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Pneumatological Testaments: Pariag and Aldrick, Two Practitioners of Natural Writing
Caribbeanness is a system full of noise and opacity, a nonlinear system, an unpredictable system, in short a chaotic system beyond the total reach of any specific kind of knowledge or interpretation of the world.
—Antonio Benítez-Rojo, The Repeating Island

I am the axe man cutting forests down

I am the axe man working all over town

If you have a tree to cut I am the man to call

I never put my axe on a tree and it didn’t break and fall

—Philo, “The Axe Man”


All Pariag ever wanted—Pariag the Indian outsider in Earl Lovelace’s The Dragon Can’t Dance (1979)—was to be welcomed into the Calvary Hill community and accepted as one of Trinidad’s very own. The most devastating episode in The Dragon occurs when Pariag and his wife Dolly prepare a humble albeit handsome spread for their Calvary Hill neighbors during Christmas; the young couple expecting the carousers to stop (if only briefly) at every home along the way, leaving theirs of course for last. A spread which upon first glimpsing does not seem like much: a bottle of rum, of Pepsi cola and ginger ale, some roti, curried mango in a bowl, and a bottle of hot pepper sauce (104-05). But considering the felt sacrifice made on behalf of Pariag and Dolly to provide their fellows with something from the very little (and I can’t stress this enough) very little they possess, the celebrants ultimately being no-shows and leaving the pair expectantly waiting, adds a fourth dimension to Pariag in terms of character apperception, in that it places his ontic energy “under erasure” (Spivak xiv). Aldrick, the other notable protagonist in The Dragon, suffers a similar dilemma, but not with the same purposed, nuclear intensity Pariag brings alive, precisely because of his racial AND cultural otherness.

Shortly after accepting the fact his neighbors will not show up, Pariag tells Dolly: “‘[t]hey not seeing me, that is what it is. That is it; they don’t see me. You see?’” [emphasis Lovelace’s] (105). His justifying the partiers standing him and his wife up by saying “they don’t see me” articulates more than just a mere realization, since that acknowledgement of not being seen, in functioning as the Derridean “Outside of the self—in itself” (qtd. in Spivak lxxiv), is both a manifestation of Pariag’s personal genius and what he expects of others—that they see him—bearing a triangulating, reflexive effect. Drawing heavily on Hegel what Derrida calls “self-proximity of infinite subjectivity” (24). Not only does he want others to acknowledge him, but in the very moment that they don’t—this is a reaction his genius anticipates—Pariag wills his natural self into an item, an object of barter, if you will. Like, for example, the shilling he’s accustomed to giving Fisheye, The Dragon’s bully, every time they meet, even if this translates into him performing this act precisely as the Hindu—i.e., the “racialized ‘other’” (Cloos 63).

As long as Fisheye & Co. refrain from ignoring him, little does it matter if, in being bullied and dehumanized, a certain deletion (the Derridean sous rature) of Pariag takes place. This doesn’t worry him in the least since it all forms part of the process, the striving towards his teleological goal, viz., to become one with the Cavalry Hill community. Interestingly enough, Spivak, in her “Translator’s Preface” to Of Grammatology, quotes Nietzsche’s “On Truth in Lie in an Extra-Moral Sense,” where he describes “metaphor as the originary process of what the intellect presents as ‘truth’” (xxii); and it is only as metaphor that others actually acknowledge Pariag as a being seen. The shillings Pariag continually forks over to Fisheye every time they encounter one another thus become—myself quoting from the same Nietzsche essay— “coins which have lost their pictures and now matter only as metal, no longer coins” (47). Just substitute the Nietzschean coin for Pariag’s face, and one receives a like effect: Pariag not the Indian man, the human being, Dolly’s young, hard-working husband, who feels intensely the slight to his person when others ignore him, but the coin, the metal, the material, the matter, the racialized other (63), the metaphor—ultimately, the truth.

