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That charming balance disrupts, 

and the crows, cropped into dread 

fallen angels, crash down and rip 

at our leavings till nothing is left. 

                        (Anthony McNeill, “Husks”: Jamaica Journal 4.3 (1970)) 

 

Introduction 
 

Marlon James’ first novel, John Crow’s Devil, first published in 2005, was rejected 

seventy-eight times before it was accepted for publication (Matthew Weaver and Mark 

Brown), and James himself has said that all his novels “are vulgar, they are explicit, they 

are violent, they are sexual, they're raucous, [and] they're rude” (qtd. in Jovan Johnson).  

 The novel chronicles the tale of a battle of wills, set in the fictitious Jamaican village 

of Gibbeah, in the late 1950s. The moral boundary between good and evil becomes 

blurred as the village becomes divided between the alcoholic Rum Preacher, Hector 

Bligh, and the sinister syphilitic Apostle York. These two men battle for the souls of 

Gibbeah’s citizens, mirrored by their female disciples. The Widow Greenfield is an 

embittered woman who learns to love again when she takes in the excommunicated 

Hector. Her childhood rival, Lucinda, who seduced the Widow’s husband by witchcraft, 

now seeks to destroy the Rum Preacher, with the support of York and his fire and 

brimstone rhetoric. Old wounds are re-opened and sins revealed against a violent 

backdrop of biblical symbolism and magical realism. This novel is one of "judgement 

and redemption, rescue and damnation, despair and hope" (John Crow’s Devil, hereafter 

JCD 218). 

 As a contemporary author, Marlon James has not yet become a significant focus for 

research, and few critical examinations of his body of work have been published. 

However, since he won the prestigious Man Booker Prize in 2015 for his third novel, A 
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Brief History of Seven Killings (2014), this will most likely soon be rectified. It is, 

nonetheless, possible to situate John Crow’s Devil within a Jamaican tradition of novels 

concerned with the spirit and body, such as Sylvia Wynter’s The Hills of Hebron (1962), 

Erna Brodber’s Myal (1988) and Kei Miller’s The Last Warner Woman (2010). The 

novels of Toni Morrison, with their uncompromising portrayals of violence and strong 

female characters, especially Sula (1973) and Song of Solomon (1977), as a major 

influence on James’s writing (“My Hero”), form a further possible framework within 

which to examine his novel.  

 Thirdly, and significantly in the context of this thesis, the novel can be read within the 

framework of Caribbean Gothic. The term ‘Caribbean’ is a geographical one, referring to 

the islands and countries with a coastline bordering on the Caribbean Sea. It is a 

culturally, racially and linguistically plural area with a diverse and painful history, due to 

the ever present legacy of slavery. The West Indies is a subdivision of the Caribbean, 

containing the territories of the Greater and Lesser Antilles and the Lucayan Archipelago, 

including Jamaica, James’s country of origin. Thus, the novel is set in a region where 

borders are crossed on several levels. Gothic literature is ideally positioned to explore 

boundary regions, as it “relies on transformation of the self and a fluid identity, and has 

been used by writers to articulate experiences of migrancy and hybrid identities” (Alison 

Rudd 22). 

 There is a long tradition of connections between the Caribbean region and Gothic 

literature going back to the mid eighteenth-century. Two foundational Gothic authors, 

William Beckford and Matthew “Monk” Lewis, both Caribbean plantation owners, wrote 

texts which reflected the fears of the colonizer with regards to the colonial other 
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(Lizabeth Paravisini Gerbert 230). Common symbols in Caribbean Gothic include the 

double, often in conjunction with schizophrenia, the duppy or ghost, zombies, rolling 

calves, soucouyants (Caribbean female vampires) and John Crows (vultures) (Rudd 31-2, 

42). Many of these tropes appear in John Crow’s Devil. Andrew Mario Escudero asserts 

that madness is central to Gothic fiction and extends this argument to modern and 

contemporary Caribbean fiction, situating these works within a new Caribbean Gothic 

canon, in which A Book of Night Women (2009), James’s second novel, is cited amongst 

novels which “incorporate gothic literary conventions” (27). 

 Xavier Aldana-Reyes argues that much academic interest has been focused on “the 

spectral, uncanny and psychological aspects of the gothic” (2). To counterbalance this, he 

attempts to re-adjust this trajectory in favour of an examination of the body within Gothic 

literature, predominantly focused on Anglo-American film and fiction, including the 

work of Clive Barker, splatterpunk and torture porn. His analysis of works which might 

be considered ‘pulp’, leads to a conclusion that monstrosity relates to bodily confusion 

and can “thus emphasise the distance between that which is recognisable and therefore 

nameable and the ‘othered’ unspeakable body”, which is “loathed precisely because it 

escapes social norms” (5-6). Investigating this further, he concludes that “bodies become 

a repository of fears that are endemic to the tyranny of power structures lying outside the 

grasp of the individual” (170). Like the Anglo-American critics Aldana-Reyes references, 

Escudero, Paravisini-Gerbert and Rudd also foreground the psychological, suggesting 

that a similar corporeal turn could be fruitful in the Caribbean Gothic sphere. 

 In the same vein as Aldana-Reyes, one of the few critics to consider John Crow’s 

Devil, Sheri-Marie Harrison, is preoccupied with bodily violence. She described her 
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“visceral reaction” to the experience of reading James’s novel, which led her to throw the 

book across the room. At the outset, Harrison was unable to comprehend a novel which 

seemed guilty of “portraying a Caribbean community in such seemingly irresponsible 

ways”, admitting she was “frustrated by the way it uncritically presented bestiality, 

pedophilia, and incest as norms of rural Caribbean life” (2-3). This initial frustration led 

Harrison to conclude that the novel was unsatisfactory, because it was not possible to 

situate it within existing paradigms for the Caribbean novel. She “could not understand it 

as serving any of the oppositional impetuses that have come to characterize Caribbean 

writing - anticolonialism, antiracism, antisexism, and antiheterosexism” (3). This may be 

because, James tries “not to be didactic” in his writing, but instead views his role as 

“shining a brighter light on sometimes these terrible things”, in order to “highlight them 

and then let other people, you know, do or do not respond to it” (The City Club of 

Cleveland). 

 Moving on from her original opinion, Harrison re-assessed the novel as part of a new 

wave of Caribbean writing which takes a “skeptical approach to the identity politics 

cultivated in previous waves”, in order to “reinhabit and rewrite the oppositional 

strategies that preceded it”, whilst still foregrounding “problems of racial, gender and 

sexual equality”. Thus, Harrison was able to view the novel more positively (11). She 

emphasises Apostle York, the insane preacher who instigates much of the novel’s 

violence, and recognises the ways in which the novel’s form emulates the progress of 

York’s venereal disease. Thus, the “conflation […] of a Christian conceptualization of 

God and the disease syphilis suggests the ways both are responsible for the infectious 

spread of corrupting destruction to both physical bodies and the community” (Harrison 
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159). Sexual deviance and the corruption of the Church have been twin pillars of the 

Gothic since Matthew Lewis’s classic text, The Monk (1796), which, like John Crow’s 

Devil, involves blood, the supernatural, mass hysteria, violence and the corruption of the 

clergy. Ultimately, Harrison claims that the novel questions the validity of established 

institutions and describes “how plural Caribbean subjects might negotiate problems of 

sovereignty” (180). Joél Madore is one of the few critics, other than Harrison, to discuss 

John Crow’s Devil; he foregrounds the Widow Greenfield character, and examines the 

use of Jungian archetypes. 

