in the above quotation, but at the height of his career he 

presents unprovable theories about historical events and is ostracized from the 

academic establishment (AG p. 81). However, alternative assessment criteria are 

produced vis-à-vis Palipana’s work. A little further on in the same section, which 

is mostly about Palipana, it appears that he arrives at results that no other 

historian has so far seen: unlawful stories forbidden by kings, the government 

and priests. The narrator reveals that Palipana has found “the darker proof” (AG 

p. 105). These hidden narratives which have been lost on purpose were in his 

view proof of how unpleasant truths were concealed, when those in power 

thought that lies were necessary (AG p. 105).  

One possible interpretation of these fragments is quite apparent, because it is 

next to impossible not to read this description with contemporary events in mind. 

In a similar allegorical way, as in the previous example, a reason suddenly turns 

up why Palipana is erased from the national Sri Lankan encyclopedia and is 

ejected from the establishment, not because of falsifying history but because he 

                                                        
198

 The first sections in de Silva’s book on Sri Lankan history suggest a pattern of unrest and 

instability when others than the Sinhalese are involved, and peace and prosperity when the traditional 

combination of Buddhists and Sinhalese are in power. When de Silva talks about the period from 

about 1000 to 1200 expressions like downfall and decay occur frequently, which coincides with the 

growing kingdom at Jaffna from about the 13th century onwards. This is the kingdom the Tamils 

usually refer to when making claims on the northern parts of the island. Unfortunately, the main 

theme of this thesis has no room for a critical discussion of, for instance, de Silva’s history-writing, 

but I think nevertheless that it is worth noting that there seem to exist traces of history-writing with a 

nationalist flavour.  History-writing with Sinhalese support is exactly what takes place in connection 

with the Palipana character (AG p.79ff). 
199

 In the doctoral thesis there is reason to get back to the fact that the Stone Book is called the first 

book of the country. It is also important to remember that Culavamsa was written with the intention 

of being a more artful re-working of  Dipavamsa. The space of the licentiate thesis does not allow for 

discussing these cultural symbols on the basis of their metafictional function in the novel.  



 53 

has found truths that are unpleasant to those in power. The power perspective, 

minutely researched by Michael Foucault, simply implies that knowledge is 

controlled by those in power and that the thoughts of the people are formed by 

rules and laws that they are unaware of.200 In other words, the authorities know 

that the control of information and knowledge is essential, which is exactly the 

condition the creation of Palipana illustrates.  The novel makes the reader aware 

that history-writing is constructed with the focus on the ideology of those who 

govern. The description can, in other words, be seen as a contribution to the 

debate accounted for by Apratim Mukarji, the intellectual debate going on in Sri 

Lanka.   

Marlene Goldman follows the same track: “[---] I argue that Ondaatje’s novel 

does indeed address ’the burning issues of its time.’ [---] [T]he narrative calls 

into question the long standing ties between Buddhism and Sinhala 

nationalism”.201 If one looks upon the conflict of today from a longer historical 

perspective than Goldman’s, the island is marked by both external and internal 

conflicts.  From the invasions by different rulers from the Indian subcontinent to 

the colonial powers the island has received its influences from abroad.  The 

tendency in the novel, illustrated by the historical references, is that Sri Lanka’s 

past has been extremely eventful, interfoliated with long periods of prosperity 

and different development possibilities. Goldman elucidates the strong tie 

between the Buddhists and the nationalist movement in Sri Lanka, a natural part 

of the country today, according to many debaters.  This so-called natural part 

was not only created but supported and stirred up by the island’s last colonial 

power.   

The British Empire – the 19th and 20th centuries 

From Udaya the Third and the famous Stone Book in the 10th century a void 

appears in the novel with regard to the historical period marked by Portuguese 

rule.  The Dutch are invisible, apart from a few obvious family names.  The 

pattern which emerges is that the next jump takes us up to the period of British 

colonialism, which was characterized by a much more systematized and concrete 

power change than during its predecessors.   Let us study some of the references 

to the British supremacy, which lasted between 1815 and 1948. Throughout this 

period the island was colonized and unified under the British Empire. During the 

course of history royalty from several different countries have adorned 

themselves with precious stones from Sri Lanka – The Island of Gems, not least 

British royalty.   

The references to colonial times in Ondaatje’s novel are, however, of an 

implicit character.  Even though it is not drawn with all the colours in the 

rainbow it forms a slightly toned raster that sometimes affects the descriptions. It 

is my view that the author is probably already familiar with the rich literature 
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about the British period in the island, perhaps even considering that the reader is, 

too.  This is a possible explanation of Ondaatje’s very advanced reference 

technique.  

The portrayal of Anil and of how, despite 15 years’ absence, she is able to 

interpret Sri Lanka from her long-distance perspective, contains many elements 

(AG p. 9- 11).  There are several texts behind Anil’s relation to her native island, 

including both reports from human rights organizations and literary quotations. 

Only after a few pages is Anil portrayed against an intertextual background 

consisting, among other elements, of a quotation from a relevant author, the 

Anglo-Indianist and 1907 Nobel Laureate Rudyard Kipling:  

 

By the time she was out of the terminal the sun had risen. In the West she’d read, The dawn 

comes up like thunder, and she knew she was the only one in the classroom to recognize the 

phrase physically. Though it was never abrupt thunder to her (AG p. 9). 

 

The italicized phrase is out of Kipling’s poem “Mandalay”.202  

Anil does not recognize her native country’s dawn, since for her it was 

primarily a question of small sounds from the chicken in the yard and a gentle 

summer rain (AG p. 9). Anil is the only one in the classroom with her own 

experience of South Asian dawns, so she does not recognize herself in Kipling’s 

poem.  The reading of the poem in a classroom at Anil’s university exemplifies 

Kipling’s position in the academic British tradition, which also labels him a 

writer about India.   His slightly old-fashioned poem “Mandalay” in a way pays 

homage to the British presence in South East Asia.   

In contrast to the Kipling poem, a most patriotic homage to the presence of the 

British soldiers, for which he was also criticized when his reputation was 

declining, a line from Archilochos, the ancient Greek satirist and mercenary 

soldier, is also quoted.  Here Archilochos, contrary to Kipling, describes the 

unheroic act of a soldier throwing off his shield and running away from the battle 

to save his own life. Perhaps Archilochos may be viewed as one of the first 

authors of war with pacifist tendencies.203  

 

But here it was a more complicated world morally. The streets were still streets, the citizens 

remained citizens. They shopped, changed jobs, laughed. Yet the darkest Greek tragedies were 

innocent compared with what was happening here. Heads on stakes. Skeletons dug out of a 

cocoa pit in Matale. At university Anil had translated lines from Archilochos — In the 

hospitality of war we left them their dead to remember us by. But here there was no such gesture 

to the families of the dead, not even the information of who the enemy was (AG p.11).   

 

Several of Archilochos’ poems speak against war, and since the quoted line 

can be taken as satire it suggests an anti-war attitude. This is the position rather 

that is taken in the novel, the meaninglessness of all war, than any reason to 
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follow Kipling’s homage to the British soldier in paying homage to his Sinhalese 

counterpart.     

This passage is nevertheless problematic. In a strict text interpretation one 

might only draw the conclusion that Anil’s view of an Asiatic dawn differs from 

that of Kipling and nothing else. This would make it even more interesting! Why 

did Ondaatje choose to downplay the British rule and thus push their presence 

into the background? The answer is given at the end of the novel.   

When Anil accounts for the development of her UN-supported investigation 

she is standing before an audience consisting of the 1993 government and 

military, that is the traditional power elite of Sinhalese Buddhists. In passing, 

reference is made to two plague epidemics that broke out in the second half of 

the 19th century (AG p. 273). This suggests, albeit vaguely, both poverty and 

illness in the island, which was then under British rule. But those guilty of the 

present atrocities are those in power sitting in the audience and not the colonial 

power that left the island nearly 50 years ago.  