Equally revealing is the first encounter between Aldrick and Pariag, when the Indian approaches his Trinidadian counterpart with a whole pack of cigarettes in the hopes that, were he to offer him one and the other not refuse, Pariag would create not only an excuse to enter into a conversation with Aldrick but also perhaps even strike up a friendship with him (88). Aldrick accepts the cigarette and remains awkwardly silent, causing Pariag some embarrassment to which he quickly departs, leaving Aldrick alone, and to his thoughts: “thinking of the day’s events, the boy, Basil, Fisheye, and Sylvia crowding his brain, that his mind ran on Pariag, and he thought: ‘Shit! I never try to talk to him in two years either’” (90). Aldrick’s utter lack of interaction with his fellows mirrors the severe alienation he feels towards himself. Lovelace introduces him working “solemnly on his dragon costume, saying nothing [emphasis mine] to Basil, the little boy of ten who came from somewhere in the neighborhood of Alice Street” (49). His work on the dragon costume for Carnival, like Pariag turning himself into sheer metaphor so others would acknowledge him, is the Derridean “mark of deletion…that deletion…the final writing of an epoch. Under its strokes the presence of a transcendental signified [i.e., the Absent One] is effaced while still remaining legible…is destroyed while making visible the very idea of the sign…this last writing is also the first writing” (23), and therefore, writing of the most natural.


This encounter above mentioned between Aldrick and Pariag with the cigarette—again, yet another object of barter and metaphor for the Indian—qualifies as a “first” not because the two have never crossed paths, but because it communicates a process of apperception where both men, sharing the same lived experience—the momentary encounter when on offering, the other accepts the cigarette—go about making sense of it very differently in an immediate present each splits in his own inimitable way. “It is,” Derrida reasons, “the unique experience of the signified producing itself spontaneously, from within the self, and nevertheless, as signified concept, in the element of ideality or universality” (20). What Derrida voices here acts as a repeated occurrence in The Dragon not only between characters but also between characters and inanimate objects and/or artistic creations; the dragonhead and costume in relation to Aldrick, the coin, cigarette, and green Humber bicycle (which I will get to in short order) in relation to Pariag all cases in point. I will examine how these relationships between sentient beings and inanimate objects—each articulating the word, “the image of a nerve stimulus in sounds” (Nietzsche 45)—make the characters see, understand themselves not necessarily through their own eyes, nor even through those of a “racialized ‘other’” (Cloos 63), but through the eyes once the natural self, aware of its inefficiency of achieving a being seen by the other in the phenomenological sense, “submits the sign to the question of essence, to the ‘ti esti,’” and to the “mark of deletion” that, when effaced, still remains legible (Derrida 18, 23). The performative act of writing, the “grammè [written mark]” (Derrida 9), in negating only intensifies the affirmation of being, since “further deconstruction deconstructs deconstruction” (Spivak lxxvii).


To simplify this Derridean concept of “The Written Being/The Being Written,” to further deconstruct it, I nod towards Donald S. Lopez, Jr.’s “The Consecration of a Buddha Image.” Mimetic of a Buddhist monk infusing the very essence of the Buddha into an idol—the ritualistic process—is the sense of being, the determining signifying trace Derrida calls différance (23). Lopez, Jr.: “to make the physical representation become what it represents. The consecrated image [the idol] is not a symbol of the Buddha but, effectively, is the Buddha, and there are numerous stories of images speaking to their devotees” (200). Lovelace performs a similar Buddhist/Derridean feat with Aldrick, the dragon man: “[He] worked slowly, deliberately; and every thread he sewed, every scale he put on the body of the dragon, was a thought, a gesture, an adventure, a name that celebrated some part of his journey to and his surviving upon this hill” (50). Sewing, stitching scales to the dragon costume, the dragon an imaginary devoid of all objective reality—only in the profoundest reaches of the psyche can a dragon possess metaphorical force—has Aldrick projecting himself in the present towards Carnival in the future, where he will eventually embody the dragon, thus fleshing his person in its garb. Aldrick divests, subtracts himself of his skin, as a grown man to assume his dragon identity, telling Philo, his friend, the master calypsonian:


“No. Let me tell you anyway. You see me here, I is thirty-one years old. Never had a regular job 
in my life or a wife or nutten. I ain’t own a house or car or radio or racehorse or store. I don’t 
own one thing in this fucking place, except that dragon there, and the dragon ain’t even mine. I 
just make it.” (124)

