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Book One

Summary

The first book inaugurates the themes of loss, the quest to (re)discover 
home, the search for ancestors, the desire for progeny, and the overarch-
ing experiences of a wandering exile. The allusions range from the cul-
tural specificity of St. Lucia to the broader Atlantic world, from the Mid-
dle Passage to perhaps the most widely understood of all of Walcott’s 
allusions, the ancient Greek homeric tradition. Although each allusion 
or representation of symbolic knowledge forms a textual potential for 
meaning, in fact many of Walcott’s allusions in the opening book chal-
lenge the readers’ basis for comprehension. We move from Caribbean 
english usage, for example, maljo, for “evil eye,” to the myrmidons, the 
Greeks who fought alongside Odysseus at Troy, and then even to the 
cosmos, the stars and planetary system that aid sailors in navigation. The 
sea itself becomes a location in the poem. We are introduced to various 
means of voyaging across the sea, from the schooners of the Battle of the 
Saints to the pirogues of St. Lucia’s local fisherman, the most famous of 
which is of course Achille’s In God We Troust.
 The poem opens with a scene of fisherman cutting down trees to 
fashion a canoe just outside of Gros Islet, a village on the western, Ca-
ribbean, side of the island near St. Lucia’s northern coastal promontory. 
In this liminal zone on the beach between island and sea, we are intro-
duced to Philoctete, a wounded figure trapped on the land because of 
his injury. In the remainder of the first book, the other major characters 
in the tale are established for the reader: Achille, a fisherman and the 
protagonist; hector, another fisherman and the rival of Achille; helen, 
a pregnant maidservant and the object of desire for virtually all the male 
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characters; Major Plunkett, a minor British colonial settler; Maud Plun-
kett, his Irish wife; and Ma kilman, a proprietress of a café/shop and 
an Obeah woman, a purveyor of cures. Achille and hector sever their 
friendship over the desirable helen. Although she is pregnant, possibly 
with Achille’s heir, she leaves Achille and goes to live with hector. This 
central incident introduces to the narrative the driving themes of inheri-
tance and obscure progeny. Plunkett is revealed to be on a quest for a lost 
son as well. We also have a series of poetic personas or narrators who 
shift and merge but somehow remain distinctly deployed throughout 
the text: the first is Seven Seas, a blind seer who represents the global 
poetic unconscious; the second is the figure of Omeros, a modern vision 
of the ancient poet figure of the oral epic cycle, homer; and the third 
and final narrative voice is that of Walcott himself, who enters the text 
at certain key points when he positions a highly autobiographical “I.” 
The first book ends with Walcott’s “I” encountering a shade of his father 
who “looks ahead” to a preordained rendezvous of paternal reunion, 
and Walcott’s poetic destiny to give “voice” to his ancestors is foretold 
(76.3).

Annotations

[page number.line number]

