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AbStm?his research article entitled Traumatic Memory atl.ldnf;(::)':;“:;; ‘S,(::I::rnta;n;:;; J
Poems of Michael Ondaatje aims at examining the trauma l'llc by in his poem “The €} Ctthat
the poet witnessed in his country as he presents the social }eia kyin i< Doem 4N wlm:amm
Peeler” and the issues of immigrants during the civil war in Sr1 anha lab Ir)-oricnted ars’”. The
conflict between Tamilians and Sinhalese and hierarchy among the Ia 0“1‘ : castes in Sy

Though the Poem The Cinnamon Pegler*

Lank for study. ;
a are the backdrops of the poems chosen y vcils his sexual desire for his WM je

is widely discussed as the poet’s nostalgic sense that un ’ ,
divorced later, there is scope for exploring the labour oriented caste system In Sri Lanka.
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¢ writer widely known for his novels, began his writing career
d his traumatic memories through the sense of nostalgia. Though
he elevated himself as a novelist, his first four published books were volumes of poetry. The Dainty
Monster (1967), The Man with Seven Toes (1970), Rat Jelly (1973), There is a Trick with a Knife I'm
Learning To Do (1983) are the early poems of Ondaatje. The connection between psyche and nature
and the relationship between violence and art are the predominant themes of his early poems. His
later poems The Cinnamon Peeler: Selected Poems and Secular Love are known as widely acclaimed
poems. They explore largely the traumatic memory of the author raised by the internal and extemal
factors that trouble the author’s inner self. Communal conflict, riots and rebellions have broken out
periodically in the most parts of South-Asia in modern times. Both the early resistance to the British
rule and the ethnic and nationalist violence not only took the lives of many victims but also forced
many people to flee from their countries to settle in foreign lands as refugees. :

Sri Lanka is one of those countries that witnessed unhealing pains as a result of the civil war
that broke out in the later part of the 20" century. Writers like Ondaatje and Shyam Selvadurai made
their significant contributions in pl}leashing the issues of their war-torn countries through their
writings in literary arena. Ondaatje’s poems, The Cinnamon Peeler and The Wars make a vivi
picture gf tcl:)mgxunali ,Cof{lﬂlCt and social hierarchy that inflict the hostile nature among the people.
-+ beco;e Zn iar;ut) r;n?mulat'(;“s of trauma and memory primarily based on Freud’s notion which
: portant source for the theprlsatlon of literary trauma studies, especially, asa sourcé

o support trans-historical trauma. Traumatic experience i iti : le, yet
it is also a literal mummified event. Caruth i i ® s repetitions, s unspeak@bes
R i triggered by psychological' i Is of the view that the experience of trauma h’““ts'
uma | ) environmental destructi desireof
an individual. Ondaatje’s works have become the s gL \yell ot unfulﬁlled. ial bord
88 the conncotion between psyche and nature Sin(::l:;e c?f unc!erste.mdmg thf: quest for familial 1
Laike . el g 1s an immigrant writer who was e

Michael Ondaatje, a prolifi
with a series of his poems that recor
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. s iinportant ideologies. The poet makes a vivid
cqure Of Tamilians condlt}ons In Sri Lanka dl.xrin'g the later part ogf the 20 pcentury.,The actual

They whis
Is my brother e

Source of my exile

Long slow miles to the scrub north
Whose blossoms are dirty birds

So bright they are extracts of the sea. (65)

The poet presents that the exile enables them to survive but their pain and struggles remain

unhealed completely. Sri Lankan refugees were deputed to work in various regions in Tamil Nadu.
The lines, “Whose blossoms are dirty birds// So

: i : ) bright they are extracts of the sea”(65) show the
pathetic conc!mon of migrants in an unknown land and only the sea has become their ancestor as they
have lost their homeland and reached a host land

: which is not of their own. They struggle to get their
identity as they remain landless and become vulnerable to the situation.