 The Book of Night Women has garnered more critical attention than John Crow’s 

Devil; most likely because it is easier to fit into critical paradigms, as discussed by 

Harrison. It relates a female slave rebellion during the plantation era and speaks 

intertextually to classic Caribbean texts, such as Jean Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea (1966). 

Examples of discussion of this novel include Sheryl Christie Gifford’s Jungian reading, 

Gizelle Liza Anatol’s focus on soucouyant as a traumatic response to slavery (603-7) and 

Daniel Arbino, as an example of Caribbean literary orphanhood (200). This summary 

serves to demonstrate that, although James’s Gothic leanings have been recognised, with 

the exception of Harrison, academic interest has centred on psychoanalytical approaches 

to James’s work, further emphasising potential for additional research into corporeal 

aspects of his novels. 

 Building on Harrison’s work, this thesis turns attention to the transgressive character 

of Lucinda, who self-identifies as a dual body in the form of “Day Lucinda” and “Night 

Lucinda”. Day Lucinda is a sister in Gibbeah’s Revivalist church and an assistant to the 

Apostle. Night Lucinda is a sexually-driven Obeah witch who flies around the village 
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causing mischief. Haunted by the voice of her abusive mother and warped by her 

unrequited lust for the Apostle, her condition deteriorates in parallel with that of the 

community around her, until the behaviours of Day and Night Lucinda are 

indistinguishable.  

 For the purposes of this study, transgression is defined according to the work of Peter 

Stallybrass and Allon White. They build upon theoretical concepts from Mikhail Bakhtin, 

Edward Said, Michal Foucault and Barbara Babcock, to construct a view of the world as 

a series of connected binary extremes within “the human body, psychic forms, 

geographical space and the social formation” (2). Their term transgression can be seen as 

the socio-literary equivalent of Babcock’s anthropological concept of ‘symbolic 

inversion’; that is to say “any act of expressive behaviour which inverts, contradicts, 

abrogates, or in some fashion presents an alternative to commonly held cultural codes, 

values and norms be they linguistic, literary or artistic, religious, social and political” 

(Babcock qtd. in Stallybrass and White 17). In other words, when an act somehow 

contradicts expected binary norms, it can be described as a transgressive. This concept 

and its relevance to the novel is explained in more detail in the subsequent chapter.  

 The thesis seeks to demonstrate that Lucinda’s ugliness, overt sexuality and powers of 

flight are demonstrations of a transgressive body. This body challenges expected norms, 

and mirrors the upheaval of the status quo within the social order. Firstly, the framework 

of transgression theory is explained and then situated within a Caribbean Gothic aesthetic 

in order to illustrate how James presents a critical stance towards institutional power and 

the prejudice it generates. Having established context, religious syncretism, one key 

aspect of Jamaican society, is used to highlight examples of transgression in the novel. 
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Finally, symbolic references from both biblical and regional traditions are reviewed in 

order to illuminate the textual examples presented. These are read in light of Barbara 

Lalla’s concept of ‘facetiness’, an intrinsically Caribbean form of textual transgression. 

Ultimately, it is concluded that, by highlighting social injustice, as exposed through the 

body of the character, James encourages the reader to make their own value judgements. 

 

Stallybrass and White’s Transgression Theory 

 

 The body represents the physical evidence of human existence. It contains the psyche 

and it enables our connection to the physical and social world. In short, it forms a nexus 

between the internal and external. Stallybrass and White explored these connections in 

The Politics and Poetics of Transgression, a cultural investigation of the interactions 

between body, spirit, social and geographical space. They argue that “divisions and 

discriminations in one domain are continually structured, legitimated and dissolved by 

reference to the vertical symbolic hierarchy which operates in the other three domains” 

(3). As this thesis explores Lucinda’s body as social critique, their concept of 

transgression provides a structural framework to underpin the study. 

 When people transgress, they cross boundaries, they defy standards and norms. 

Stallybrass and White propose a theory of binary extremism with a division between the 

categories of the high and the low, similar to that proposed by Bakhtin in his concept of 

the carnivalesque (2). All that is cultural, spiritual and physical can be divided into two 

hierarchical categories. High and low are not “equal and symmetrical” (Stallybrass and 

White 4). The low is more significant because “what is socially peripheral is so 
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frequently symbolically central” (Stallybrass and White 4-5).  Transgression occurs when 

categorical boundaries are crossed or become blurred. 

 Influenced by Said’s notion of the Other, Stallybrass and White emphasise the 

inextricable nature of the empowered ‘top’ from its low Other, arguing that “the ‘top’ 

attempts to reject and eliminate the 'bottom' for reasons of prestige and status, only to 

discover, not only that it is in some way frequently dependent on that low Other [...] but 

also that the top includes that low symbolically, as a primary eroticized constituent of its 

own fantasy life” (5). In John Crow’s Devil, this eroticisation can be seen when Lucinda, 

rejected from the dominant group in Gibbeah, is used by Gibbeah’s men for sexual 

fulfilment, a symbolic repetition of the treatment of her prostitute mother. Both Clarence 

and Mr. Greenfield mock Lucinda to maintain her undermined position within the group. 

Nonetheless, when her body is made available for intercourse, they are prepared to use it. 

 The eroticised body is linked to Foucault’s concept of “regimen”, which involves “the 

contained outsiders-who-make-the-insiders-insiders (the mad, the criminal, the sick, the 

unruly, the sexually transgressive)” (Stallybrass and White 22). Recurring arguments 

with her abusive dead mother, mark Lucinda as mentally ill. Matricide defines her as a 

criminal. She answers back and defies convention by remaining single; thus, Lucinda can 

be seen as unruly. She is sexually forward, masturbates and possesses a certain amount of 

erotic agency, which in a conservative religious environment, also places her in the 

category of sexually transgressive. She is the ideal outsider to define the dominant group. 

 Lucinda’s identity is not fixed, but mobile, and only partially in control of the subject:  

 

the logic of identity-formation involves distinct associations and switching 
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between location, class and the body, and these are not imposed upon subject-

identity from the outside, they are the core terms of an exchange network, an 

economy of signs, in which individuals, writers and authors are sometimes but 

perplexed agencies (Stallybrass and White 25) 

 

Lucinda’s position of power within the social hierarchy, which is intrinsic to the 

formation of identity, is constantly in flux. This movement disorients and perplexes. 

When Lucinda believes she has won the Apostle’s love and is thus at the apogee of her 

power, the situation is soon reversed when she discovers Clarence and the Apostle in an 

evidently post-coital state and is returned to her low status-quo. This social hierarchical 

reversal impacts on Lucinda’s psyche: “in the mirror she saw them: her mother and Night 

Lucinda, at times two, at times one, all the time laughing like the crackle of lightning” 

(JCD 193). Her body likewise reflects this disorientation by becoming “straight and stiff” 

(JCD 192). 

