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Abstract 
Focusing on the narration of traumatic histories of slavery and colonialism in Andrea 

Levy’s recent novels, Fruit of the Lemon (1999), Small Island (2004), and The Long Song 

(2010), this article argues that Levy’s interest in bringing these histories to light is brought 

about by the loss of commemorative and narrative tradition caused by post-war migration. 

On the one hand, the dominant regimes of representation have positioned and 

constructed the West Indian colonial experience as external to mainstream British history. 

On the other hand, however, post-war West Indian migration to Britain was often 

accompanied by a desire to forget the traumatic histories of slavery and colonial 

subordination. Such postcolonial amnesia, this article argues, is confronted by Levy in 

passing on stories. In order to engage critically with the remembering and 

commemoration of trauma, this essay begins with a discussion of how collective traumas 

can be understood and memorialised. The notion of postmemory, as articulated by 

Marianne Hirsch, serves as a starting point for a dialogue about the relations between 

contemporary trauma theory and certain aspects of black British cultural theory. Bringing 

these two perspectives together can help to elucidate Levy’s approach to the 

representation of repression and trauma. Ultimately, this article suggests that Levy’s 

writing in itself is a performative act of postmemorialisation. 
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“Telling Her a Story”: Remembering Trauma in Andrea 
Levy’s Writing  
Ole Birk Laursen 

In her recent fiction, particularly Fruit of the Lemon (1999), Small Island (2004), and The 

Long Song (2010), Levy has been concerned with exploring the traumatic collective 

histories and legacies of slavery, colonialism, and post-war migration to Britain.1 In this 

article, I argue that this interest is brought about by the historical rupture of post-war West 

Indian migration to Britain—symbolised by the arrival of the MV Empire Windrush in 

1948—which caused a loss of commemorative and narrative tradition. The dominant 

regimes of representation that positioned and subjected black people as Others within the 

categories of the West continue to haunt the postcolonial era in the form of modern 

racism, leaving certain traumatic histories such as slavery, colonialism, and post-war 

migration outside mainstream British history. At the same time, on the part of the migrant, 

the attempt to start a new life in Britain was frequently accompanied by a desire to forget 

the histories of slavery and colonial subordination. Confronting such historical silences 

and thinking about how traumatic histories can be mediated, I will argue that Levy’s work 

addresses this rupture through the form and content of her writing. In this sense, Levy’s 

works should not merely be examined as socio-historical texts but as an aesthetic oeuvre 

that memorialises the experiences of slavery, colonialism, and migration. 

These observations relate to Levy’s motivations for writing The Long Song, which 

revolves around the daily lives of slaves and slave-owners in Jamaica around the time of 

the Baptist Wars (1831-1832) and Emancipation (1834). Responding to a young girl’s 

question about how she [the young girl] could be proud of her Jamaican roots when her 

ancestors had been slaves, Levy asked herself: “Could a novelist persuade this young 

woman to have pride in her slave ancestors through telling her a story?”2 Addressing the 

question of how memories of traumatic collective experiences are memorialised, trauma 

theorist Marianne Hirsch theorises the concept of “postmemory,” which “characterizes the 

experience of those who grew up dominated by narratives that preceded their birth, 

whose own belated stories are evacuated by the stories of the previous generation 

shaped by events that can neither be understood nor recreated.”3 Her argument relates to 

Paul Gilroy’s claim that the telling and retelling of stories of loss, exile, and migration 

serve as nodal points in the social memory of black people. The continual narration of 

traumatic histories of slavery, colonialism, and migration, he says, serve to “invent, 
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Trauma Studies, the Holocaust has occupied a prominent place, prompting Andreas 

Huyssen to call it a “master signifier” of the “culture of memory” and critics Dori Laub and 

Shoshana Felman to argue that it represents “the watershed of our times,” the 

unspeakability of which has led to a “radical historical crisis in witnessing.”8 Yet, despite 

this supposed crisis of witnessing, Laub and Felman stress the importance of language 

for experiencing, recognising, and understanding trauma. This is echoed by Cathy 

Caruth, who argues that the processes of speaking and listening are essential for 

understanding the “inherent belatedness” of trauma.9 Drawing on Freud, Caruth claims 

that it is only through this belatedness that trauma is experienced in the first place. In 

relation to the Jewish history of displacement and the Holocaust, Caruth argues that, 

since the sheer scale and terror of the Holocaust leads to a crisis in witnessing, “it is fully 

evident only in connection with another place, and in another time.”10 This insight is 

illuminating for understanding contemporary black British trauma narratives, especially for 

Levy who explores the connections between her present location in Britain and the 

histories of the Caribbean under empire. 