Another similar problematic example related to colonialism is found in the 

fourth passage in italics in the first chapter. Here the narrator describes The 

National Atlas of Sri Lanka (AG pp. 39-40).204 The description focuses on 

various maps in the national atlas. According to Graham Huggan, maps are a 

recurrent motif in postcolonial literature. Those in Anil’s Ghost are referred to as 

containing scientific descriptions of, for example, geographical conditions, 

weather systems and fauna but also include descriptions of the country’s natural 

resources:  

 

Plumbago graphite — veins and flakes of it — graphite of the greatest purity (ninety-seven 

percent carbon), which would be mined in Sri Lanka for one hundred and sixty years, especially 

during the World Wars, six thousand pits around the country, the main mines at Bogala, 

Kahatagaha and Kolongaha (AG. s. 39). 

 

The years and world wars referred to coincide well with the time that Sri Lanka 

was a British colony. Graphite has several different uses and was of great 

importance to the British colonial power, especially during the two world wars.   

Huggan underlines that the map is subjected to reconstruction within 

postcolonial literature.205 The motif may then be used either ironically or 

allegorically.  In Anil’s Ghost British colonialism is alluded to in a few places, 

but rather in a context on a par with contemporary problems. Then the British 

were in power and now it is the nationalists that repeat the colonial oppression.206  

The atlas motif is a complex one, since the author uses an edition from 1988 

(AG. acknowledgements). This makes it difficult to label it as the rewriting of a 
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colonial text. It rather suggests the importance of the colony of Ceylon by 

describing the existence of its natural resources and their use during the world 

wars.   This description is interfoliated with surveys of the fauna of the island. 

The atlas lacks any trace of human life, no cities are named and there are no 

pictures of human life apart from graphs of poverty, wealth and literacy.  

The mention of the atlas also brings mapping in general to the fore. Mapping 

was something that interested the colonizers, since they wanted access to the 

riches of various territories.  Another aspect of mapping is the naming of places 

visited by colonizers. It was common for the white man to, so to speak, discover 

mountains, rivers and other geographically interesting sites without any 

consideration of existing names for places that were already known and had been 

named by the local population.  Among places named by the Portuguese, for 

instance, are Goa in India, Cilan for Ceylon, and Japáo, presently Japan.207 What 

towns and rivers are called and whether there existed human life or not is the 

topic of the same italicized paragraph:  

 

There are no city names. Only the unknown and unvisited town of Maha Illupalama is 

sometimes noted, where the Department of Meteorology once, in the 1930s, in what now seems 

a medieval time, compiled and recorded winds and rainfall and barometric pressure. There are 

no river names. No depiction of human life (AG. s. 40). 

 

The medieval time referred to by Ondaatje in the passage is the colonial times, 

when the British ruled Sri Lanka.  What the quotation primarily seems to suggest 

is that whatever happened in the 1930s happened very long ago and thus that the 

present problems are mainly due to nationalist rule and that the interference of 

the British may be metaphorically compared to medieval darkness but without 

being any longer the primary reason for the civil war.  

Many of the reasons for the present problems in Sri Lanka are also found after 

1948. This is confirmed by the position of the passage immediately before a list 

of names from Amnesty is introduced into the novel.  The list makes a 

documentary impression. This is what an extract looks like:   

 

Manelka da Silva, 17. 1st December 1989. While playing cricket, Embilipitiya Central College 

playground. 

Jatunga Gunesena, 23. 11th December 1989. At 10:30 a.m. near his house while talking to a 

friend (AG p. 41). 

  

The list includes the names and dates of ten people who had disappeared at the 

same time as the atlas was produced, at the end of the 1980s. The list also 

constitutes a paradoxical riddle, which can be read like this:  If there are no 

names of pictures in the atlas, perhaps this is in agreement with reality; since 

some of the missing people have disappeared!  
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Independence, the second half of the 20th century  

The description of the present time with the still ongoing civil war is in Anil’s 

Ghost marked by the condition of the civilian victims. Three scenes are 

particularly charged: the ones of the miner and craftsman Ananda, his wife the 

charwoman Sirissa and the orphan Lakma, who are all marginalized in relation to 

those in power but above all exposed to the fighting parties. These three are also 

some of those affected by war that are portrayed in greater detail, together with a 

few subordinate characters: children whose legs have been blown off or 

grownups with their faces shot apart.   

The background to the civil war is formed, according to several researchers, 

by a number of political decisions taken in the 50s, 60s and 70s.208 The aim of 

these decisions was to reduce the influence of the Tamils, since they had been 

favoured by the British administration. When the Sinhalese majority decided that 

Sinhala should be the national language and that the Tamils should be deprived 

of their minority rights LTTE (the Tamil Tigers) took up arms. A series of 

conflicts and risings also flared up from others than the Tamils, which finally led 

to the breakout of a more intense armed conflict in the mid-1980s.209  

This is mentioned in several places in the novel, even in a relatively detailed 

manner at the beginning, as when Sarath summarizes the situation in the island:  

 

‘The bodies turn up weekly now. The height of the terror was ’eighty-eight and ’eighty-nine, 

but of course it was going on long before that. Every side was killing and hiding the 

evidence. Every side. This is an unofficial war, no one wants to alienate the foreign powers. 

So it’s secret gangs and squads. Not like Central America. The government was not the only 

one doing the killing. You had, and still have, three camps of enemies – one in the north, 

two in the south – using weapons, propaganda, fear, sophisticated posters, censorship. 

Importing state-of-the-art weapons from the West, or manufacturing homemade weapons. A 

couple of years ago people just started disappearing. Or bodies kept being found burned 

beyond recognition. There’s no hope of affixing blame. And no one can tell who the victims 

are. [---] What we’ve got here is unknown extrajudicial executions mostly. Perhaps by the 
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insurgents, or by the government or the guerilla separatists. Murders committed by all 

sides.’ (AG. s. 17f) 

 

Similar contents are found in the author’s comments at the beginning of the 

book, where Ondaatje makes a brief account of the time of the action of the 

novel and suggests which political groups are concerned:   

 

From the mid-1980s to the early 1990s, Sri Lanka was in a crisis that involved three 

essential groups: the government, the antigovernment insurgents in the south and the 

separatist guerillas in the north. Both the insurgents and the separatists had declared war on 

the government. Eventually, in response, legal and illegal government squads were known to 

have been sent out to hunt down the separatists and the insurgents (AG. Author’s note).  

 

The novel describes a country in the midst of a crisis. Central sections illustrate 

the victims of the various troops. Forces from both sides in the conflict capture 

and murder those who are more or less suspected or completely innocent 

civilians.   

However, the decades prior to the civil war are described very differently in 

the novel. There are no references to the risings taking place before the 1980s; 

instead we are offered the history of doctors and victims. In the account of 

Gamini’s service as a young doctor in the northern central province the 

following intertextual references occur in the form of professional medical 

literature on the reference shelf of the team of doctors at the base hospital:  

 

Hammon’s Analysis of 2,187 Consecutive Penetrating Wounds of the Brain in Vietnam; 

Gunshoot Wounds by Swan and Swan; C. W. Hughes’s Arterial Repair during the Korean War; 

and Annals of Surgery (AG. s. 117).  

 

These intertexts function as historical references, placing the civil war in a 

context together with other conflicts during the second half of the 20th century, 

of which Korea and Vietnam are mentioned. By referring to medical literature 

the intertextual network forms another context, which is also relevant to the 

present one, namely war injuries.  

In addition to the flashbacks depicting Gamini’s, Sarath’s and to some extent 

Anil’s private histories, the chief glimpses of the civil war come from the base 

hospital and the emergency hospital in Colombo. There are no allusions to 

political decisions or historical personalities, except for when the president is 

blown to pieces by a suicide bomber in the last but one chapter.  

The titles of the medical literature refer to injuries to war victims, like shot 

wounds, or how to operate on veins. The same chapter in the novel also contains 

realistic accounts of those affected by the war: the vital importance of prostheses, 

children and adults with war injuries, mothers at their children’s sickbeds, and 

the condemnation of using children as soldiers.  To use words like misery to 

describe these passages is an understatement, as it is probably impossible for 

those who have not experienced civil war with their own eyes to imagine such 

great suffering (AG pp. 117-135, 211-213, 220, 227-231, 239-246, 251-253). 

This is what is brought to the fore in Michael Ondaatje’s novel – the chief merit 
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of the social criticism of Anil’s Ghost is that it brings up this question for debate. 