 Aldana-Reyes argues that corporeality needs to be re-evaluated as “central to the 

gothic experience, and not as accessory to it” (10). Accordingly, the subsequent chapter 

examines Caribbean Gothic literary transgression, in the interconnected physical and 

abstract space, and its attempts to eliminate the Other and tendency to reversals of power.  

 

The Gothic, The Body and The Caribbean 

  

 Paravisini-Gerbert argues that “the Caribbean […] is a space that learned to read itself 

in literature through Gothic fiction” (233). Thus, Gothic forms represent an essential 
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component of the Caribbean literary identity. Like transgression theory, the Gothic mode 

is also concerned with “a mobile, conflictual fusion of power, fear and desire [...] a 

psychological dependence upon precisely those Others which are being rigorously 

opposed and excluded at the social level” (Stallybrass and White 5). This chapter 

examines the Caribbean Gothic tradition, of which John Crow’s Devil arguably forms a 

part.  

 Early Caribbean writings expressed a fear of slave rebellion. James Grainger’s 

Caribbean epic poem, The Sugar Cane (1764), published in the same year as the first 

Gothic novel, The Castle of Otranto, cautions plantation owners to be wary of slaves: 

 

[…] Luckless he who owns        

The slave, who thinks himself bewitch'd; and whom 

In wrath, a conjurer's snake-mark'd staff hath struck!        

[…]  

Their features droop; a sickly yellowish hue  

Their skin deforms; their strength and beauty fly.        

Then comes the feverish fiend, with firy eyes,        

Whom drowth, convulsions, and whom death surround,        

Fatal attendants! if some subtle slave        

(Such, Obia-men are stil'd) do not engage, 

To save the wretch by antidote or spell (Grainger 249) 

 

Written four years after the Tacky Revolt slave rebellion in Jamaica, this poem shows 
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that demonisation of slaves was foremost in the colonial mind. One of the primary 

functions of Gothic literature is “to express the social conditions and psychic stresses on 

the individual that arise specifically from the history and legacy of slavery, and which has 

been abjected from imperial memory” (Rudd 27). The poem reveals the racial fear 

inherent in black skin, perceived as deformed. Nonetheless, it expresses transgressive 

pleasure in the slaves’ “strength and beauty” (IV: 375), their “subtle” natures (IV: 378) 

and bodies struck by the “conjurer’s snake-mark’d staff” (IV: 370), suggest an 

association with sexuality. Intimately connected with forbidden sexual attraction, the 

rhetoric of fear and white dominance, established at this time continued to be expressed 

throughout colonial times and beyond.  

 Rudd sees the purpose of Caribbean Gothic literature as “to express the social 

conditions and psychic stresses on the individual that arise specifically from the history 

and legacy of slavery, and which has been abjected from imperial memory” (27). 

Abjection is a bodily response to psychic disturbance, concerned “with corporeal wastes - 

that which is expelled from the body, especially excrement, vomit and blood - and is also 

related to the monster, as a warning of the boundaries that must not be crossed” (Rudd 

24).  This abject Gothic reaction to the legacy of empire is demonstrated through many 

Caribbean texts, such as Cynric R. Williams’ Hamel the Obeah Man (1827), William 

Earle’s Obi: or, The History of Three Fingered Jack (1800) and Rhys’s Wide Sargasso 

Sea.  

 In Wide Sargasso Sea, the ubiquitous Caribbean Gothic text, Bertha Mason Rochester, 

is given a voice, and another name, Antoinette. She is the unfortunate first wife of 

Edward Rochester, romantic hero of Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847), and, due to her 
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race and mental illness, she is a figure located outside the boundaries of the acceptable 

social order of nineteenth-century England. Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar label 

Bertha “the madwoman in the attic” (xxxvi). Although their focus is psychoanalytical, 

they recognise the importance the “racial and geographical marginality” of this 

“Jamaican creole” (xxxvi).  

 Physicality and racial marginality are foregrounded in Rhys’s text. Indeed, the first 

character to speak is the novel’s Obeah woman, Christophine, who is Antoinette’s 

maidservant and says that people disliked Antoinette’s mother “because she pretty like 

pretty self” (Rhys 15). Beauty and ugliness are juxtaposed to highlight the impact of 

sociopolitical monstrosity. Christophine reads the signs of Rochester’s sexual 

transgression on Antoinette’s body: “I undress Antoinette so she can sleep cool and easy; 

it’s then I see you very rough with her eh?” (Rhys 137). Rochester’s internal ugliness is 

that which makes Antoinette externally, and eventually internally, monstrous. He 

destroys Antoinette’s body and mind, a fact he himself recognises, noting that “very soon 

she’ll join all others […] White faces, dazed eyes, aimless gestures, high-pitched 

laughter” (Rhys 156).  

 The monstrous bodies of the Caribbean, as implied by Grainger’s “feverish fiend, with 

firy eyes” or Rhys’s broken colonial zombies, are frightening because they move beyond 

the acceptable norm. Aldana Reyes argues that “Gothic bodies […] are scary because 

they either refuse absolute human taxonomies or destabilise received notions of what 

constitutes a 'normal' or socially intelligible body” and that the genre’s focus on the 

horrific is useful, as it facilitates “negotiating larger concerns about humanity and its 

shifting boundaries” (5). Likewise, Stallybrass and White claim that “the grotesque 
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physical body is invoked both defensively and offensively because it is not simply a 

powerful image but fundamentally constitutive of the categorical sets through which we 

live and make sense of the world” (23). Monstrosity evokes strong emotions because it 

mirrors the social environment, and thus, poses questions which may be uncomfortable to 

address. 

 The Gothic transgressive aesthetic pervades John Crow’s Devil, where the monstrous 

bodies of its deformed characters create a sense of fear, which reflects the horrors of 

injustice. Whether it is Lucinda “Queenie” performing her grotesque regal wave, with her 

cardboard crown and hibiscus sceptre, squatted over a pit toilet throne, mocked by her 

classmates (JCD 92); Aloysius Garvey cradling genitals in his lap with bugs flowing 

from his head, decapitated in revenge for decades of paedophilia and corruption (JCD 

175); or the “spots, scars, red circles” which cover the Apostle’s syphilitic body (JCD 

138), put there by the “Pastor who couldn’t keep his cocky in his pants” in league with 

Garvey (JCD 200); the body is a canvas painted by the evils of Gibbeah.  

 Equally important is the history of the relationship between Christianity and Obeah, 

with the latter framed in Caribbean Gothic as the dark ‘Other’. This is typified in Hamel, 

a nineteenth-century Gothic tale of slave rebellion, where, as in John Crow’s Devil, 

religion plays a significant role. The eponymous Obeah man and Roland, the Christian 

missionary, debate the relative merits of their belief systems. Obeah is repeatedly referred 

to negatively, with Hamel called “wizard” (76), or “juggling wizard” (81), and 

considered to be “leagued with the Prince of Darkness” (81). Nevertheless, Combah, a 

slave, tells Roland “Hamel has a power as well as yourself - a greater power than yours; I 

should be fool to overlook it” (81). The two faiths are rivals and true conversion of the 
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slave population is questioned. When Roland asks Hamel if he does penance, he replies 

“your religion is now become that of almost all the slaves and free people of colour, yet I 

never knew them fast or mortify themselves” (74). The stability of this division and the 

nature of religious faith informs the next chapter, which examines the socio-political 

relevance of Jamaican religion. 