The hostility among the major ethnic groups of Sri Lanka is described as, “the ancient
warrior/ whose brother/ stole his operating tongue.” The poet speaks of his voiceless conditions of
the victims of civil war, especially, Tamilians. He reveals the communal struggle between both the
groups that lived harmoniously together for many years earlier. He calls Tamilians as ancient

warriors whose identity and happiness stolen by their brothers of the land. He doesn’t fail to record
the retaliation of Tamilians as stated below:

Plunges

in pure muscle

towards his neighbours’
bloodless full

of noon moonlight.

The poet concludes with the necessity of brotherhood in Sri Lanka to bring the communal unrest to

; an end.

The connection between psyche and nature or landscape is always firm and deliberate in the
works of Ondaatje. In an interview with Catherine bush, he said,“I t.hink many of .the poems, even in
the first book, were about my landscape here in Canada3 my fam1ly here, certain n_xral landscapes
here, but certainly in the first longer works, the first ser-lal worlfs like The Ma;? wzth_Seven Toes,
there was a jump from the self to a mask of some kind.” His attachm?‘nt with Sri Lanka that

_influences his works as his traumatic memory is expre;s:cd in }tlllls wordisszlar"l;lhsre were stories that
took i i I decided to keep everything on this one :

: plaéig:;tijge; ?)gelrf,n; Zebginnamon Peeler (1982) was published as a part of his book, Running
in the Family and later it appeared in his poetry collection Secular Love (1984).. It drew. a
considerable academic attention as many poems In the later WOE‘k are dealing with Pain and guilt.

esides, Ondaatje’s Secular Love is distinguished as the poet’s knoyvlec!ge ab?ut mtt;r-persoPaL

_ l'elatiOnship comes from his study of sensual love. This poetry collection is semi-autobiographical
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- Poems of Ondaatje has been interpreted in different ways by many critics. Michael Hulse, in his

' he other hand, in his early entry on
- loup . Pl ks. Douglas Barbour, on t : : y

,Dnd:at;z“tfomro}l»lv);;:e?gngy?fl’; ;::;rs Series Online observes the comical aspects of thg poem and
“alls it as a “subtle comedy of marriage.” ' ; :
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- Works since they display the poet’s memory of the past. The Cinnamon Peeler, one of the notable

Aicle, in Times Literary Supplement states that the poem deals with the themes which could be
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The traumatic memory of the poet is shown as the compfle?‘ltyri(r’lfs tggﬂ:‘;ter'l)ersmal
relationship with his wife separated them. Many critics dlscpssed the lrlrln pand remarrier:llemory of
 the poet’s wife remain unforgettable, though he has parted his way from her i solmeone
else. The strong sexual desire of the poet is not only describing his sexu Pecler” ha 50 the
* rootlessness of the poet. The very first line of the poem, “If I were 2 Cmnanll.ontes P’ fhows the
identity crisis of the poet. Tamara Fernando, 2 Seattle based editor exp th;l1 : e pl?em

Cinnamon Peeler explores the complexity of identity and displacement through the us‘ef?. ? gl)l’: 4
identity. Besides, being a record of the poet’s intimacy with his w1f<? and trauma mh'l(l:1 ed by the
repetitious memory of his wife, the poem also allures with several Sinhala castes w 101 h are often
associated with occupation. The Cinnamon Peeler, honey gatherer, gl.'ass-cu'tter and ‘the ime burner
represent the working-class communities in Sri Lanka. The poet 1s meticulous- in showing the
communal conflict evoked by social hierarchy. Castes are assessed with the occupation of the people.
Cinnamon peeler caste known in Sri Lanka known as Salagama.
In the fourth stanza, the poet makes a strong statement on Sinhalese caste system:

I could hardly glance at you

Before marriage

never touch you

-your keen nosed mother your rough brothers (154)

Even a slightest physical contact between the cinnamon peeler and his love will make her
body emit the smell of cinnamon and it will unfold the secrecy to the keen nosed mother and it will
make her brothers angry when they find their sister in love with a cinnamon peeler. It makes an
obvious description on the view of Sinhalese caste society on marriage. Cinnamon is a spice, a
source of livelihood and social identity in countries like Sri Lanka where a man’s profession is
determined by the caste. In such a rigid caste system, there is no social mobility among the castes.

The ideal country that the poet dreams or aspires echoes the class conscious society through the
poem.
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