For one thing, it is, as Burton has already pointed out, quite right to question the 

power monopoly of Sinhalese Buddhist nationalism. It is also important, as I see 

it and will discuss in the next section, to throw light on the sources and call in 

question by using source criticism, albeit of a literary character, the type of texts 

on which the warring factions base their right to use force. 

 

Downtoned ethnicity 

At the centre of the conflict stands the Sinhalese majority fighting against the so-

called Sri Lankan Tamils.  The Sinhalese make up 74% of the population and the 

Sri Lankan Tamils 12.7%, while Indian Tamils amount to 5.5%. In addition to 

these population groups the country includes Sri Lankan Moors 7 %, Burghers 

0.3 %, Malays 03 % and others 0.2 %.210 To illustrate the ethnicity in the novels 

it can be stated initially that all the main characters are Sinhalese. All except Anil 

also bear names associated with Buddhism.
211

  However, some Tamils appear as 

subordinate characters, such as Anil’s wet-nurse Lalitha, missed by Anil and 

described in a few flashbacks. All five have, though, been victims of violence 

and are more or less critical of the Sinhalese government.  Even in the 

introduction it becomes clear that the author wishes to emphasize that the period 

he writes about was marked by violence, not just from Sinhalese and Tamils, but 

also from minor groups involved in the conflict. Ethnicity has thus been 

downtoned in the novel, at least as some sort of explanation or function of the 

conflict. In the following some passages will be referred to where ethnicity is 

mentioned or constitutes a somewhat important factor.   

Anil, the main character, has a middle-class background with a father who is a 

doctor. Her parents are killed in a car accident and after studies in London she 

moves west to develop her professional identity as a forensic pathologist in some 

different US laboratories. The chief signs of her home-sickness are things she 

misses from her native country in general, and from Colombo in particular.  This 

is turn leads to a quite remarkable and very short marriage to a fellow student of 

her own age in London, another wealthy Sinhalese.  

The marriage collapses and Anil calls home for comfort, and the one who 

comforts her over the phone is her Tamil ayah, or wet-nurse. Lalitha is the first 

Tamil mentioned in the book. She is old now and lives by turns with different 

grandchildren who take care of her. 

Anil’s failed marriage is illustrated in a flashback well into the novel (AG, p. 

142ff). On her first free day after Anil’s return to the island she travels to visit 

Latitha and the grandchild she currently lives with (AG, p. 22ff). The distance 
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between the woman grandchild and Anil is illustrated via the language they 

speak. The woman speaks Tamil with Lalitha but English with Anil. The 

meeting is short and does not seem to play a major role in the political or 

historical context of the novel, but it may be stated that this is one of the few 

places where the Tamil minority makes itself heard.  

Palipana is a Sinhalese and is introduced as a central character in the novel. 

This leader of a pragmatic nationalist and Sinhalese group (AG, p. 79ff.) is 

introduced on the following pages as a former archaeologist who has held a high 

position in the Sinhalese administration.  He became known, for instance, for his 

research contributions based on Sinhalese cultural treasures like translations of 

stone inscriptions at Sigiriya and interpretations of the Stone Book at 

Polonnaruwa. Occasionally Palipana also quotes from the national Buddhist 

chronicle Culavamsa, written in Pali, the sacred language of Buddhism. There is 

no corresponding Tamil character in the novel. This means that Buddhism as 

well as a number of cultural treasures, sacred to the Sinhalese, is introduced as 

an important context early on in the novel. On the other hand, they are just to be 

regarded as part of the historical heritage. Nothing much concerns religion in 

itself. Furthermore, a gibe is made at the culture-zealous Sinhalese-Buddhists 

with their nationalist agenda through Palipana, who, as it turns out, has 

fabricated several of the historical texts he claims to have interpreted.  

Via this brief insight into the novel’s descriptions of ethnicity the characters 

can almost be viewed as archetypes: Anil as the expert of the west and the 

international community, Palipana as the dogmatic nationalist, and Sarath as the 

prototypical sympathizer with features of the unattractive double spy acting for 

his own benefit.   

Gamini, however, seems to be portrayed more deeply. He saves both 

Sinhalese and Tamil lives at the military hospital in the central area of the 

conflict, and he also calls the Tamils in question with their international support 

from various parties.  He questions the freedom fighters in no uncertain terms in 

describing how their landmines mutilate not only soldiers but also women and 

children (AG, p. 133). Gamini undergoes a change, albeit a fragmentary one 

from a shy younger brother of Sarath to becoming an accomplished surgeon 

operating and saving lives all round the clock. Sarath, who has lived in the centre 

of a family as the clever and interesting archaeologist student first loses his wife 

and later his trust, to become increasingly cynical and uninteresting as a hero.  In 

a way, ethnicity is even more downtoned owing to these circumstances. The 

rivalry between the brothers is emphasized and their ethnicity downtoned.  

The novel thus circles around these four Sinhalese: Anil, Palipana, Gamini 

and Sarath. Finally follows the introduction of Ananda into the novel as a victim 

of exploitation, including quick illuminations of the heinous working conditions 

in the country’s mines.  He is also a victim of the conflict, since it is his wife 

Sirissa who disappears in the most brutal description of violence in the novel.  At 

the end, Ananda also symbolically becomes the representative of the people as a 

survivor.  He rises from his misery, invoking the country’s beauty and its 

possibility of rebuilding and reconstruction. Perhaps as a result of the downtoned 

ethnicity perspective it is instead the corrupt government and the violence-prone 

guerilla that emerge as the ones guilty of the civil war. It is the leaders of the 
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ruling factions who have lost touch with their peoples’ suffering who are the 

guilty ones. Ethnicity, history and religion, in the end, seem only to nourish the 

empty moribund political rhetoric.  

 

A historical context or a text containing historical moments?  

A historical novel usually follows a chronology, a historical person or a clearly 

delimited event during a historical period. In Anil’s Ghost the focus is on the 

latter part of the conflict, from the mid-1980s to the early 1990s.  The description 

culminates with the assassination of the country’s president (see further below). 

This period is highlighted with references to considerably older times in the 

country’s history. This part of the civil war seems to have been extremely 

violent. Somehow it can be suspected that the fighting degenerates beyond right 

and wrong and that the killing from all parties involved changes from a fight 

about something to routine killing. This is probably exactly what is referred to 

with the quotation: “The reason for war was war” (AG, p. 43). This unusually 

violent civil war is described by fragmentary illustrations of those who 

disappear, those who are kidnapped, those who fall victims to suicide bombers 

and the loathsome conditions of medical care both at the front and in the capital, 

where the outrages take place.   Beyond the explanations or reasons offered by 

traditional history-writing, there exists a human inferno, where the author 

through his novel establishes that no declarations of war from any side can 

justify mutilated children, or raped and murdered women and men – the list of 

the suffering that the warring parties on both sides have caused can be very long. 

In short, in a war there are no winners, only losers.  
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The fight for history 

 

In this section observations from Anil’s Ghost are transferred to the 

historiographical metafiction genre, which means that descriptions of the past are 

moved into a context which to me is more relevant than the historical 

chronological context, but hard to understand without the chronology just 

presented.   

Sri Lanka – History and the Roots of Conflict contains a thorough survey rich 

in perspectives regarding the role of history in the present conflict.212 The 

anthropologist David Scott takes one step further in the book Refashioning 

Futures – Criticism after Postcoloniality.213 Parts of these two works (Scott’s 

book in particular) as well as Ondaatje’s novel call in question the importance 

ascribed to history in Sri Lanka. If the Sinhalese Buddhist majority had managed 

peacefully to integrate the Indian Tamils, who were brought to the island as 

labour, instead of continually questioning their presence by political measures of 

military violence, this debate about history might never have come up, but this is 

only a matter of speculation.  The burning issue today is how to reach a 

permanent armistice and, in the event, peace.  

In 2000, when Anil’s Ghost was published, there seemed to prevail a spirit of 

possibilities, which with the help of international mediation resulted in an 

armistice in 2002. At the beginning of 2008 all negotiations seemed to have been 

in vain, since serious fighting had started anew. The conflict has now gone on for 

over 30 years! In the year 2009 the army defeated the guerilla. The question 

remains whether this put the definite end to the Tamil struggle.  A large part of 

the Tamil population is now living in refugee camps.  