 

Church Sister, Obeah Woman - Religion and Rebellion in Jamaica 

  

 John Crow’s Devil is a novel about faith. James has discussed his personal fascination 

with the transformation of religion without intellectual thought into mysticism, an idea he 

believes Lucinda embodies: “one of my characters is both a church sister and an obeah 

woman, because she really doesn’t see any difference” (qtd. in Paul). Religion has caused 

conflict in Jamaica since the eighteenth century, when Edward Long noted the 

involvement of the local Obeah man (religious leader) in the 1760 Tacky Rebellion 

(Margarite Fernández Olmos and Lizabeth Paravisini-Gerbert 31). This chapter outlines 

key religious and political contexts relevant to the characters in John Crow’s Devil, 

including Bedwardism (a Caribbean hybrid religion, which combines Christian and 

African practices) and Obeah (a spirit religion with African roots).  

 Religion impacts on the social and psychic existence of the subject and is frequently 

employed as a mean of bodily control. In Jamaica, that religious identity is not fixed, but 

plural, with Obeah forming the low counterpart to Christianity. Edward Seaga, a former 

prime minister of Jamaica, interested in regional religious anthropology, explains it thus: 
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on the one side stands Christian monotheism, exclusive, guarded by a jealous 

God who condemns the worship of the golden calf and other idols. On the other 

side there is African Polytheism, all embracing and able to accommodate the 

Christian Trinity, the Angels and Saints, the Prophets and the Apostles, 

combining these, however, with the spirits including Ancestral dead, and even 

with the diabolical host. (4) 

 

Bedwardism is one way in which this plurality has found expression. A turn of the 

century successor to the 1860s Great Revival, a Baptist Afro-Christian movement (Seaga 

4), Bedwardism was a key Jamaican religious movement for nearly thirty years (A. 

Bakan 95). Although it was a religion, it was also political, as emphasised by the rhetoric 

of its leader Alexander Bedward: “Brethren! Hell will be your position if you do not rise 

up and crush the white man. The time is coming!” (qtd. in Bakan 95). 

 Bedward’s megalomania drove him to believe himself to be the new Messiah. He 

called for the people to bring down “the white wall” and was charged with sedition 

(Bakan 96; Nathaniel Samuel Murrell 285). Bedward was then committed to Kingston 

Asylum, blurring the definition of religious belief, criminality and insanity. Apostle 

York’s downfall likewise comes when he declares himself Messiah of Gibbeah: “You see 

God? God is a figment. A level. A process. I followed the same process and I became 

God” (JCD 199).  

 Bedward’s followers were attracted to his message of redemption (Bakan 95), like the 

chorus of Gibbeah’s villagers who recognise that “Christianity is not no play-play 

religion” (JCD 87). It appealed to the working class black Jamaican because it offered 
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“mystical solutions […] as a means of dealing with material problems” (Bakan 96). The 

Gibbeah villagers’ class is reflected in their lack of education, as demonstrated, for 

example, in the belief that Mammon is a fish (a confusion with the rhyming word 

salmon) (JCD 110). 

 Although John Crow’s Devil is set around thirty years after the apogee of 

Bedwardism, the links between working class black community, politics and religion did 

not end with Bedward. Marcus Garvey, a civil rights activist (and namesake of the 

character, Aloysius Garvey), employed religious rhetoric in his mobilisation of the 

African diaspora. He was called “Black Moses” by his followers and prayer meetings 

formed an integral part of his Universal Negro Improvement Agency. Nonetheless, like 

Bedward, he proved to be another temporary Messiah, whose “fall […] came as quickly 

as the rise”, due to accusations of fraud (Adam Ewing 17).  

 The Jamaican working class continue to use religious rhetoric for their leaders up until 

the present day. The late 1950s setting of James’s novel, at the time of the fight for 

independence, when many potential political leaders presented themselves as the saviour 

of Jamaica, is the ideal social context for a self-proclaimed Messiah, like Apostle York, 

to appear and lead downtrodden minorities like Lucinda, who lives on the margins of 

society, “outside the Gibbeah plan […] but still within the boundary of the river” (JCD 

125). Resonant parallels between historical fiction and the contemporary moment 

abound. The Jamaican working class continue to deify politicians and crime lords alike, 

with slogans such as “Jesus died for us. We will die for Dudus” (Harrison 14). 

 When the divide between politics and religion is blurred, the danger lies in the 

potential for patriarchal heteronormative control of the body. Rosamond S. King 
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comments on contemporary Caribbean political exploitation of religious sexual rhetoric: 

“vilifying sexual transgressors—especially non-heterosexuals and non-monogamous 

women—distracts the public from issues such as poverty and corruption” (8). She cites 

Jacqui Alexander’s opinion that “women’s sexual agency and erotic autonomy have 

always been troublesome for the state. They pose a challenge to the ideology of an 

originary nuclear heterosexual family that perpetuates the fiction that the family is the 

cornerstone of society” (qtd in King 9).  Thus, if “the individual’s desire is seen as 

threatening—or supporting—the coherence and strength of Caribbean society” (King 19), 

those who challenge the socio-political status quo must be controlled. 

 Punishment for sexual deviance in Gibbeah is meted out by Apostle York. Clarence 

and Mrs. Johnson are publically whipped for adultery. This directly contravenes two 

biblical commandments: “You shall not commit adultery” and “You shall not covet your 

neighbor’s wife” (New Revised Standard Version, Exodus 20: 1-17). Despite the gravity 

of the sin, the villagers feel mercy; “but then the Apostle remind [them] bout Bible 

chapter Mark where the demons beg the Son of God, and if the Son of God did listen to 

all this begging, plenty people would be in hell right now. That change [their] mind back” 

(JCD 105). Nonetheless, this show trial is merely a distraction from the Apostle’s 

deteriorating physical condition, his corruption and his homosexuality. He admits this to 

the Rum Preacher: “Gibbeah would rather have my lies than your truth. Why do they 

follow me so easily, Bligh? So quick, without question? I give them something God can’t 

give” (JCD 199-200). The Apostle’s conception of Faith is twisted by his childhood 

victimisation:  
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God is real, Jehovah is a myth. Jehovah is a thing people invent to excuse 

horrible shit as if it had some purpose. […] There is no meaning, no teaching, 

no greater good to come out of sucking my fake uncle’s cock. There’s just my 

mouth and his cock. (JCD 200-201) 

 

By dividing God and Jehovah, York’s syphilis infected mind creates a new religion, 

through which he takes revenge on the village that turned a blind eye to his suffering. In 

this way James demonstrates the corrupting power of rhetoric and the danger of leaving 

religious control of the body unchecked and unquestioned. 