Chapter I

3.1 we cut down them canoes—Arawaks and Caribs, the original in-
habitants of St. Lucia, crafted canoes from tree trunks. each vessel was 
cut from a single trunk and carved until hollow. The interiors of the ca-
noes were then carefully charred to seal and smooth the wood. The eng-
lish word “canoe” originates with the Arawak canoa. Walcott’s beginning 
of his tale with this act and this word is an homage to the inheritance 
of indigenous cultural practices and knowledge in St. Lucia. Physical 
evidence in the Caribbean and on St. Lucia suggests that the Arawaks 
arrived first on the archipelago, migrating north from South America. 
The Caribs, who followed the Arawak route north from South America, 
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were in the Caribbean in general and in St. Lucia in particular in the late 
fifteenth century, when the europeans arrived. The two groups, Caribs 
and Arawaks, were the first two peoples to fight over the island; the Car-
ibs were victorious in both St. Lucia and the larger Caribbean.
 3.2 Philoctete—the first character in the text whose name origi-
nates in Greek myth. Although Walcott reimagines these names, they 
somewhat recall the custom of european masters renaming African 
slaves with classical names in a manifestation of control, dominance, 
and mockery. In the ancient myth, Philoctetes, a commander of the 
Greek fleet, is known for his wound that causes him to be abandoned. 
Noted briefly in homer, Philoctetes’ saga gains in detail and transforms 
throughout classical drama and into modernity. In brief, he is a wounded 
and exiled man who must be restored in order for his people to achieve 
victory. Philoctetes lights the pyre upon which hercules is burned alive; 
the gods give him hercules’ bow and arrow as a reward. On the journey 
to Troy, the fleet stops at the island of Tenedos to make a sacrifice to the 
gods. While on the island, Philoctetes is bitten by a snake. The wound 
gives off a terrible stench and Philoctetes is left in severe pain. Unable to 
tolerate either the stink of the wound or the cries of the man, the Greeks 
abandon him on the isle of Lemnos. Yet, the Greeks receive an omen 
that they will not take Troy without Philoctetes and his bow. his return 
to the Greeks is mentioned both in The Iliad and The Odyssey; Sopho-
cles’ (ca. 495/7–405/7 BCe) play, Philoctetes, is centered on Odysseus’ 
and Neoptolemus’ deceptive efforts to retrieve the bow and compel 
Philoctetes to aid the Greek forces. At Troy, Philoctetes famously kills 
Paris. euripides (ca. 480–406 BCe), Aeschylus (ca. 525–455 BCe), and 
Sophocles all wrote plays entitled Philoctetes, but Sophocles’ version is 
the only one that survives. Philoctetes also makes an appearance in 
Seneca’s (ca. 4 BCe–65 Ce) Hercules Oetaeus. Seamus heaney’s (1939–
2013) The Cure at Troy is the most recent reimagination of Sophocles’ 
play. Walcott’s friendship with heaney is well known. heaney explores 
the wound of the abandoned figure but seeks the promise of a future 
informed by the past. Walcott’s Philoctete has also been compared to 
the wounded Fisher king in T. S. eliot’s (1888–1965) The Wasteland. 
See notes 3.2, 6.1, 8.9, 14.5, 16.14–15, 17.5–6, 24.6, and 31.4.
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 3.4 laurier-cannelles—French for a Cinnamon Bay tree from the 
Lauraceae family. Cinnamon Bay is also a region on the island of St. John 
in the Virgin Islands.
 3.15 white rum—the clear variety of rum made by distilling vari-
ous fermented sugarcane products that are heated and combined with 
molasses. When distilled the rum is white or straw colored and con-
tains alcohol levels of 40–75 percent or 80/150 proof. The drink was 
popular among enslaved subjects, troops, and early settlers of the Carib-
bean. Much more so than other forms of alcohol, rum is associated with 
sexual licentiousness and pleasure in the Caribbean. The consumption 
of rum was almost an epidemic at times and was widely condemned by 
religious leaders. Several varieties of rum are produced on the island by 
St. Lucia Distillers, including Bounty, Chairman’s Reserve, and Admiral 
Rodney. They vary in color and expense, with Bounty having the low-
est and Admiral Rodney the highest price points. While their business 
office is in Castries, the actual distillery is in the Roseau Valley, south of 
the capital, a location once known for its production of sugarcane. See 
note 63.17.
 4.1 sea-almond—also called the Barbados almond, Demerara-al-
mond, Indian almond, and West Indian almond. A type of tree (Coc-
coloba uvifera) it is originally from Malaysia and bears a rough-skinned 
fruit that when pounded reveals a consumable kernel or almond. Al-
though the kernel resembles the larger almonds that are commercially 
available, it is much smaller.
 4.4 conch—literally a type of mollusk of the Strombidae family, such 
as an oyster or mussel, but importantly the term also refers to large shells 
that are frequently used as wind instruments. The conch is critical in 
Caribbean slave rebellions as a method of communication and a call-
ing forth for uprising, noted particularly in the haitian Revolution. In 
Greek myth, the conch is the instrument played by the son and herald 
of Poseidon, Triton.
 4.4 corolla—the leaves or petals, separate or combined, that form 
the linear, edge of a flower and are its most visible part. Also, the petals 
of a flowering plant, from the Latin corona or “crown.”
 4.8 La Sorcière—from the French term for “witch”; in St. Lucia, it 
is a mountain range on the eastern side of the island that forms a wall 
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