Thus Ondaatje’s novel may function as a source in which the role of history is 

not only criticized but where the victims’ situation is also described. As regards 

the latter the novel is, in my view, a most suitable medium for delivering such 

accounts in a tangible, charged and lively manner.  

What characterizes the genre of historiographical metafiction is that several 

historical references are problematized and described from outside a 

historiographical context in which there is nearly always criticism of the 

traditional role of history-writing as non-constructed. This function with regard 

to historiographical metafiction is thus to illustrate, to discuss and to raise the 

level of consciousness that history-writing can also be constructed.  

Instead of illustrating historical events and discuss them on the basis of their 

actual existence, the discussion is conducted at another level, which illustrates 

the function of history as a tool, for instance, in the political debate or the 

nationalist desire to promote one’s own history as an unbroken line in a story of 

development.  It does not seem possible to arrive at a final meaning from the 

novel, which is what I consider the central of Ondaatje’s novels with regard to its 
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historical references.  If the social criticism is viewed via Anil’s Ghost, it is not a 

matter of one or the other population group’s historical rights, but rather of panic 

before the ever going on civil war, decade by decade.  The reference to the 

Hundred Years War is highly relevant (AG p. 43). The portrayal of history and 

its role in Anil’s Ghost is not an attempt to altogether discredit all history-

writing.  Instead the text illustrates the context in which history-writing is 

produced, manifesting that history-writing in general is politically charged, in Sri 

Lanka in particular. A highly revealing example of the role of history is noticed 

by Marlene Goldman. In 1977 the then prime minister, J.R. Jayewardene, 

determined to update the national chronicle Mahavamsa to reach all the way to 

his own regime.214   

The analysis of the novel thus shows that Ondaatje’s numerous references to 

various historical events have generated the calling in question of the role of 

history in Sri Lanka. In spite of its overwhelmingly Sinhalese perspective, the 

novel does not take a concrete stand but instead asks questions like “How long is 

the civil war supposed to go on? Why does not anybody consider the victims? If 

we cannot agree that one side or the other is right or wrong, is there anything else 

we can do instead? Nationalist history-writing receives another blow through the 

ambiguous portrait of the Palipana character.   

The character of Palipana and the historical Paranavitana 

Between the first and second chapters in the novel, approximately after the first 

fourth of the book, further jumps in time and space occur. To begin with, we are 

transported from today’s Colombo when Sarath realizes that he and Anil need 

help (AG p. 77) to a flashback to the 1970s, which is described on the first page 

of the second chapter. Even there a fight for history of a kind takes place:  

 

The epigraphist Palipana was for a number of years at the centre of a nationalistic group that 

eventually wrestled archaeological authority in Sri Lanka away from the Europeans. He had 

made his name translating Pali scripts and recording and translating the rock graffiti of Sigiriya 

(AG p. 79). 

 

Postcolonial research has demonstrated that, even though a country has achieved 

independence, politically it can still, as in this case, take several decades before, 

for example, colonial thought patterns have been replaced by new more relevant 

and fair ones.  Thanks to Palipana’s contributions, archaeology becomes a 

national matter no longer dictated from abroad, i.e., from the Europeans.  In the 

novel’s list of sources reference is made to the archaeologist Senarat 

Paranavitana, who apparently lies behind the characterization of Palipana (AG p. 

310). The Senarat Paranavitana model is well known in Sri Lankan history 

research. During his career he published a number of articles about texts he 

claimed to have found as inscriptions on rocks in various places in the island. 

Paranavitana also fabricated a number of sources in Sanskrit to be able to 
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explain, for instance, political trends and royalist plots in 6th-century Sri Lanka.  

This is mentioned and described in detail in the novel (AG p. 81).215  

As for Palipana’s role as a history writer there are several voices in the novel 

to consider. The first is the narrator voice, which describes the process of 

Palipana’s falsification of history. However, it is not just a falsification of 

history, but the case is more modified.  Palipana is an old man led around his 

dwelling in the glen by his niece Lakma, since he has been hit by blindness. His 

falsification is to some extent viewed as though he has taken a step to another 

(un)realistic level.  His analysis of the stone inscriptions are also somehow more 

coloured by touch and emotions that of clarity of vision and analysis. He literally 

touches the hollows with his hand and thereby discovers other inscriptions than 

the ones visible to the eye (AG pp. 83 and 191). The portrait of Palipana is 

largely positive. The notion that his history research should be a falsification is 

an accusation that is tempered in the novel by his craftsmanship. Palipana is a 

typical Ondaatje character akin to his other skillful craftsmen: Buddy Bolden – 

the first jazz musician, Caravaggio – the professional thief, Kip – the meticulous 

sapper, Hana – the self-sacrificing nurse, including a number of adventurers, 

tanners, lumberjacks, bridge-builders and others.  

 Palipana as a person receives further qualifications through the voices of 

Sarath and Gamini (AG pp. 190 – 194). Sarath describes that Palipana possessed 

such empathy that he more or less lived the time in which he worked. He 

managed to do so simply by means of a few archaeological finds (AG p. 191). 

Gamini is the one most critical of Palipana’s gesture (AG p. 193), which he calls 

lies, adding that he must have gone mad, against Sarath’s protests.   

At a meta level this has consequences for the understanding of both history 

and fiction. The difference between history-writing and literature is here carried 

to extremes. The unconfirmed sources Palipana refers to are transformed from 

history research via history falsification to fiction.  The gist of the literature 

researcher and narratologist Monika Fludernik’s distinction between history and 

fiction is that the burden of proof is not as heavy in fiction. This illustrates the 

context by underlining that Palipana’s conclusions may not be unlikely.  As 

history-writing they are useless but as fictional truths so much the more 

interesting.   

Further on in the chapter about Palipana interlinear inscriptions are mentioned 

as the basis of illegal narratives, the very ones that were forbidden in the 4th 

century by kings, state authorities and priests (AG p. 105). The present situation 

with the strong censorship prevailing in Sri Lanka is highlighted by the notion 

that the book, the Anil’s Ghost novel that is in the hands of the reader, may very 

well be such a collection of so-called illegal narratives about people who 

disappear, are kidnapped and murdered by a government that does not wish such 

matter to come out into the open.  A nuance in the characterization of Palipana 

appears since his meticulous methodical craftsmanship emerges as a contrast to 

the assertion that his gesture should be a history falsification. The model, Senarat 

Paranavitana, was also, before he was rejected by influential people, a venerated 
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scientist.  Through the admiring tone in the narrator voice the portrait of 

Palapana in Anil’s Ghost makes him emerge as more enviable than despised:  

“Having studied languages and text until he was forty, he spent the next thirty 

years in the field — the historical version already within him” (AG. s. 82). Quite 

clearly, it is not a novice that is portrayed but someone who has devoted his life 

to archaeology and history research.  

There are of course a series of questions that come to the fore in connection 

with Palipana. Many of them like: What is the consequence of the history 

falsification?  Why does Ondaatje choose to write like this about the Buddhist 

and nationalist agenda? Why does Ondaatje only highlight the Sinhalese? receive 

their answer in Marlene Goldman’s brilliant article, in which she both accounts 

for historical facts, enters the debate, and explains quite a few of these true 

minefields.216 Goldman’s article “Representations of Buddhism in Ondaatje’s 

Anil’s Ghost” gives an exhaustive answer as far back as 2005 and, to my 

knowledge, no one has entered into dialogue with her account. However, the 

debate reproduced by Goldman is of course central from more perspectives than 

the question of what is historically correct. Social criticism can be put forward 

outside the claims of history or the rivalling groups. Within literature, historical 

novels in particular form a genre where authors tend to give a picture of an 

historical event, to some extent beyond what is historically correct, but often 

within the framework of what is reasonable.  There is at least one relevant genre 

reference in the novel: “A good archaeologist can read a bucket of soil as if it 

were a complex historical novel” (my italics AG p. 151). When later on Palipana 

is appointed expert in Anil’s and Sarath’s investigation, it is not his 

achievements as an archaeologist and historian that are called on, but his 

expertise in forensic analysis, since the two others have difficulty in getting hold 

of the appropriate technical equipment (AG p. 85ff).  

 

The analysis of the historical references so far shows, in line with Marlene 

Goldman’s and Antoinette Burton’s vigorous articles, that they are incomplete, 

diffuse and fragmentary. They are too short to be considered history-writing. 