 Lucinda is a character who takes control of her sexuality. Her experience of religious 

control of the body is not negative, but a transgressive and sexual thrill:  

 

If ten lashes could not cure, the solution was twenty. She whipped harder. By 

her stripes she would be healed. Lucinda stuffed her mouth with sponge and 

showered her back with iodine to let the wounds scream. God was not 

pleased, but he would be. Of her sacrifice, she was sure of it. Lucinda was to 

be the bride of Christ but her ring finger got lost in a thatch of pubic hair. It 

was that damn Apostle. Him and those bold red books and the bold red tip of 

his circumcision. (JCD 112) 

 

In this scene, Lucinda takes charge of her own bodily abuse. James connects the low act 

of masturbation with the sacrificial act of self-flagellation. This places the status of 

religion into question. The ring finger, which should symbolise Lucinda’s status within 
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the Church, is instead used for an autoerotic purpose, and the mystical tomes of the 

Apostle’s religious library share a colour with the tip of his penis, further emphasising 

this. As Stallybrass and White indicate, no parody can exist without its official 

counterpart (16). Thus, the heresy inherent within this scene highlights the grotesque 

parody. Lucinda is not a married woman or mother, and so her sexuality does not fulfill 

religious mandates to procreate or satisfy conjugal bonds. In the context of a religiously 

conservative society, her heretical sexual agency and promiscuity, both in her 

autonomous seduction of Mr. Greenfield and her sexual attack on the unconscious 

Apostle York, further mark her out as transgressive.   

 In the Caribbean, single or otherwise sexually independent women are “defined as 

lasciviously deviant - ‘good women’ were constructed as sexual for procreative purposes 

and as sexual servants to men” (King 126). Similarly, women’s sexuality figures 

prominently in local nationalism, which prescribes “female sexual containment through 

compulsory heterosexuality, marriage and motherhood” (King 126). Lucinda challenges 

this; she is a grotesque “mobile and hybrid creature […] outgrowing all limits, obscenely 

decentred and off-balance” (Stallybrass and White 9). Therefore, she must be punished 

for her refusal to be contained within pre-defined socio-political categories. 

 Lucinda’s multiple transgressions are beaten out of her physically, “before she was 

thirteen, Lucinda’s mother had beaten her in two. She gave the two halves names: “Day 

Lucinda and Night Lucinda. […| In time the woman came undone, and to survive her, or 

at least to prevent whipping, Lucinda would split in two to placate her mother” (JCD 57). 

This division allows Lucinda to negotiate her surroundings and gain power over others: 
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There was Day Lucinda, when her mother felt pious, who spoke about 

Sunday school and friends she did not have. There was Night Lucinda […] 

for fellowshipping with darkness. […] Lucinda carried her two selves into 

adulthood with ease, using both to empower herself over other women.  

(JCD 57-8) 

 

The magical realist suggestion that this spiritual division is also corporeal is emphasised 

by the different bodily characteristics of Day Lucinda, who wears “white gloves and 

skirts below the knee”, and has “stiff lips and Bible verse” and Night Lucinda, with “goat 

blood on black skin”, who enjoys “an orgy of one with a green banana as her incubus” 

(JCD 58). The figures of Day and Night Lucinda embody Lucinda’s attempts to subvert 

her abuse in order to re-establish herself, and Obeah is the means by which this is 

achieved. 

 Obeah remains illegal in Jamaica to this day, due to perceived links with crime and 

rebellion. Diana Paton notes that in 1972, the Undesirable Publications Act of 1940 was 

amended, but works concerning Obeah were not removed:  

 

Even at the high point of cultural nationalism represented by his [Michael 

Manley's] government, […] the illegality of obeah continued to do significant 

work. It separated acceptable folklore, which was to be celebrated, from the 

unacceptable elements of the past in the present (852-3) 

 

In other words, Obeah helps the Jamaican government police the high-low boundary. 
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Thus, an eighteenth-century law banning Obeah, primarily concerned with “monitoring 

space and people in order to be able to track and thus prevent insurrectionary activity” 

(Paton 71), performs a similar function in a supposedly more enlightened world. 

 Obeah magical practices involve imitation, that is to say, what occurs in one space is 

reflected in another (Olmos and Paravisini-Gerbert 13-14). Stallybrass and White claim 

there is a “complex cultural process” linking “the human body, psychic forms, 

geographical space and the social formation” (2). In Obeah, the law of similarity means 

that “like produces like and an effect resembles its cause” (Olmos and Paravisini-Gerbert 

13-14). When Lucinda is rejected by Mr. Greenfield in favour of her rival Mary, “the 

night welcomed Lucinda back. In a bonfire she threw lizard skins, cat skeletons, and a 

dog’s paw that her mother had saved in vinegar. […] Mary Greenfield would never have 

children and her marriage died long before her husband did, killed by stillbirths, mistrust, 

and jealousy” (JCD 130). The juxtaposition of these two events suggests that they are 

linked and that Lucinda pollutes the Greenfield’s marriage. She causes Mary’s infertility 

through an imitative magic using foul and polluted animal bodies.  

 Christians place value on bodily purity because “God created humankind in his 

image” (Genesis 1:27). Thus, much Christian doctrine relates to procreation and the 

avoidance of bodily pollution. Lucinda’s night time persona, through her magic and her 

seduction of Mr. Greenfield, contradicts her position within this belief system during the 

day time.  

 Obeah religious beliefs, like those in Christianity, are consistently linked with the 

body. Magical potions make the body invisible, as in the case of Lucinda’s mother: “as 

the vapor vanished, so did she” (JCD 127). Similarly, when Lucinda sleeps with Mr. 
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Greenfield her physical ecstasy is experienced spiritually, “as she released her buttocks to 

his coarse hand, a feeling came over her that in the past had only come from spirits” 

(JCD 130). The sexual feelings are directly connected with religious practice. Events 

occurring on “different levels and sectors of social and psychic reality are effected 

through the intensifying grid of the body” (Stallybrass and White 26). Lucinda’s pleasure 

at the temporary reversal of social position indicated by the successful seduction occurs 

on a corporeal level. 

 This connection of the buttocks with Obeah spirituality can be linked to rebellion 

through the figure of Nanny, “the most celebrated woman from the era of slavery in 

Jamaica” (Jenny Sharpe xvi). Carolyn Cooper argues that “in Jamaican folklore the 

‘vulgar’ image of the bottom as a site of anticolonialist resistance is most dramatically 

realised in the assertion that the historical Nanny, the powerful female leader of the 

Maroons, used her bottom to deflect the bullets of British soldiers” (11). In Jamaica, the 

bottom thus, embodies the rebellion of the low ‘other’ against the imperial master. 

 Nanny, as well as a leader of the Maroon rebels and Jamaican national heroine, was, 

like Lucinda, an Obeah woman. Her fame stems from religious mystique, such as the 

legend of her magical bottom, or her ability to vanquish British soldiers in “Nanny’s pot”, 

a confluence of two rivers in which the soldiers’ drowned, transformed through oral 

transmission into her boiling cauldron (Sharpe 16). Despite her gender, Nanny took a 

dominant role in her community. In Honor Ford Smith’s view, submission of women did 

not form part of Afro-Caribbean tradition. Christian missionaries “accelerated the process 

of conversion of the image of woman as warrior/priestess as epitomised by Nanny to the 

domesticated Nanny […] by insisting that drums and dancing were to be outlawed, by 
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insisting on an end to “concubinage” and by insisting on virginity and marriage” (qtd. in 

Sharpe 13). Thus, the submission of Obeah to Christianity had a negative impact on Afro-

Caribbean women’s corporeal independence. 

