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Abstract 
The article focuses on representations of ageing and black British identity in Andrea 

Levy’s Every Light in the House Burnin’ (1994) and Joan Riley’s Waiting in the Twilight 

(1987). Offering a comparative analysis of representations of ageing experiences for the 

first Windrush generation, I explore areas of these two texts that have received relatively 

little attention from critics. Specifically focusing on representations of ageing and the 

body, and on uses of memory in story-telling, the article examines the use of memory 

writing in the novels, suggesting this discourse as a subjective means by which 

individuals may (re)connect with and recast their personal and collective histories of race, 

class, and gender marginalisation. I examine the ways in which Levy and Riley’s novels 

document the voices and life stories of ageing black British men and women, using a 

fictional form, thereby creating spaces for those hitherto marginalised accounts and 

characters in contemporary British fiction. The article furthermore analyses Levy and 

Riley’s portrayals of ageing characters, their relationship to families and communities, 

and their exhausting and difficult struggle to reject victimisation whilst retaining subjective 

agency and personal dignity. In their representations of ageing and the body, Levy and 

Riley explore the impact of illness, isolation, loss of social status, and the treatment of 

elderly black British individuals by the health system and local communities. In 

conclusion, both novels reject the story of silenced victimhood for their ageing characters 
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“Mapping Memories: Reminiscence with Ethnic Minority Elders.”10 These projects focus 

on personal histories and the uncovering of the past, employing the very kind of narrative 

techniques used by Levy and Riley in their fictions. 

Both Levy’s Every Light in the House Burnin’ and Riley’s Waiting in the Twilight 

explore and retrieve black British individual and collective histories using a fictional form. I 

want to begin my analysis by examining the narrative techniques and formal processes 

that Levy and Riley employ in order to express the black British collective experience 

through the lens of the individual, particularly through the use of memory writing and a 

daughter-mediator character. These aspects of Levy’s writing (and, I would argue, also of 

Riley’s) “have not been addressed; in particular, its formal intricacies and its treatment of 

historical silences have not received adequate attention” from critics.11 This essay 

explores such formal intricacies by looking at Levy and Riley’s recasting of individual 

histories through narratives of ageing: stories which use subjective and partial memory 

writing as formal processes to access those past experiences and emotions which do not 

otherwise ‘translate.’ 

According to Cesar and Sharon Meraz, black British women writers have taken on 

the task of representing the “reality of aging for the West Indian immigrant in London [...] 

and experiences of ‘displacement and disconnection.’”12 This is long overdue, as Maria 

Helena Lima argues, “it used to be that to be Black and British was to be unnamed in the 

official discourse.”13 Similarly invisible in literature is the issue of old age, Hepworth 

concludes: “Old age has been described as the ultimate challenge for the novelist 

because it is about people who are living through the final period of their lives.”14 

Representations of old age add nuance and complexity to conventional novelistic plots 

constructed around individuation and life journey, such as in the Bildungsroman, the 

developmental narrative model which, according to Mark Stein, is prevalent in a 

significant number of black British texts.15 Of course, neither Light in the House Burnin’ or 

Waiting in the Twilight is a Bildungsroman in the traditional sense, nor are Levy and 

Riley’s ageing characters afforded the luxury of white middle-class spiritual ‘journeying’ in 

old age.16
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discourses: “Sharing stories with people of the same generation or with much younger 

people helps to develop a sense of oneself as a participant in the great social and 

historical upheavals of the last century.”18
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It has been said of Levy’s writing that her characters are: “just people who, save for the 

accident and drama of race, would be invisible.”25 Both Every Light in the House Burnin’ 

and Waiting in the Twilight therefore use the idea of ‘light’ to interrogate issues of 

(in)visibility in relation to gender, race, and age, and to voice the unspoken. Riley 

highlights the risks writers take in interrogating such topics: “’Granted there are questions, 

uncomfortable questions. But questions which create debate, however hostile, keep a 

normally hidden reality uncovered and raise the possibility of change.’”26 Similarly, Levy’s 

novels “confront silences in that they insist on the importance of remembering and 

speaking of one’s own past, however painful a process this might be.”27 

The painful aspect of the process of delving into the past is foregrounded by the fact 

that Levy and Riley’s ageing characters still harbour secrets, surprises, and painful 

silences at the time of their deaths. Riley’s Adella feels that motherhood outside wedlock 

means she shamed her family; “The shame sat on her, pushing her down further into her 

chair, the room suddenly full of disturbing scenes and memories from long in the past.”28 