Caruth’s notion of belatedness is developed further by Marianne Hirsch, whose 

concept of “postmemory” is instructive. Conceived with particular reference to the 

Holocaust and using photographs as a medium, she says that  

postmemory characterizes the experience of those who grew up 
dominated by narratives that preceded their own birth, whose own 
belated stories are evacuated by the stories of previous generation 
shaped by traumatic events that can neither be understood nor 
recreated.11  

Postmemory is “distinguished from memory by generational distance and from history by 

deep personal connection.”12 Hirsch’s concept presumes both a linear progression and a 

generational difference between those who experienced the Holocaust and the children 

of those who survived. In the face of the possibility of historical extinction, the retelling of 

stories of the traumatic nature of the Holocaust establishes a modern, post-Holocaust 

collective identity for Jewish people. These stories are, according to Hirsch, passed on 

from one generation to the next in mediated form. Moreover, as Hirsch goes on to claim, 

“I have developed this notion in relation to children of Holocaust survivors, but I believe it 

may usefully describe other second-generation memories of cultural or collective 

traumatic events and experiences.”13 Gilroy’s argument that the telling and retelling of 

stories of collective traumatic experiences are essential for cultural identity is particularly 

useful when considering the role of narrative as a means of working through the trauma 

of empire. 

The centrality of trauma to the understanding and overcoming of slavery and 

colonialism has long been noted by influential thinkers such as Frantz Fanon and Edward 

Said.14 More recently, Leela Gandhi has argued that “postcolonialism can be seen as a 

theoretical resistance to the mystifying amnesia of the colonial aftermath. It is a 

disciplinary project devoted to the academic task of revisiting, remembering and, 

crucially, interrogating the colonial past.”15 In a similar vein, in The Black Atlantic: 

Modernity and Double Consciousness (1993), Paul Gilroy acknowledges the work of 
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Fanon but still asks why critics have been reluctant to consider a correspondence 

between the histories of blacks and Jews. Taking up the challenge, Gilroy argues that 

within black cultural production—and here Gilroy refers particularly to Toni Morrison’s 

novel Beloved (1987) but also to the work of C. L. R. James and W. E. B. Du Bois—the 

desire to return to the traumatic history of slavery and explore it imaginatively offers “a 

means to restage confrontations between rational, scientific and enlightened Euro-

American thought and the supposedly primitive outlook of prehistorical, cultureless and 

bestial African slaves.”16  

Some critics have considered how we might analyse various collective traumatic 

experiences without resorting to a hierarchical and competitive ideology. Michael 

Rothberg proposes that “we consider memory as multidirectional: as subject to ongoing 

negotiation, cross-referencing, and borrowing; as productive and not privative.”17 In this 

sense, memory is conceived as a discursive space where cultural identities are formed in 

dialogical interactions with others–not silencing histories, but displacing them. Looking 
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in South Asia and the painful processes of decolonisation throughout Africa and the 

Caribbean alongside the promise of migration to Britain—as symbolised by Windrush—

and the voluntary separation from a common, shared collective identity elsewhere.21 