Michael Ondaatje takes liberties with his historical material, like many other 

novelists before him. The historical references often function as metaphors for 

something else. The graffiti at Sigiriya and the Stone Book at Pollonaruwa may 

as well function as symbols of a high culture which contained literate people far 

before or at least simultaneously with the ancient cultures in the West. But this is 

not, in my view, the core, but the writing in itself: the writing of chronicles, the 

writing of stone books, the writing of historiography, and the writing of novels, 

and this core is what the author seems to move around – continuously. When the 

nearly blind Palipana moves his hands over the stone book it constitutes a 

metapoetic metaphor reflected in itself but, above all, the author’s own anguish 

in writing about his native country, a county portrayed in the novel with poetic 

declarations of love alternating with an eternal frustration before what is 

happening to the people there.  
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The actual split between how this should be described and the fact that it 

nevertheless describes parts of the civil war has the result that the historical 

metalevel differs from its actual origin, i.e., the problem with history-writing is 

not exclusively discussed with examples taken from a Sri Lankan context but 

includes examples of historical events from other corners of the world.  Perhaps 

it is thanks to this split that the descriptions of the horrors of civil war are too 

clear and unfalsified. In a way this departs from history-writing, and once more 

the genre in which the novel is dressed changes from a complex historical novel 

to a contemporary political novel – an already familiar pattern for any reader, 

since the truly realistic descriptions dressed up in a complex literary garb shine 

like bright stars in a nebulous milky way or, in other words, form passages 

highlighted by italics and special layout, thus calling out loud for attention in the 

complex weave of the novel with its prose poetic descriptions of the silent and 

silenced victims.  
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Sri Lanka’s silent victims  

 

Above ground, massacre and race. 

A heart silenced. 

The tongue removed. 

The human body merged into burning tire. 

Mud glaring back 

into a stare.
217

 

An incident in Guatemala mirrors the situation in Sri Lanka 

What follows reflects the situation of the victims in the novel. Since other media 

seldom find space to mirror the suffering of single individuals they are surpassed 

by the novel as a source of information when it comes to emotionally charged 

scenes which, hopefully, can evoke empathy in the reader.  

One passage occurring at the beginning focuses on the excavation of a mass 

grave (AG pp. 5 and 6). Mass graves have nowadays become a symbol of bloody 

civil wars and other unrest which seem to make up a contemporary world war.  

Guatemala, like Sri Lanka, was hit by an extreme civilian population purge 

during the second half of the 20th century. A mass grave there does not differ 

markedly from a mass grave somewhere else. The work done by Anil, the UN 

forensic pathologist, is the same wherever she finds herself in the world.    

This description is set in the beginning of the novel in italics, which indicates 

that it is of specific importance for understanding the novel. The passage can be 

divided into two parts. The first part describes everyday activities in the 

excavation site. The emphasis here lies, however, on how the relatives act on the 

site: they keep watch at the mass grave, taking turns to ensure that no evidence 

disappears, they take away the protective plastic foil when the team arrives, 

make tea for them and give them shadow in the worst heat. To the actions on the 

site is added the emotional situation. The fear felt by the waiting families is 

always double-edged, since it is tragic if it is their relative who lies buried there, 

and if it is not, visits to other excavation sites follow and another time of 

uncertain waiting.   

The introduction to the first part is of an iterative character, which means that 

an event once described comprises a series of events.218 This is supported by 
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various imprecise time specifications like “one morning”, “another day” or 

“There was always” (AG p. 5), which indicate that it may concern whichever day 

or one of several everydays describing the current situation. So it is not a single 

event, which suggests that there are more mass graves.  

The second part is introduced by the description of one specific day among 

all these days. When the team returns from cooling down in a river nearby they 

see a woman squatting in the mass grave. It looks as if she is praying close to 

two of the bodies.  A brief retrospect explains that the woman has lost her 

husband and brother, who were taken away by force in the region the previous 

year:  

  

She had once been the feminine string between them, the one who brought them together. 

They would return from the fields and enter the hut, eat the lunch she had made and sleep 

for an hour. Each afternoon of the week she was part of this (AG p. 6). 

 

In the passage it is the woman’s grief that makes the deepest impression on Anil: 

  

There are no words Anil knows that can describe, even for just herself, the woman’s face. 

But the grief of love in that shoulder she will not forget, still remembers (AG p. 6). 

 

The meeting with the woman is something Anil carries away with her. The 

experience that her task is vital for the relatives becomes an insight for her. The 

passage serves as a metaphor for Anil’s work in other parts of the world and for 

what is to follow in the novel, similar complicated excavations in her native 

country – Sri Lanka. 

One victim can speak for many victims.  

 

Violent action is unclear to most of those who get caught up in it. Experience is fragmentary; 

cause and effect, why and how, are torn apart. Only sequence exists. First this and then that. And 

afterwards, for those who survive, a lifetime of trying to understand.
219
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Since the italicized passage introducing the novel can be seen as an indication, it 

is possible to view similarly the fourth passage in italics, which is placed 

centrally just after the middle of the novel, as its most conclusive description of 

the exposed position of the victims (AG pp.172-175). This passage, focusing on 

the character of Sirissa, comprises slightly less than four pages.  It is told by a 

heterodiegetic narrator, who sometimes attributes the focalization to Sirissa, but 

it is not a question of a limited point of view, since it is the narrator who 

comments on what Sirissa sees.  The technique obtains a dramatic compositional 

function, since instead of a birds’-eye view the narrator seems to go very close to 

his character, with the effect that the reader also gets closer to the events, almost 

like an eye witness.  

The relative time specification, which consists only of the stroke of an hour: 

“At six in the morning” (AG p.172), does not give the reader much chance to 

locate the event chronologically in relation to other events, but rather ascribes an 

everyday character to the event. In other words, what happens to Sirissa also 

happens quite often to other victims.   Only a few pages later does it emerge that 

Sirissa disappeared during the unrest of 1989, which culminated when nearly 

fifty students from the Ratnapura district disappeared (AG pp.184-185).  

Amnesty’s list containing facts about the disappeared students is here given a 

somewhat literary version (p. 41). The name, the day and the hour as well as the 

place of the disappearance are transformed in this section into a story that can 

involve the reader emotionally. 

The first paragraph describes Sirissa on the way to her job as a cleaner in a 

school. The paragraph richly details whom she meets on her way, like the 

teenagers who notice her “silk-like hair” and her “litheness” (AG p.172). Sirissa, 

too, meets the boys with a look of recognition. She also observes fishermen 

arranging their nets. Once in the school she starts cleaning before the students 

arrive. While she is eating her lunch she is looking at the blackboard to follow 

the logic of a geography lesson (AG pp.172-173). 

The second paragraph describes how she stays at home reading a book, 

because of curfews.  She would have preferred, like evenings in the past, to stroll 

around the streets of the city at dusk. The book she is reading has two drawings 

stuck into it, one of which is a drawing of her made by her husband Ananda. The 

first, detailed paragraph is almost idyllic. That anything other than manifest 

everyday peacefulness is going on is only suggested in the first sentence of the 

second paragraph, with the mentioning of the curfews. This hidden threat is 

contrasted to the everyday events described in the first two paragraphs, an 

ordinary day and an ordinary evening in Sirissa’s life (AG p. 173). 

Then suddenly the description turns dramatic, when Sirissa’s evening walk is 

set against descriptions of what actually goes on during these evenings and 

nights:  

 

So many things happened during the feathers of night. The frantic running, the terrified, the 

scared, the pea-brain furious and tired professional men of death punishing another village of 

dissent (AG p. 174).  
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Out of the blue the night peace is broken, the villagers are fleeing for their lives, 

terrified in their desperate attempts to escape the soldiers. Sirissa, at home 

reading, is not a victim this night, but the next day the terror catches up with her, 

too.   

Like the first paragraph, the third begins when she rises to walk to an ordinary 

working day. In the first paragraph she gets up and goes to her job, and the same 

thing happens in the third paragraph with the difference that this time the reader 

expects that something else will happen.220 This time there are no fishermen by 

the river and the schoolboys are gone when she crosses the bridge.  Instead she 

witnesses how the heads of two boys are transfixed on poles on both sides of the 

bridge, facing each other. The other end of the bridge looks the same.  In her 

terror-stricken state she cannot turn back but rushes uphill to the school, where 

she discovers more victims. Close behind her are those who lie behind all of this 

(AG pp. 174-175).  