She is overwhelmed with regret, as she remembers the lengths poverty drove her to: “If 

only she had not needed those other men... all Beaumont knew how she had managed 

with the children.”29 These revelations are important, as they let the reader understand 

the implications for Adella of patriarchal and colonial oppression, and how it makes 

individuals feel responsible for their own exploitation. Or, as Weedon says: “[racism] 

produces arrogance in its perpetrators and humiliation and anger in its victims.”30 Adella’s 

repressed anger and feelings of humiliation contribute to her physical ailments and 

strokes, as she embodies the damage inflicted by colonialism and patriarchy.31 Thereby, 

her ailing, ageing body takes on a symbolic dimension, representing black British 

working-class women’s suffering. 
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In Levy’s Every Light in the House Burnin’ and Riley’s Waiting in the Twilight, 

fictionalised life-story telling and memory writing transmit and share experience in a 

contemporary society where fragmentation of communities hinders oral inter-generational 

transmission of knowledge:  

Many cultures rely on oral history as a means of educating the next 
generation and continuing their cultural heritage of stories, experiences, 
and knowledge. In Western society, knowledge is often transmitted in 
written forms.35 

Both texts use the narrative device of the daughter as mediator between the older black 

British character and society, a link connecting the generations in history and real-time, 

Carol in Riley: “She still had Carol, Carol who had never disappointed her, and who she 

knew would always be with her,”36
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experiences and cultural knowledge to the next generation and build a 
stronger ethnic identity for their ethnic group.41   

Individuals and communities are thereby able to not only claim ownership of their history, 

but to share it with others, too, as Pam Schweitzer argues: “Reminiscence is also a 

means of celebrating difference, bringing communities with different racial, cultural and 

religious backgrounds together to exchange life experience.”42 

Andrea Levy and Joan Riley’s memory writing recasts issues of identity and agency, 
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Suddenly the endless stretch of lonely hours filled only by the flickering 
lights of the television was too much to bear. Since she became sick all 
she ever did was fill the hours with memories, uncomfortable, half-buried 
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lonely and invisible, and perceived by others as having nothing valuable to contribute to 

society anymore.  

Representations of Adella’s ageing body in Waiting in the Twilight emphasise the 
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opportunity to explore its construction and representation. Neither a victim nor an 

idealised character, the multi-faceted nature of Angela’s father’s character is reflected in 

the portrayal of him as the family breadwinner, with a fiery temper and a disciplinarian 

streak.70 Angela’s father is a proud man, and in taking care of his appearance and 

making a point of formality, he is upholding the cultural inheritance of the Caribbean 

‘Sunday Best’ traditional dress code as a marker of respectability.71 He has worked hard 

and contributed to society, been a good father, husband, and provider for his family – a 

man of principle, resilient and loyal. However, as the family cat Willie becomes 

increasingly important to Angela’s father in his old age, after his children have left home, 

his emotional response to the cat’s disappearance at the end suggests his 

unacknowledged (but understandable) neediness. His response also reflects the 

detrimental effects of emotional repression for black British males struggling to reconcile 

stereotypes of conventional masculinity with race and class inequality. 

Gradually, Angela’s father relinquishes his patriarchal authority, as he loses his 

sense of self, and his ageing body is relegated to a deteriorating and alienated ‘other’. 

When Angela visits her father in hospital, his loss of authority becomes clear to her, as 

she discovers the doctors have spoken to her mother about his condition and explained 

the various tests, but not to him. The silence not only reflects his loss of self-

determination but also indicates the difficulties of communication within the NHS caused 

by differences of race and class, issues also raised by Riley in Waiting in the Twilight. 

This perceived loss of personal power is particularly poignant and devastating for 

Angela’s father, whose masculinity is compromised as a result. The father’s sense of loss 

of authority and status in retirement suggests that ageism reinforces the intersecting 

nature of race, class, and gender
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