This feeling Lovelace further intensifies a few pages after (Philo gone, Aldrick all alone) when


[h]e was sitting on the edge of the bed, the one clear phrase, fear, announcement, repeating itself 
in his brain, as he looked at the head of the dragon hanging on the wall, the eyes saw through the 
eyes, past the eyes, beyond the eyes to his own loneliness, his own tiredness, and his mind 
thinking of Sylvia, crying for lost dragons, for Philo and Fisheye, for himself even, so that when 
the knock sounded on the door, it startled him. (128)

The person knocking is none other than Pariag who wants Aldrick, his artistic prowess known throughout Calvary Hill, to “paint a sign on a box for [him] [emphasis added]” (128).

Aldrick ritualizing, working on his dragon costume repetitively on a yearly basis mirrors the consecrating of a Buddha image by one, transferring his numinous energies (his breath) as it synchronizes with the performative movements epitomized by sewing and stitching; and two, more than giving consistent percussive action to (mnemonically speaking) the otherwise forgotten family members he cherishes most, Pariag asking Aldrick to paint a sign for him reciprocates in a way the act of his offering Aldrick a cigarette and he accepting in their “first” encounter. Now it is Pariag wanting Aldrick to divest his person in a way, of itself, so he can become the metaphor, the object turned truth as sign painter. Not only does this correlate to the Derridean concept under discussion, but given “‘the formal essence’ of the sign can only be determined in terms of presence” (18), it also aligns with Aldrick teleologically becoming in chapter 15—one hundred pages later—Cavalry Hill’s designated “sign painter” (218). His work as costume designer/sign painter imitates “[n]atural writing [which] is united to the voice and to breath. Its nature is not grammatological but pneumatological” (Derrida 17). 

Like a metonymic version of Lovelace the novelist himself, Aldrick the artist-figure weaves into the very fabric of the narrative’s albeit fictionalized reality—sew[ing] scales into the cloth of the dragon (56)—all those family members who have passed away and whom Aldrick sorely misses. He threads into his costume, into his ontological self infinite possibilities of multiple combinations, like an imaginary dragon made actual: his grandfather, his grandfather’s brother George, his grandmother, his two unmarried aunts from Manzanilla, his Uncle Freddie, who handed down and taught him the tradition of dragon-making (55), as well as the people closest to him in his immediate present (Basil, Pariag, Sylvia, Fisheye)—each in itself a separate entity yet comprising one way or the other Aldrick’s envisioned dragon-self. Aldrick effaces himself only to become more dragon-legible.

As mentioned above, Pariag wanted nothing more than to have the Cavalry Hill community acknowledge and not ignore him, and, ever the perspicacious man, he works doubly hard at the bottle factory and saves enough money to buy a handsome green Humber bike. Lovelace: “To Pariag, getting that carrier bicycle was his fixed star” (106). Pariag generates a power far subtler and therefore greater than Fisheye’s, who only knows how to exert a brute force, as ephemeral as it is intimidating. He is also morally far superior to Guy who, instead of working hard until feeling bone-tired, as Pariag does, only knows how to flaunt his money, bribing others into getting what he wants, people and possessions notwithstanding. Pariag persists in making the felt sacrifices to bring over to reality the thoughts he had originally envisioned. So like Aldrick sewing, stitching, and preparing his dragon costume yearly for Carnival, Pariag too projects his person towards the future, and is in a continuous pursuit to spark “‘originary operations” (Derrida 19). The bicycle becomes the psychic embodiment of these chases.

Hundreds of working hours put in and the bicycle already purchased, Pariag speeds down the street boring mazes through and dodging traffic causing a ruckus, pedestrians euphemistically calling him “Crazy Indian!” (107). Pariag performs in relation to his bike an action likened to the ones made with Fisheye and the coin and Aldrick and the cigarette, but this time the written mark, in implicating an entire community into the mix, resounds the metaphor, the negation more emphatically—i.e., not in, but as if it were, the affirmative. Pariag enacting the transposition of his person into an object of his ideation, equal to Aldrick and his legible dragon-self, in terms of a social, purely subjective potential dehumanizes him. Satisfied he is no longer ignored but known all over as the “Crazy Indian,” Lovelace takes the Pariag dilemma a step further, and changes him completely “when he awoke one morning to the screams of Dolly…Pariag, standing quite still, his knees shaking and his lips trembling, looking down at his Humber bicycle, lying crushed as by some monster, the two wheels bent, the chain off, the handles and fenders twisted, and the bell on the ground” (152-53).