According to Stuart Hall, post-war migration has led to two ways of thinking about cultural 

identity: first, as “one, shared culture, a sort of collective ‘one true self’, hiding inside the 

many other, more superficial or artificially imposed ‘selves’, which people with a shared 

history and ancestry hold in common.”22 His understanding relates to the shared 

experiences of slavery and colonialism that have been brought to light in order to 

establish an essential “black” identity in the name of anti-colonial and anti-racist 

movements, for instance. This view offers an “imaginary coherence on the experience of 

dispersal and fragmentation, which is the history of all enforced diasporas.”23 Second, 

however, Hall also offers another position that recognises that, “as well as the many 

points of similarity, there are also critical points of deep and significant difference which 

constitute ‘what we really are’; or rather–since history has intervened–‘what we have 

become.’”24 By contrast to Durrant’s point that individuals seek closure, in 

psychoanalytical terms, Hall posits that the differences between people are crucial for 

understanding the traumatic character of the colonial experience. He observes: 

far from being eternally fixed in some essentialised past, [cultural 
identities] are subject to the continuous “play” of history, culture and 
power. Far from being grounded in a mere “recovery” of the past, which 
is waiting to be found, and which , when found, will secure our sense of 
ourselves into eternity, identities are the names we give to the different 
ways we are positioned by, and position ourselves within, the narratives 
of the past.25 

Hall’s comments highlight the intricate connections between various histories that place 

the individual in the collective history: the personal life story becomes a part of the 

collective, shared memory. 

Contemporary black British writers of Caribbean descent have increasingly engaged 

with the traumatic experiences of slavery, colonialism and migration in their writing. Briefly 

put, this has tended to take two forms: first, in various ways, Levy’s The Long Song, 

David Dabydeen’s A Harlot’s Progress (1999), Fred D’Aguiar’s Feeding the Ghosts 

(1997), S. I. Martin’s Incomparable World (1996), and Caryl Phillips’s Cambridge (1991) 

revisit the history of black people in Britain before the Windrush generation.26 Establishing 

a long history of black people in Britain, these texts return to and re-imagine the traumatic 

history of slavery in order to maintain, invent, and renew black British identity, to echo 

Gilroy. Second, in Fruit of the Lemon—as well as in work such as Bernardine Evaristo’s 

Lara (1997), Lucinda Roy’s Lady Moses (1998), and Jenny McLeod’s Stuck Up a Tree 

(1998)—a return to the shared, collective history of the Caribbean is presented as 

problematic or not viable.27 This, in turn, causes a crisis of identity, in the Freudian sense, 

which can only be resolved by re-imagining the initial event. In this context, it is useful to 

consider how Levy’s aesthetic oeuvre has travelled from struggling to engage with a 

collective black history to commemorating and retelling traumatic histories of slavery, 

colonialism, and migration. 



58 | “Telling Her a Story”: Remembering Trauma in Andrea Levy’s Writing��

��

Empire’s Child: Andrea Levy’s Fruit of the Lemon 

In the concluding pages of Fruit of the Lemon, the narrator, Faith, proclaims, “I am the 

bastard child of Empire and I will have my day,” after returning from Jamaica where she 

has discovered her ancestry.28 Faith’s declaration, which points as much to the past as it 

does to the future, is crucial for understanding Levy’s interest in the traumatic histories of 

slavery, colonialism, and migration. In the context of the black British experience, I 

propose that Jamaican migration to Britain in the post-war years produced a historical rift 

between the collective, shared memory of slavery and colonialism in the Caribbean, and 

the experience of racism in contemporary Britain. In other words, I argue that the 

generation of West Indians who grew up in societies shaped by the historical experiences 

of slavery and colonialism did not pass on those histories to their children. As a 

consequence, I suggest, the children who grew up in Britain at that time may have little 

understanding of how modern racism is rooted in the traumatic histories of slavery and 

colonialism.  

Throughout the novel, the main character, Faith, is subject to a number of racist 

experiences that deny her subjectivity and agency, and place her in a collective history—

to which she has no immediate access—outside of British history. In response to the 

fracturing of memory and history, Levy explores the links between Jamaica and Britain, 

especially through the experiences of slavery, colonialism, and migration, throughout her 

work. In what follows, I attend to the question of how the protagonist negotiates her 

individual experience of growing up in Britain with the collective history of slavery and 

colonialism in Jamaica. Moreover, I address how, through writing, Levy is able to work 

through trauma. Attending to these questions, this section will first introduce Levy and 

work. The analysis will then focus on Fruit of the Lemon in order to examine how a series 

of racist experiences eventually lead to Faith’s breakdown, which initiates a process of 

working through trauma. 