The section contains one of the most detailed descriptions of violence in the 

novel, with the difference that here the author has given the victims a face. 

Sirissa is the one afflicted and the terrible violence has become more tangible 

and emotionally charged. What afflicts Sirissa has a central place in the novel, 

which is further focused on by the whole passage being italicized. The motif of 

the transfixed heads adds a detailed sharpness to the description and the 

grossness of the deed is pronounced: “[Sirissa] [c]annot touch anything because 

everything feels alive, wounded and raw but alive” (AG. s. 175). Sirissa thus 

turns up shortly after the beheading has taken place and the victims still feel 

alive to her. The just murdered students are the same ones she met, highly alive, 

in the school the previous day.   

The motif is repeated somewhat later in another variant. The reconstruction of 

the Sailor skeleton’s face is also about a head, a skull more exactly. Ananda fixes 

the skull on to an old 78 rpm gramophone which he uses like a potter’s wheel.  

This enables him to turn the skull at pleasure to build up the clay face (AG 

p.167f). The contrast between the skull and the just decapitated heads in the 

Sirissa section is evident. The poignant grossness of the students’ heads 

underlines the tangible presence and closeness of violence, while Sailor’s skull 

more seems to function as a symbol of violence. Heads stuck on poles are a well-

known motif from Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (1902). When the 

travellers approach Kurtz’s house Marlow raises his binoculars to reveal that 

what he has mistaken for ornaments are as a matter of fact heads stuck on poles, 

more exactly on the poles of the fence outside the house.221   

In both novels these motifs are a transparent symbol of terror. In Heart of 

Darkness the impact of colonialism appears, for instance, in the form of terror, 

and Anil’s Ghost describes a postcolonial society in decay with a similar symbol 

of the current terror.  Kurtz can be seen as a representative of the white colonial 

power, but in Anil’s Ghost power is hidden in anonymity. One might see a 
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pattern where those who used to be oppressed by the colonial power and now 

wield the power duplicate a pattern of oppressors.  Ania Loomba maintains: 

“When nationalist thought becomes enshrined as the official dogma of the 

postcolonial State, its exclusions are enacted through the legal and educational 

systems, and often they simply duplicate the exclusions of colonialism”.
222

 This 

pattern would in that case be repeated in the relation between, for instance, the 

Sinhalese majority vis-à-vis the Tamils or other minorities.   

The italicized paragraphs mention that this is a matter of “professional men of 

death punishing another village of dissent” (AG p. 174). This “village of dissent” 

entails a whole village of inhabitants with different views. This pattern of 

oppression is viewed from the horizon of those affected.   

The professional soldiers mentioned in the passage are not described as 

belonging either to the government army or, for example, the Tamil Tigers, but 

their affinity is anonymous.  In other words, these soldiers may come from either 

side. It is also unclear a few pages later in the description of the Ratnapura 

incident. There certainly is a suggestion that Sirissa disappeared in the 

disturbances going on “[...] at the height of the campaign to wipe out insurgent 

rebels and their sympathizers in the villages” (AG p. 185). But there is no 

information about which side this village is on or which side attacked this 

particular village. This also leads to the conclusion that the political ideological 

context in the novel is rather subordinate or at least hard to interpret. This in turn 

supports the notion that there are victims among all the parties in the conflict.  

The page following immediately after the italicized passage contains a short 

analepsis mentioning that Anil remembers what she has learnt from her teacher  

Clyde Snow about human rights work: “One village can speak for many villages. 

One victim can speak for many victims” (AG p. 176). Anil hopes that the 

examination of the Sailor skeleton can produce evidence against those in power. 

This means that he could be one of those speaking for the other thousands of 

victims.  At the same time Sailor is Everyman, as the name suggests. Even more 

apparently Sirissa becomes the victim who can speak for other victims, since the 

description of her fate is brought closer to life than that of Sailor.  

The issue of how ordinary people without power are represented is a central 

one in postcolonial research, according to Ania Loomba.223 Sirissa can never 

make herself heard. What is striking is that her husband Ananda, too, remains 

silent throughout the novel. Ananda is completely silenced in that Sirissa 

disappears without a trace during the troubles which prevailed in Sri Lanka 

during the civil war, and still prevail.   

Victims and their families 

 

In a fearful nation, public sorrow was stamped down by the climate of uncertainty. If a 

father protested a son’s death, it was feared another family member would be killed. If 

people you knew disappeared, there was a chance they might stay alive if you did not cause 
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trouble. This was the scarring psychosis in the country. Death, loss, was ‘unfinished,’ so you 

could not walk through it. There had been years of night visitations, kidnappings or murders 

in broad daylight. The only chance was that the creatures who fought would consume 

themselves. All that was left of law was a belief in an eventual revenge towards those who 

had power (AG. s. 56). 

 

We actually never take part in any downright fighting between the Sinhalese 

army and the Tamil Tigers, but the civil war cruelties are described through a 

number of what seem like organized weeding-out actions. The clashes are 

characterized by small soldier units from one side or the other devoting 

themselves to atrocious human right crimes. Anil’s first encounter with this type 

of victims is reading the reports sent to her from the UN office in Geneva (AG p. 

11).  

However, on her second morning in Colombo, at the beginning of the novel, 

she is sent to teach forensics to some students at the Kynsey Road Hospital (AG 

p. 13f). Here she is asked to examine two corpses, one with injuries on the arms 

indicating attempts to take protection from beating, and the other with a sunken 

chest after being thrown out of a helicopter at great height. The descriptions are 

realistic and there is no doubt that they illustrate assaults against the civilian 

population. In other words, the killing still continues in the novel’s present time, 

which is the year 1993. 

It is not until in connection with the description of Dr. Gamini’s work at the 

base hospitals that the more systematic violence is described. This is found after 

about a third into the novel.  To start with, some intertexts are mentioned both of 

popular and medical literature, but only after one and a half pages does the 

description go over to become more realistic (AG p. 117ff). We are told that 

intentional violence began in March 1984 and that the injuries were caused by 

hand grenades, mines or mortars (AG p. 118). At Gamini’s base hospital alone 

over 300 injured were taken in during the first two years. The descriptions are 

drastic, telling about doctors saving lives before limbs and about prostheses 

being cheaper at the front than in Europe. The most striking description comes 

from the various hospital wards with broken-hearted mothers who watch by the 

bedside of their injured children and the cries of pain of grownup men calling for 

their mothers when lying in the emergency ward without any pain alleviation. 

(AG p. 120).  

Even more primitive are of course the wards of the other side. The guerilla 

kidnaps doctors in Colombo and forces them to work under still poorer 

conditions than their colleagues at the base hospital. A story inside the story 

describes how a well-off physician is kidnapped from his quiet surgery in one of 

Colombo’s wealthy districts and sent blindfolded into guerilla territory (AG pp. 

120 – 125). Dr. Corea operates on guerilla soldiers and child soldiers practically 

round the clock. This story also forebodes Gamini’s own kidnapping later on in 

the novel, a description that brings the war even more into focus. All over pages 

117 to 133 accounts of civil war victims abound.   

A more emotional outburst takes place during a talk in the novel’s present 

time between Gamini, Sarath and Anil. In their discussion of which side in the 
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war carries the greatest blame, we encounter Doctor Gamini’s frustrated voice 

describing what it is like to be a surgeon at the front:   

 

‘I mean, I know everything about blast weaponry. Mortars, Claymore mines, antipersonnel 

mines which contain gelignite and trinitrotoluene. And I’m the doctor! The last one results in 

amputations below the knee. They lose consciousness and the blood pressure falls. You do a 

tomography of the brain and brain stem, and it shows haemorrhages and edema. We use 

dexamethasone and mechanical ventilation for this — it means we have to open the skull up. 

Mostly it’s hideous mutilation, and we just keep arresting the haemorrhages…. They come in all 

the time. You find mud, grass, metal, the remnants of a leg and boot all blasted up into the thigh 

and genitals when the bomb they stepped on went off (AG. s. 132-133).’  