 The growth of evangelical Christianity in the Caribbean did not challenge black 

agency in this way alone. Obeah became associated with backwardness. Old ways had 

“to be formally renounced by devotees before they can be received into their new 

churches” (Olmos and Parsvisini Gerbert 31). This explains Lucinda’s shame when 

Apostle York uncovers her Obeah beliefs. She feels “convicted and blessed in one fell 

swoop”, when he asks “don’t those knees ache from kneeling, waiting on God?” […] 

Didn’t He see you mixing tea til He came?” (JCD 22). This embarrassment represents a 

kind of simultaneous “repugnance and fascination”, which Stallybrass and White 

associate with “a political imperative to reject and eliminate the debasing ‘low’ 

[conflicting] powerfully and unpredictably with this desire for the Other” (4-5). 

 Thus, Christianity and Obeah impact on the body, social and psychic space of their 

practitioners. This transgressive battle between extremes of high Christianity and low 

Obeah plays out in John Crow’s Devil through the character of Lucinda in the division 

between her two alter-egos Day Lucinda, a Church sister, and Night Lucinda, an Obeah 

woman. Both religions play a key role in her identity as a poverty-stricken black woman 

on the margins of society, and this is reflected in Lucinda’s body and the agency inherent 

in her sexual independence. In the subsequent chapter, it can be seen how the creolisation 

observed in Jamaican religious practice, examined here, is also present in the way Marlon 

James incorporates both Christian and Afro-Caribbean symbolism into his novel. 
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Facetiness - A Caribbean Transgression 

   

 Barbara Lalla defined an inherently Jamaican form of transgression in her use of the 

patois term facetiness, “a deep-in-the-bone sense of self that vividly resists any outside 

inducements to conform because conformity is felt to require a denial of the self” (232). 

With a suggested etymology combining English “face” in the sense of “effrontery, 

cheekiness, or boldness” and Surinam creole “fiesti” meaning “dirty, nasty”, this term 

suggests a similar crossing of boundaries and obstinate refusal of the low or oppressed 

“to be contained” (Lalla 233), as Stallybrass and White describe in their work.   

 One type of facetiness is “backanswer” that resembles the project set out in Bill 

Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin’s classic text of postcolonial theory, The 

Empire Writes Back, which deals with the “question of why the empire needs to write 

back to a centre once the imperial structure has been dismantled in political terms” (6). 

However, Lalla’s backanswer is more impertinent: “Caribbean literary discourse answers 

back to institutionalized precepts and understandings, facilitating interactivity as in 

intertextuality and counterdiscursivity” (Lalla 239). Furthermore, “facetiness defies, and 

it subverts with mockery - most of all, through constant challenge to rules” (Lalla 232). 

James refuses to privilege the Coloniser/Colonised binary in his writing. His 

intertextuality forms a creole of symbolic references. In backanswering both Afro-

Caribbean regional traditions and the Christian traditions of the colonist, he questions the 

right to privilege either. 

 In John Crow’s Devil, Lucinda exudes facetiness, as demonstrated by her defiant 

mockery of the Widow Greenfield: “Eh-eh, who you think you is, that me have to prove 
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anything to you? The only reason me come to you is cause you is the only one who eye 

no blind, not because all of a sudden you so nice and me looking friend” (JCD 181). 

Lucinda’s enemy, the Widow, comments on Lucinda’s effrontery when Lucinda tricks 

her into handing over Pastor Bligh to the Apostle, although she is still unaware of the 

betrayal: “Lucinda was always careless with her tongue. Cross-eyed bitch” (JCD 179).  

 Jamaican insults, like the Widow’s “cross-eyed bitch”, invariably refer to body parts 

or their functions, such as the terms “bloodclaat” (sanitary protection), used repeatedly 

throughout the novel, or “RAASCLAAT!” (toilet paper), screamed by Mrs Fracas at the 

climax (JCD 207). This is related to Bakhtin’s “focus on gaps, orifices and symbolic filth 

[...] physical needs and pleasures of the ‘lower bodily stratum’” (Stallybrass and White 

23). The use of patois clearly reinforces this low status on a linguistic level.  

 James speaks of his choice to write novels in patois as a reaction to a national fixation 

upon “how the other person ‘chat bad’ and use English as though it is our master rather 

than the other way round”, and cites reggae, a low, popular form, as “what gave my 

generation of writers the right to write with the voice that actually come out of our 

mouths” (James qtd. in Tanya Batson-Savage). Stallybrass and White see a similar 

transgression in low, popular discourse, as opposed to formal discourse, arguing that 

“history seen from above and history seen from below are irreducibly different and they 

consequently impose radically different perspectives on the question of hierarchy” (4). In 

James’s writing, the low voice of the people expresses those truths previously limited to 

high literary form. In this way, the author reaffirms his social critique.  

 In the novel, then, the shame attached to descriptions of the ‘low’ sexual act is 

immense, as demonstrated when Lucinda tells the Widow of the Apostle and Clarence’s 
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intercourse, described as “nasty nastiness” (JCD 184). She subverts common standards of 

social nicety, invading the widow’s home verbally with her discussion of taboo subjects 

she cannot herself name, and uses the low patois term “nastiness” instead of a formal 

English term.  

 Beyond this linguistic transgression, Lucinda also crosses the physical boundary into 

Mary Greenfield’s home, and mocks her enemy by feigning terror: “No sah! Me step pon 

fi you grass, me dead!” (JCD 178) - No sir, If I step on your land, I’ll die. Once 

convinced to cross the boundary, the land itself reacts: “The Widow dragged her onto the 

grass. As the blades cut through the spaces between her toes, Lucinda let loose a tiny 

shriek. They stepped over dead John Crows and spots of blood-darkened grass. The lawn 

seemed bigger, longer” (JCD 178). Lucinda tricks the Widow in order to facilitate the 

abduction of the Rum Preacher. She garners sympathy through her performance, aided by 

her battered body. The perceived expansion of the physical space suggests the immensity 

of the gulf Lucinda must cross in order to step into the home of her enemy. She even 

allows Clarence to beat her, in order to maintain plausibility. The earth seems to bleed at 

the transgression of both social code and domestic space, although it is the blood of John 

Crows. 

 Through her deception of the Widow and entrapment of the Rum Preacher, Lucinda 

drives the tragic events instigated by Apostle York. Her body is depicted as ugly, even 

grotesque, and is used to cross multiple physical borders, whilst at the same time 

maintaining a connection to the spiritual and the mythic. Daphne Brooks argues that 

“black women’s bodies continue to bear the gross insult and burden of spectacular 

(representational) exploitation in transatlantic culture. Systematically overdetermined and 
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mythically configured, the iconography of the black female body remains the central ur-

text of alienation in transatlantic culture” (qtd. in Anatol 111). It is thus apposite, that 

Lucinda’s black female body represents a critique of social alienation within the novel. 