Born in London in 1956 to Jamaican parents, Levy grew up on council estates in 

North London. Her father served in the RAF during the Second World War and returned 

to Britain on the SS Empire Windrush in June of 1948 with her mother following shortly 

after. Levy worked in the Royal Opera House and the BBC costume departments before 

turning to writing in her mid-thirties. Inspired by African American writers like Toni 

Morrison and Alice Walker and books published by feminist presses, such as Virago and 

The Women’s Press, Levy wanted to write the novels that she, as a young black woman, 

had always wanted to read: “I was desperate to go into a bookshop, pick up a book and 

read about being Black in Britain and not having come from somewhere else, of actually 

being born here and having to create your own identity.”29 

Levy’s fictions about the children of Windrush and the black British experience draw 

on many aspects of her own coming-of-age experiences and family background. For 

instance, after attending a creative writing class, Levy drew on her own experience of 

council flats as well as the death of her father as inspiration for her first novel, Every Light 

in the House Burnin’ (1994).30 Set in the North London of the 1960s, Levy’s debut novel 

revolves around the young Angela, who relives her childhood years as her ailing father 
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goes through the National Health Service. Her second novel, Never Far From Nowhere 

(1996), also set on a council estate in North London, details the adolescence of two very 

different sisters, Vivien and Olive, in the 1970s.31 in those two novels, Levy narrates her 

subjectivity into the national story of Britain in relation to her parents. In Fruit of the 

Lemon, however, Levy extends her aesthetic gaze beyond the present when she 

explores her past: 

The first three [novels] I see as a baton race, passing the baton on to the 
next person. I suppose it was about exploring aspects of my life, although 
in fiction. I didn’t research it, obviously; it was there in my head for those 
three books. […] with Fruit of the Lemon, I started that backward look, 
when Faith goes into her family, once I had actually asked my mum 
about our family and gone to history books and had a look. Before I 
wasn’t so interested in the link between Jamaica, the Caribbean and 
Britain. I was much more, “we’re black British, we’re here, and how are 
we going to move on?” And that’s absolutely part of what I do, too, but I 
didn’t think that looking backwards was so important, whereas now I think 
it is absolutely important and so fascinating.32 

From the outset, Levy challenges racism in contemporary Britain through claims of 

citizenship: “we’re black British, we’re here.”33 This assertion sheds light on Levy’s 

exploration of her collective history and cultural identity: “how are we going to move 

on?”34 

These complex issues of postcolonial identity formation are dramatically presented 

through the story of Faith who experiences an identity crisis on account of experiences of 

racism in Britain. At school, two kinds of racism are shown to be at play, Faith, is bullied 

by boys who tauntingly say, “Your mum and dad came on a banana boat” (3). Faith is 

unable to respond to their remarks because her parents have not shared with her their 

stories of migration to Britain. Moreover, at an institutional level, her history lessons at 

school have taught her nothing about the West Indian migration to Britain in the post-war 

years. Subsequently, Faith is surprised wh
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This separation from family history renders Faith unaware of her own collective cultural 

identity. 

In less obvious ways, however, the tension between her individual cultural identity 

and the collective experience of the black diaspora is evident in her workplace 

experiences. Her employer, Olivia, remarks as follows:  “Your work has an ethnicity which 

shines through …. A sort of African or South American feel which is obviously part of you” 

(31). In what is both a form of intimacy and distancing, Faith’s cultural identity is 

described as different from that of Olivia. Unaware of this African or South American feel, 

Faith responds: “As I was born and bred in Haringey I could only suppose that I had 

some sort of collective unconscious that was coming through from my slave ancestry” 

(31). In this case, Faith is made to bear a cultural history that bears no relation to her own 

experience as a British citizen or her parents’ own cultural background. 