Those originary operations Derrida alludes to form for Pariag an ethos, in that the hours put in and sacrifices made to his physical and emotional well-being bottling at the factory and selling peanuts at the football stadium were all concentrated in the sole object, bicycle, and these bastards (just to get into Pariag’s head a little) got jealous and messed it all up for him. He performed this—so as to be seen, but not to be seen—as Cloos’s “racialized ‘other’” (63), and as what Antonio Benítez-Rojo writes concerning skin color: “it is a color neither of the Self nor of the Other, but rather a kind of no-man’s-land where the permanent battle for the Caribbean Self’s fragmented identity is fought” (201).

Once Pariag gives the bicycle a conclusion saying—“‘It mash up. It mash up. It mash up,’ softly with gentleness of a hurt that went beyond the green Humber bicycle [emphasis added]” (153)—the reader sees how this correlates to Aldrick in turn seeing beyond the dragon’s eyes to “his own loneliness, his own tiredness” (128) alluded to earlier. Only on the destruction of the bike, the complete emotional severance between Pariag and the Cavalry Hill community, does he become a man’s man, impregnating his wife eventually having three children and becoming the rightful owner of a shop on the very hill that once treated him like an outsider (221). Of all the protagonists in The Dragon, Lovelace vicariously honors Pariag through his felt depiction of how this “Crazy Indian” made it big in Trinidad not only as a shopkeeper but also (and finally) as a store owner. Pariag, in order to evolve, must treat the entire community in a manner not unlike his treatment of Fisheye in relation to the coin or of Aldrick to the cigarette, but now (and thanks in part due to those responsible for destroying the bicycle) those very delinquents occasioned the originary operation thus effacing and making legible once more Pariag’s mutable constitution.


Given the constraints of time and space, I would have liked to apply Derrida to the character of Philo, the master calypsonian. How, through his reinterpretation on the theme of “toughness,” as depicted in his great calypso “The Axe Man,” he further deconstructs himself, he a skinny, unmuscular, ordinary-looking man. In no way like “The Axe Man” of his calypso, he reinvents himself as “The Great Fucker” (244), the notorious sexual conqueror of woman, the Trinidadian radio listening audience soon following suit and Philo becoming an overnight sensation. As a literary and artist-figure, Philo through the process of writing calypsos, “writing…that forgetting of the self [the effacing], that exteriorization, the contrary of the interiorizing memory” (Derrida 24), converges with Aldrick, in that he too projects a fictionalized version of himself onto a collective imaginary—Aldrick’s dragon costume is to Carnival what Philo’s calypso is to the Trinidadian radio audience—and with Pariag as his socioeconomic counterpart. Both men at the novel’s closing affluent and with a lot to show for: Philo with a successful career as a famous calypsonian, and Pariag a storeowner with a lovely wife and three little children.

Pariag and Aldrick are two practitioners of natural writing since their pneumatological testaments, their lives as written by Lovelace, follow conceptually and in terms of palindromic design Derrida’s subtitle, “The Written Being/The Being Written” (18). How their lives in yielding so decisively to repetition—Aldrick sewing, stitching scales onto his dragon costume every year for Carnival, Pariag slaving, jeopardizing his well-being to strike it big in Trinidad as a foreigner—connect to the artistic, literary, and trial-by-error enterprises illustrated in The Dragon Can’t Dance. How those projects also reveal volumes about character apperception and self, and how they forcefully lend themselves—were I to gesture towards the Benítez-Rojo epigraph—to his conception of Chaos: “Chaos looks toward everything that repeats, reproduces, grows, decays, unfolds, flows, spins, vibrates, seethes” (3). This same impulse on behalf of Lovelace to write it, to include it all in The Dragon no matter how repetitive or chaotic it might feel, gives one the impression that instead of making all possible promises to the reader and never keeping them, nothing by way of promise is being made but always kept.
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