 Like the character of Lucinda, James’s novel exudes a textual “facetiness”, similar to 

that described by Lalla. Four examples of textual backanswering pertinent to Lucinda and 

her transgressive body are considered here: from the Bible, The Outrage of Gibeah from 

Judges and the Genesis account of Noah’s Ark are discussed and from Afro-Caribbean 

tradition, the myth of the John Crow and the soucouyant, or vampire, are examined.  

  The Outrage of Gibeah is evidently important to a novel set in a village called 

Gibbeah. It relates the story of a religious battle between two tribes of Israel, involving 

vengeance and violence both sexual and bloody. The biblical war is instigated when a 

stranger is offered a bed and a meal for the night, but is then threatened by the locals with 

rape and his female companion is kidnapped and brutally murdered (Judges 19-21).  

 The citizens of biblical Gibeah “exemplified the all-important Middle Eastern cultural 

value of hospitality by picturing its use and abuse” (Patrick M. Arnold 76); the city must 

be punished because it contravenes the dominant social code. This chaos, “a graphic 

depiction of a city so wicked as to merit total destruction” (Arnold 74), is implied to be 

the result of a lack of strong leadership as noted in the biblical account “In those days 

there was no king in Israel; all the people did what was right in their own eyes” (Judges 

21.25).  

 The power vacuum present in James’s Gibbeah, is thus depicted as a root cause of its 

wickedness by virtue of association. Lucinda betrays the Widow’s hospitality, by tricking 

her into offering hospitality and then stealing the Rum Preacher away to be stoned to 
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death. In the biblical tale, it is a Levite who is the victim of deception, a social group 

which was marginalised in Old Testament times (Arnold 66). James reverses this; 

Lucinda tricks her childhood bully, in an act of revenge. The betrayal is accented by the 

light tone in which the narrator reports Lucinda’s response: “She would reach out in 

friendship, though they could never be friends, of course. Lucinda remembered how envy 

made a monster out of herself; how much worse would it do to a woman who cursed God 

and lost her man twice?” (JCD 192). However, despite the reversal of the power 

dynamic, the excessive violence resulting from the deception is immense in both James’s 

tale and the biblical account. 

 In the book of Genesis, the Lord floods the earth in a similar act of purifying genocide 

to that in the tale of Gibeah, because “the wickedness of humankind was great in the 

earth, and that every inclination of the thoughts of their hearts was only evil continually” 

(Gen. 6.5-7). Noah and his family survive this flood by building an ark for themselves 

and the animals. After the flood, Noah sends two birds out into the world, the raven and 

the dove. The raven “went to and fro until the waters were dried up from the earth” (Gen. 

8.7), whereas “the dove found no place to set its foot, and it returned to him in the ark” 

until Noah sends it out a week later only for it to return with the olive branch, a sign that 

“the waters had subsided from the earth” and the calamity was over (Gen. 8.9-11). 

 Ravens and crows “are not consistently distinguished in biblical or classical literature, 

and in English literature they are both sometimes grouped among such similar birds” 

(Michael Ferber 166). Vultures, known in Jamaica as John Crows, are also black birds 

who “prosper when men slaughter one another” and are “associated […]  with imminent 

death” (Ferber 167). James exploits this similarity in his use of the biblical tale in the 
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finale of John Crow’s Devil.  The dove who returns after the flood can be linked with the 

dove who lands on the gate in the final chapter (JCD 217) and the dead dove found “its 

wings spread wide” on Lucinda’s back when she is discovered after her suicide (JCD 

211).  

 The dove forms a white binary with the black John Crow, but beyond simplistic racial 

or good/evil paradigms, deeper engagement can be achieved by examining theological 

criticism of the Genesis account. R.W.L. Moberly questions the function of the raven in 

Noah’s tale, given that, like the dove, it is sent out to assess the post-flood world (345). 

Roman theologian, Prudentius, argued that “the raven, held back by gluttony, clung to 

foul bodies, while the dove bought back glad tidings of peace” (qtd. in Moberly 346). 

This view of the raven is similar to that of the John Crow in Jamaica, as evidenced by the 

proverb “ef yuh fly wid John Crow, yuh / Wi haffe nyam dead meat!” - if you fly with the 

vulture, you will have to eat carrion, cited in Louise Bennett's poem, “Italy Fall” (qtd. in 

Brown 112), meaning that if you associate with evil, you too will be tainted.  

 Moberly posits that the raven acts as a symbol of God’s spirit, making the world 

habitable again and that only when this work is finished can normal life be resumed. He 

also underlines how “Noah's act of sending out the raven [...] is an imitation of God” 

(353). Given Apostle York’s sacrilegious declaration of himself as a new Messiah (JCD 

215), and the way he sends Lucinda out across Gibbeah to do his bidding, saying “Thank 

the Lord that He has chosen you for this serious, serious task” (JCD 190). Lucinda, an 

outsider and a transgressor, performs a function analogous to Noah’s raven, and by 

association, the Divine spirit. Thus, the lowest of the low performs the role of the highest 

spiritual being. 
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 Like the biblical raven, the John Crow has mystical relevance within West Indian 

culture. Lloyd W. Brown addresses the role of the John Crow as a paradoxical phoenix 

figure and calls it a “hallmark of West Indian poetry” (168). In McNeill’s poem, 

“Husks”, quoted at the opening of this thesis, the John Crow is shown at its most 

disruptive. It “is a figure of death, but in another sense it symbolizes the hunger that 

cannot be satisfied by the merely physical [...] transformed from 'fallen' angel to a symbol 

of spiritual longings” (Brown 167). The John Crow is transgressive, because it has the 

quality of “ugliness […] counterbalanced by mystic suggestiveness” (Brown 71). 

 Beyond this ugliness and mysticism, likewise reflected in Lucinda, the oral tradition 

related to the John Crow has a bearing on her actions within the novel. Brown relates “the 

legend of the bird’s successful attempt to penetrate the blue sky in order to 'look at the 

other side' - but at the cost of blackening its body and scarring its face forever in 'that 

sacred blue fire’”, questioning whether it underwent “a punishment or a purification” (70-

71). Like the John Crow, Lucinda suffers an ambiguous end, when her scarred black 

body gets too close to the flame of Apostle York’s “Consuming Fiiiiiiiiiiiire” (JCD 30). 

She is found dead and the reader is left uncertain whether Lucinda, too, has been 

punished or purified. 

 A further figure within Caribbean mythology who shares Lucinda’s magical power of 

flight, is the soucouyant, equivalent to the European vampire. Normally female, she sheds 

her skin at night and flies around in a ball of fire, sucking blood from her victims. As a 

black female vampire “rather than only serving to malign ethnic, cultural and racial 

practices and traits […] also indicates society’s negative attitudes towards women who 

appear as threats to patriarchal structures and gender norms” (Anatol 12). Like Lucinda, 
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women who do not conform to the matriarchal ideal, “‘grounded’ in the reality of the 

homespace” (Anatol 13), challenge the status quo. The soucouyant reflects this 

transgression in the geographical space, as she refuses to be confined to the ground, 

where normalised female bodies belong. She is “almost always to be feared, contained, 

and confined, if not destroyed. Her flight renders her frighteningly uncontrollable—it is 

not to be celebrated or emulated” (Anatol 226). She has the ability to cross the boundary 

between public and private, as she enters into the domestic space, and thus, threatens 

social order.  