In a later episode, when working for the BBC Television costume department, the 

complexities of her cultural identity are again exposed. Although now working for the 

BBC, an institution that might be seen as a guardian of British social and cultural identity, 

she is hampered when she wants to apply for a job as a dresser: “But they don’t have 

black dressers” (70), says her new boss, Lorraine, and continues, “Oh sorry, … I don’t 

mean to be horrible but it’s just what happens here” (71). This institutionalised racism is 

not directly aimed at Faith. In fact, Lorraine encourages Faith to apply anyway: “you’ll 

probably be all right because everyone likes you” (71). Nonetheless, Faith is invariably 

interpellated as black, but not like other black people, while Lorraine identifies herself as 

white, but not like other white racist people. Relating to Hall’s second notion of diasporic 

cultural identity, in these instances, Faith does not position herself in the narratives of the 

past. On the contrary, in the words of Hall, Faith is “positioned and subjected in the 

dominant regimes of representation”, which simultaneously disavow and affirm a sense of 

racism in Britain.35 

Eventually, Faith realises that her sense of a collective black diasporic cultural 

identity is as important to her as the intersections of gender and class. She accompanies 

her roommate Marion and Marion’s father to a poetry reading, which includes a 

presentation by a black poet at the end of the evening. When Faith sees him, she 

becomes aware of her own black cultural identity: 

Suddenly, as I looked up at this black poet I became aware that the poet 
and me were the only black people in the room. I looked around again–it 
was now a room of white people. 

I became nervous waiting for the poet to start. I was thinking, ‘Please be 
good, please.’ The poet became my dad, my brother, he was the 
unknown black faces in our photo album, he was the old man on the bus 
who called by sister, the man in the bank with the strong Trinidadian 
accent who could not make him unde
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Marion excuses her father’s remarks, suggesting that it is “a cultural thing” (93). Marion 

invokes her working-class background, goes into a Marxist and feminist rant. She 
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The story sounded different when Simon retold it. It gained more menace 
with hindsight. It was now a fact that three men walked into a bookshop 
in daylight and hit someone over the head with a blunt instrument 
because they didn’t like them. It was real. Not something skipped over in 
the local paper or tutted about at the dinner table (155). 

Racial difference and racism emerge as fundamental themes as Faith and her friends 

work through the traumatic event. Crucially, Faith interrupts Simon’s story twice to remind 

her friends that “the woman that was struck on the head was black like me. And both 

times Simon and Mick had looked at me and nodded” (156). Consequently, unable to 

share the experience in the company of her white friends, she resolves, “What it all 

comes down to in the end is black against white. It was simple. It was so simple” (159). 

Hoping to relate the story to her parents, Faith returns to her parents: they would 

understand how she felt - black on the outside and cowardly custard-yellow on the inside” 

(158). However, she is not met by an understan
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The country where I live, among people so unaware of our shared past 
that all they would see if they were staring at my aunt would be a black 
woman acting silly. 

Let those bully boys walk behind me in the playground. Let them tell me, 
‘You’re a darkie. Faith’s a darkie.’ I am the granddaughter of Grace and 
William Campbell. I am the great-grandchild of Cecelia Hilton. I am 
descended from Katherine whose mother was a slave. I am the cousin of 
Afria. I am the niece of Coral Thompson and the daughter of Wade and 
Mildred Jackson. Let them say what they like. Because I am the bastard 
child of Empire and I will have my day (326-7). 

This testimonial, taken from the final pages of the novel, bears witness to Faith’s 

transformation in Jamaica. She asserts a collective, shared history of slavery, colonialism, 

and migration among all Britons, black and white alike. Having discovered a collective 

history, Faith reclaims a wider history, acknowledging the hybrid nature of Jamaica. In 

doing so, she is able to confront and overcome the trauma of modern racism in Britain. 

Passing On Memories: Small Island and The Long Song 

The aesthetics of remembering and narrating traumatic collective experiences, which also 

surface in Small Island and The Long Song, might be analysed in the light of Hirsch’s 

notion of postmemory. Where Hirsch places emphasis on the role of the photograph, 

arguing that the ghostly traces of family members provide a mode of passing on 

memories of collective traumatic experiences, I want to focus on the role of oral 

storytelling, which has been essential to the creation of cultural identity and the passing 

on of memories in West Indian societies. Without setting up a hierarchical relationship 

between photography and literature or orality and literacy, I want to think further about but 

how Levy memorialises collective traumatic events in her writing and, indeed, how 

literature functions as a mode of passing on memories. This is particularly pertinent when 

considering the inherent belatedness and impossibility of representing trauma. 