 

The accounts of war recur after a while with the description of Sirissa’s 

disappearance and death, as described in the previous section. The aftermath of 

Sirissa’s death is, however, placed further on in the novel, with the description of 

her husband’s reaction.  In the fourth chapter, which includes the passage about 

Sirissa, the reconstruction of “Sailor’s” face is in focus.  Three years after 

Sirissa’s disappearance Ananda has not yet recovered from his grief, and this 

affects his reconstruction work.  Instead of recreating Sailor’s face, what 

emerges from Ananda’s work is a picture of his vanished wife: “She [Anil] could 

no longer look at the face, saw only Ananda’s wife in every aspect of it” (AG. 

s.185). The re-creation of the face leads to disastrous consequences for Ananda. 

There is only one thing that is worse than finding one’s closest dead, and that is 

if they disappear without a trace (AG. s. 184). Disappearances form a central part 

of the current chaos in the country. In the end, not even able to look at his 

reconstruction, Ananda tries to take his own life (AG p. 195ff). Tired of war, 

Sarath explains that suicides are fairly common: “He’s just one of those who try 

to kill themselves because they lost people” (AG p. 196). Violence causes a 

domino effect, where that which hit Sirissa in turn led to her disappearance and 

finally to Ananda’s suicide attempt. Initially, Ananda is saved by Anil’s 

interference, and after a few pages we are told by Sarath that he will get along 

(AG p. 200). The story of Sirissa and Ananda recurs briefly at the end of the last 

chapter, in which Ananda in the emptiness after Sirissa’s disappearance has 

finally made up a story about her death. This story is not retold, however.   

There are only a few more scenes in the novel as emotionally charged as the 

account of Sirissa. One such scene occurs in the chapter named Between 

Heartbeats. In the middle of this chapter the situation in the base hospital and its 

scarce resources are described.  Gamini and his colleagues are preparing for an 

operation on the heart of a little boy, described as a difficult operation that has 

never been performed before in the country. The operation is successful and the 

child’s parents rename the boy Gamini in homage to the skillful surgeon.  

Gamini also saves a little girl threatened by desiccation by using a Tamil 

tradition that Gamini remembers, in which pomegranate juice is the only liquid 

that can help her (AG p. 240). We are also told of the extensive vaccination of 

children as well as the information that no government minister of health has 

ever set foot at this base hospital on the border between Tamil and Sinhalese 

territory (AG p. 245). Gamini and the others in the team of doctors are here 
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portrayed as heroes with scarce resources. The above passages in Anil’s Ghost 

draw attention to the distance between authority and reality in a way that reminds 

us of when Hana, the nurse in The English Patient, saves soldiers’ lives during 

World War II.  It is a fight for life that the author apparently considers as ignored 

by those in power when justifying their armed battles. The cost in human lives is 

atrocious.  

The pattern of victims and their families is repeated  

The portrayal of Sirissa and Ananda forms a pattern consisting of victims and 

families together with similar events.  Gamini loses Sarath and Palipana, who 

has lost his brother Narade, takes care of his orphaned niece.   

Sarath is an ambiguous character of many dimensions. To begin with he 

resembles Kip in The English Patient insofar as the subordinate role he occupies 

initially. Little by little Sarath’s, like Kip’s, importance grows more central.  His 

role in the plot is that of the classic double spy. Parallel to serving as an assistant 

to Anil in her investigation, he reports to someone in a high position in the Sri 

Lankan government.  His criticism of events is vague and evasive while taking 

polaroid pictures, which he sends in brown officialese envelopes to someone 

higher up (AG p. 74f).  

With regard to his brother, Sarath plays a slightly different role. The novel 

gives rather detailed descriptions of their childhood and mutual relation. It is not 

until the very end of the novel that the reader realizes that Sarath has finally 

made his choice and therefore tries to help Anil to get the delicate evidence 

against the government out of the country.  This costs him his life. The bestial 

torture he undergoes is solely presented through the eyes of Gamini, who first 

recognizes the mangled body from black and white photos. Finally, Gamini finds 

his brother in the morgue of the hospital in Colombo where he himself works. He 

notices that the torturers have left his face alone, but that Sarath’s forearms have 

been broken in several places. Sarath also has a spearlike wound on his chest, 

which probably caused his death (AG p. 289f). A pattern of victimized people 

emerges including, for instance, Lakma, Palipana’s niece, who nurses him in the 

ascetic clearing.  

As a twelve-year-old Lakma saw her parents being killed (AG p. 103f). Mute, 

apathetic and scared to death she was taken in charge by nuns. Her verbal and 

motoric ability had receded to an infantile stage, dreaming nightmares even by 

day in her constant fear of dangers, until Palipana, her only surviving relative, 

takes charge of the girl.  Palipana takes Lakma to the quiet clearing, where he 

helps her by constantly addressing her. He teaches her memory techniques for 

the alphabet and different kinds of phrasing. In a parallel process in which 

Palipana is slowly growing blind, he trains the girls as his companion while her 

spirit of life returns.  

Palipana takes her on different journeys to study the country’s archaeological 

and cultural history. Ever present and silent she gradually turns into his 

indispensable companion: “Lakma watched him and listened, never speaking, a 

silent amanuensis for his whispered histories” (AG p. 105). When Anil and 

Sarath visit Palipana, Lakma is always there as his guardian angel (AG p. 104).  
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In connection with the portrait of Lakma we also get to know about Palipana’s 

death. The weeks before he devotes to instructing Lakma how to chisel a phrase 

into a stone wall that is only visible when the water level of a reservoir has the 

right height.  After Palipana’s death Lakma disappears into the forest and out of 

the story. Ondaatje’s realistic passages contain a much more efficient social 

criticism, as we have seen above, with descriptions of how victims and entire 

villages are eradicated and disappear. Beyond the burden of history in Sri Lanka, 

the most urgent fact is described – that the inhabitants of Sri Lanka are affected 

by the still ongoing conflict.   
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Decay and reconstruction? 
The difficulty of unambiguously pointing out the guilty and the knowledge that 

there are both perpetrators and victims from all sides in the conflict give a picture 

of a country in decay. The descriptions of victims and their families and of 

villages annihilated reach their culmination with the blowing up of the president 

by a suicide bomber on a holiday in the capital. This is an event both literal and 

symbolic.   

A decaying nation 

The last chapter describes how President Katugala is blown into the air (AG pp. 

291-295). This refers to a real event when the then president, Premadasa, was 

assassinated by a suicide bomber on a bike on May 1, 1993.224 The novel also 

has a suicide bomber on a bike who blows himself to pieces close to the fictitious 

president,  Katugala. The deed takes place in the midst of celebrating National 

Heroes Day. The motif is reinforced intertextually by also occurring in the poetry 

collection Handwriting (1998), a previous work by Michael Ondaatje.225 In a 

poem named “Buried 2: vii” the last stanza is dedicated to the victims whose 

bodies could never be found. They describe the ravages of the bomb down to the 

smallest detail: 

 

The heat of explosions 

sterilized all metal. 

 

Ball bearings and nails 

in the arms, in the head. 

Shrapnel in the feet. 

 

Ear channels deformed by shockwaves. 

Men without balance 

surrounding the dead President 

on Armour Street. 

 

Those whose bodies 

could not be found. 

 

The poem recurs in a prose variety in the novel. The similarities between the 

events are striking, both by being about a president who is blown up and because 

the hot shrapnel penetrating innocent victims has its equivalence both in the 

poem and the novel.    

The troubles described in the novel in the end reach their ultimate political 

consequence. The country’s highest political leader is murdered, not least 

symbolically. Before the rounding off of the analysis it is possible to state at this 

very point that there is considerable material in Anil’s Ghost that is embarrassing 

                                                        
224

 TT-AFP, Expressen 930502 p. 27. 
225

 Michael Ondaatje, Handwriting, Toronto 1998. Dikten Buried 2:vii, p. 28. 
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not to say a failure for those in power in Colombo. To me it is an enigma that 

these realistic passages, like their predecessors in Running in The Family (1982), 

have passed by the daily press reviewers and the academic critics alike. If 

novelists describe the suffering of their own people, they have, to my mind, 

fulfilled their responsibility and should not have to be crucified as orientalists or 

history falsifiers.  

Peace and reconstruction?  