Following on from Fruit of the Lemon, where family members tell stories of other 

family members to Faith, Levy employs a non-linear narrative structure and four narrators 

in Small Island to tell the story. In doing this, she addresses the historical rupture of the 

Windrush—symbolised in the novel by its division into two sections entitled “Before” and 

“1948”—and complicates the notion that the history of migration belongs only to those 

who migrated. Bringing together the histories of two Jamaicans (Gilbert Joseph and 

Hortense Roberts) and two white Britons (Queenie and Bernard Bligh), Levy confronts 

the silences that often accompanied West Indian migration to Britain. Moreover, however, 

this narratological strategy equally prompts Britain’s white English population to reassess 

the history of post-war national identity. Each of these characters has a distinct voice and 

a personal story to tell: the individual tales are both intricately connected and 

interdependent. Specifically, I will focus on how each narrator experiences and 
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in her a particular sense of class identity. She sees herself as superior to other West 

Indians: “My recitation of ‘Ode to a Nightingale’ had earned me a merit star and the 

honour of ringing the school bell for a week” 
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“telling her story”—speaks about the silence surrounding Britain’s history of slavery in 

Jamaica. Drawing on a wealth of archival material, personal testimonies by plantation 

owners, and slave narratives, Levy gives voice to the people who endured slavery. 

“Writing fiction”, she says, “is a way of putting back the voices that were left out.”36 In 

exploring histories that she had only hinted at in Fruit of the Lemon, Levy delves deeper 

into the beginnings of the intricately connected histories of Britain and Jamaica. Yet, 

considering the silences and gaps in history, how can the story of slavery, as experienced 

by a slave, be passed on? 

Employing the strategy of the unreliable, reluctant narrator, the novel is told by July 

to her son Thomas in the late nineteenth century. Resembling the scene of Freudian 

psychoanalysis, where the patient reconstructs the traumatic event through interpretation 

and free association. Playing with the boundaries of narrator and protagonist, the story of 

July is told in the third person, and it is not until later it is revealed that the narrator and 

the protagonist are one and the same. In several instances, the son points out the 

inaccuracies in his mother’s story. Psychoanalytic critics and trauma theorists often note 

that the original traumatic event cannot be entirely reconstituted, thus posing issues with 

respect to representation, Levy’s responds to the crisis of representation by offering a 

creatively re-imagined history, which constantly calls attention to issues of representation 

in highly self-conscious ways. From the outset, Levy establishes a complicated 

relationship between the main character, July, the narrator, her son Thomas, and the 

reader that bears on the difficulty of narrating trauma. The tale takes the form of a framed 

narrative: set within The Long Song, there is another book, told by Thomas. On the inside 

cover of the novel, Thomas addresses the reader of the book (his book, the story he is 

told by his mother) and explains that she is passing on those stories to her son so that he 

can put them into writing: “Her intention was that, once knowing the tale, I would then, at 

some other date, convey its narrative to my own daughters” (1). The metafictional 

transcription of an oral narrative also provides a forum for passing on memories. This 

duplex narrative strategy enables Levy to give voice to those who have not been heard in 

dominant narratives of that era. Moreover, Levy reclaims the story of everyday life in 

Jamaica during the colonial era, offering a history that supplements and complicates our 

understanding of the horrors of slavery. 

While the notion of postmemory is at play in the novel, the aesthetics of The Long 

Song also serve to confront historical silences and challenge dominant histories. The 

telling and re-telling of the story of slavery, as Gilroy says, serve to reclaim a wider and 

more complicated sense of the history of colonialism. However, initiating the difficult 

process of re-telling this complex history in Fruit of the Lemon, and continuing in both 

Small Island and The Long Song, Levy extends these insights and shows that the 

collective experiences of slavery, colonialism, and migration should be conceived as part 

of a more expansive history of Britain. As Levy has become increasingly interested in 

exploring and narrating the complexities of Britain’s colonial past, her work continues to 

confront the silences of the past. As such, by working through the traumatic narratives of 

the past, her aesthetic oeuvre serves as a communal act of recovery for fostering a wider 

sense of community in modern-day Britain. 
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