In the last chapter, called Distance, a Buddha statue is blown into the air by a trio 

of hungry thieves. Both the symbol of the political power and of the state 

religion are blown up and splintered before the eyes of the reader. At the same 

time these explosions can be viewed as a metaphor of the blown-up work of art – 

the novel. All the loose ends that are usually tied together in the final chapter 

explode instead before the reader’s eyes. Entering the stage is Ananda Udugama, 

miner, head reconstructor, eye-painter and now the expert craftsman who is 

going to join together the blown-up Buddha statue (AG p. 300): 

 

Later it came to be seen that the work done by Ananda was complex and innovative. All 

through the various seasons of heat, the time of monsoons and their storms, he oversaw the 

work in the mud trench, which resembled a hundred-foot-long coffin. It was a structure in 

which the found fragments of stone would be dropped. Inside it was a grid divided into one-

foot squares, and once the stones were identified as to what likely part of the body they came 

from, by someone at the head of the triage, as it were, these were placed in the appropriate 

section. All this was tentative, approximate. They had pieces of stone as big as boulders and 

shards the size of a knuckle. This distinguishing took place in the worst of the May monsoons, 

so fragments of rock would be tossed into square pools of water (AG. s. 301). 

 

The quotation contains, apart from the actual sorting of fragments, Ananda’s 

role as an artist. His work is complicated and innovative like the novel in the 

reader’s hand.226 A Linda Hutcheon characteristic of historiographical 

metafiction is the participation of the active reader, where the reader is not just 

regarded as a fiction consumer but also as the co-creator of fiction. 

The actual joining together takes place on the following page: 

 

The distinguishing of the stones took several weeks, and by the time the dry season came most 

of the limbs had been assembled. There was now one arm, fifty feet long, an ear. The legs still 

safe in the field of bees. They began to move the sections towards each other in the cicada 

grass. Engineers came and with a twenty-foot drill burrowed through the soles of the feet and 

moved up the limbs of the body, till there was a path for metal bones to be poured in, tunnels 

between the hips and torso, between the shoulders and neck to the head (AG p. 302). 

 

                                                        
226

 The work on sorting the splintered different-sized pieces reminds one of the work the reader, or 

for that matter the research student, has to do to conjure up the importance of the novel in its entirety.  

Less important sidetracks have to be distinguished from the great lines in the novel-building. Keeping 

an earlier example in mind,  namely Anil och Leaf’s intended book A Forensic Doctor Looks at the 

Movies, one can imagine the literature research student being written into the novel (AG p. 237). 
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The imagery resembles that of the previous quotation. From the motif parts to 

the thematic lines there now exists a whole, albeit damaged and deficient. The 

statue does not become a seeing Buddha until Ananda has painted its eyes, which 

occurs on the following pages, telling the reader in a metaphorical way about the 

importance of details and the unity.   

Sorting and joining together the pieces of the statue not only forms a metaphor 

of building a work of art but can also be a metaphor of the contents of the novel.  

Since it is presented in the last chapter after a fairly long novel containing 

descriptions of human suffering, one might have a presentiment of the dawn 

produced by the Ondaatje-esque poetics according to which the old can be 

reconstructed and recreated into something novel and hopeful with regard to the 

situation in Sri Lanka. The very last pages in the novel describe such a hopeful 

dawn, which could be Ondaatje’s rewriting of Kipling’s patriotic dawn, but of an 

even greater importance now, since the hope of peace is probably what most 

people cherish after decades of war.   

The dawn as described by Ondaatje cannot be reproduced in its entirety, but it 

is bound to be at the end of the novel as a rewriting of the colonial context of 

which Kipling’s dawn forms part. It is portrayed in a complicated manner when 

Ananda performs the Netra Mangala ceremony during the rising sun. His paints 

and the colours of the dawn merge and wipe out the boundary between the eye-

painter and the textual representation of the dawn. The Buddhist framework 

gives a special character to the sunrise. Dancers, singers and reciters appear in 

the background as Ananda is painting the statue’s eyes. The reconstruction has 

been performed with blood-like melting iron in glowing colors, which courses 

through the veins of the statue, while chalk-white plaster dust covers both him 

and the statue.   The focus is transferred from burning fires on the ground to 

sunrays illuminating the green landscape, which is simultaneously reflected in 

the green bamboo ladder.  This in turn melts into the green paints which Ananda 

used for painting the eyes.  All of this takes place to the sound of birds singing 

and winds moving. On the horizon he sees the rain, rolling like blue dust towards 

him. The music and the dancing turn silent just before the sun rises, and he 

performs the eye-painting ceremony to the sound of the awakening of nature 

(AG pp. 305 – 307). This is a hopeful dawn, which may in the future replace the 

much darker dusk described elsewhere in the novel. An infernal darkness 

probably frequently obscuring life in the island.   
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Summary 

To be a world famous author coming from a war-torn country entails 

responsibility. Reviewers and researchers have intermittently criticized Michael 

Ondaatje strongly for those of his novels that are set in Sri Lanka. Their negative 

attitude has focused on the fact that the novels have not pointed out those guilty 

of the atrocities in Sri Lanka. The critics claim, for instance, that Ondaatje keeps 

silent on the topics of ethnicity, religion and class.  

For this thesis the criticism is the starting point and my view is that several 

critics and researchers have in many ways read his novel in the wrong way.  

They have overlooked, for example, the historical context and its relevance to the 

social criticism conveyed in the novels.  They have also overlooked the author’s 

descriptions of the situation of the victims, which in a pacifist manner align 

themselves with anti-war novels like Ernest Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms.  

Previous research demonstrates that Ondaatje’s novels reveal a marked 

interest in history. The first works, consisting of a kind of collage novels 

including photos, poetry and prose, deal with historical characters like the 

Western legend Billy the Kid and the jazz musician Buddy Bolden. His 

breakthrough novels In the Skin of a Lion and The English Patient are permeated 

with history and history-writing as well as plenty of references to real events.  

The novels that reviewers and researchers have attacked the hardest are those 

taking place in Sri Lanka, namely Running in the Family and Anil’s Ghost. I 

discuss and counter that criticism both in the section on previous research and in 

the main chapter of the thesis, which contains an analysis of Anil’s Ghost. 

The theoretical framework of the novel is complex. The author’s works can 

rightly be placed in both postcolonial and postmodern theory framework, which 

may in turn from the point of view of the history of ideas be seen as two 

ideologically contrary theories.  One prominent literary scholar who has 

succeeded in combining these two theories is Linda Hutcheon. Using her genre 

historiographical metafiction as a starting point calls forth a relevant context.  

Historiographical metafiction largely consists of history and historiography and 

writing in general, and metafiction in particular. This is my context for 

interpreting Anil’s Ghost. Several motifs in the novel recur frequently in 

postcolonial literature, and for this reason a number of these are discussed on the 

basis of postcolonial theory.   

The thesis shows that the historical context is central, first, because it 

highlights a civilized culture contrasting against the contemporary civil war. 

Secondly, references to Lankese historical chronicles and other texts reveal that 

similar disappearances, kidnappings, murder and violence have occurred several 

times in the long history of Sri Lanka. This past is used to illustrate the tragic 

presence. Thirdly, the victims’ situation is in focus, which constitutes my basis 
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for asserting that the novel has a pacifist tinge and clearly distances itself from 

the country’s civil war and from war in general. During the year 2009 the 

fighting ended with the defeat of the Tamils by the Lankese army. Whether this 

is final remains for the future to show.    

Even if the actual conflict is ended, the novel also shows that war is not over 

because the fighting stops, but the wounds remain for a long time among the 

affected population. Ondaatje demonstrates this realistically and very tangibly in 

his portrayal of the main characters. These portraits obtain the function of being 

felt as more important than the political rhetoric invoked by the two main parties, 

the Sinhalese and the Tamils. In sharp contrast to the suffering of the civilian 

victims, the different factions’ historical claims on territory and control sound 

increasingly false. The abominable cost of the civil war is claimed every day in 

the form of people paying with their lives or losing their mind.   

Another problem raised in the thesis is the difficulty of describing war. This 

occupies a subordinate place in this licentiate thesis, but I hope to be able to 

develop the study of metafictional features in the novel in a future doctoral 

thesis.   
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