 The soucouyant is also unambiguously corporeal, “whether she rides her victims all 

night or penetrates their skins to drain them of fluids, the soucouyant is easily aligned 

with sexual activity and female greed, which evoke apprehension and shame rather than 

pride, pleasure, or comfort” (Anatol 226).  Anatol links this to exploitation of the female 

slave, who was encouraged to mate like an animal for economic benefit, but was also 

demonised as a “jezebel” in order to absolve white guilt at sexual attraction to the African 

body (187-8). James deals with this theme more directly in his second novel, The Book of 

Night Women, but Lucinda’s seduction of Mr Greenfield and rape of the Apostle can be 

seen as examples of her jezebel-like qualities. 

 The terror invoked by the soucouyant is reflected as bodily deformity through her 

shedding of skin. It is implied in John Crow’s Devil that Lucinda becomes a soucouyant 

when she drinks magical teas: “Lucinda brewed hidden weeds whenever she wore her 

secret skin at night” (22). The nakedness suggested by the removal of skin is in itself a 

transgression. After her beating, Lucinda’s raw nudity makes Mary nervous: “Lucinda 

was making herself open. And honest. That is what disturbed her most about nakedness: 
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the honesty of it” (JCD 180). Lucinda’s injuries further emphasise the corporeality of a 

flying being brought down to the ground: “Bandages hid her skin, but showing through 

the white were two long streaks of red on the left and right sides of her back. She looked 

like an angel whose wings had been ripped out” (JCD 180). In a society founded upon 

mysticism and secrecy, the honesty of open flesh is as frightening as anything 

supernatural.  

 Lucinda transgresses both in her own facetiness and in the thematic symbolism which 

she embodies, which backanswers both biblical and Caribbean mythological symbolism. 

Neither the high traditional literary symbolism from the Christian bible of the West, nor 

low regional mythology are privileged. Traditional tales are not merely imitated, but 

return to the nasty underbelly implied by the original iconography. In this way, James 

challenges the ur-text whilst mirroring essential themes within the reworked 

contemporary novel. 

 

Conclusion: Night Lucinda, Day Lucinda - A Critical Body?  

 

 Accepting that James does not directly attack the social formation of the fictional 

village of Gibbeah, as evidenced by Harrison’s initial reading of the novel as uncritical 

(2-3) and the multiple rejections the novel received, it was necessary to seek out a 

methodology which could demonstrate a negative attitude to events and attitudes 

portrayed in James’s work. Stallybrass and White’s concept of transgression informed an 

investigation of how Lucinda embodies James’s corporeal gothic aesthetic of social 

critique, as it connects the body with the internal and external worlds. Thus, when binary 
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norms are contradicted in the social space, this is reflected in the physical body.  

 As John Crow’s Devil is a novel about the corrupting potential of blind faith and 

transgressive readings are particularly focused on inter-related social and psychic 

identities, an examination of the connections between religion and political rebellion in 

Jamaica as related to the novel proved fruitful. Analysing Lucinda’s dual identity as both 

Day Lucinda, a Revivalist Church Sister, analogous to the historical socio-religious 

movement of Bedwardism, and as Night Lucinda, an Obeah woman, it was revealed that 

beyond the transgressiveness of this creolised belief construct in and of itself, the 

contradictions of these unquestioned beliefs, as evidenced by Lucinda’s erotic agency and 

heretical sexual acts, underscore the hypocrisies of her belief system. 

 Subsequently, Caribbean transgression was examined in action, through Lalla’s 

analogous concept of facetiness, a corporeal term associated with the low and mockery of 

hierarchical social codes. This demonstrated the ugliness and social violence resulting 

from Lucinda’s discussion of body taboos and contradiction of social expectations. The 

physical space is damaged by the imagined boundaries she crosses and the earth bleeds. 

Having established that Lucinda is facety, this discussion developed into ways the novel 

is facety in its narrative use of backanswer, a subversive aesthetic of intertextuality. 

Exploring how James backanswers biblical and Afro-Caribbean literary traditions, as 

evidenced by the examples of The Outrage of Gibeah in Judges, the Genesis Account of 

Noah’s Ark, the John Crow and the Soucouyant, it is revealed how Lucinda’s 

embodiment of traditional symbolism transforms the original in order to underpin the 

novel’s transgressive themes. 

 Lucinda’s body is ugly, it is marginalized. Yet, it can escape the grounded space and 
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fly, albeit in order to take revenge against those who have harmed her. Rejected by the 

dominant social group, she nonetheless seduces both Clarence and Mr. Greenfield with 

her transgressive erotic agency. Ultimately the hierarchical structure is re-established by 

her rejection. However, temporarily, Lucinda’s transgressions both challenge and support 

the social status quo via performance of an illicit erotic role for the dominant group. 

Beaten into mental illness by an abusive mother, Lucinda regains power through 

criminality and morally abhorrent behaviour. Nonetheless, such power is fleeting. James 

underlines the impact of her social marginalisation in the image of her broken and 

defenestrated body, decorated with the corpse of the dove of peace. As in the poem, 

which forms the epigraph of this thesis, Lucinda’s body “crashes down […] till nothing is 

left” (McNeill 37). 

 Ultimately, building on Harrison’s work, this thesis explores how James exposes 

social injustice through his depictions of the monstrous body in order encourage the 

reader to act as a judge. Building on a foundation of previous literary paradigms, but 

refusing to conform to them, James creates a tremendously powerful critique of the 

dangers which occur when the weak are oppressed and the powerful are left 

unquestioned.  

 This richly intertextual novel offers much remaining potential to researchers of the 

current trends in Caribbean fiction and of contemporary Gothic. Out of scope for this 

thesis, but nonetheless underscoring its emphasis on James’s backanswer, is the impact of 

Aeschylus’s Oresteia. James uses this tragic and violent classical intertext rather than the 

more typical Caribbean choice of Homer’s Odyssey, most famously employed by Derek 

Walcott in Omeros (1990). Furthermore, an exploration of the historical context of the 
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late 1950s power vacuum in Jamaican politics during the fight for independence could 

provide fruitful research avenues for those interested in the social relevance of James’s 

novel. Finally, further examination of the description of Apostle York’s syphilitic body 

and Lucinda’s transgressive female body in conjunction with descriptions of AIDS 

victims and homosexuals in Jamaica could build on the work presented here and by 

Harrison, in order to demonstrate the contemporary relevance of the novel as social 

critique. 

 John Crow’s Devil is an outstanding example of the contemporary corporeal Gothic 

turn. The transgressive bodies of its characters mirror social monstrosity and frighten in 

their refusal to be contained. Like their social environment, James’s characters are 

polluted and deformed. In this way, he presents a world to be questioned but leaves the 

reader free to decide what to do next. In all its “nasty nastiness” (JCD 184), John Crow’s 

Devil is a work of art, a social critique, carved on the bleeding corpses of Gibbeah’s 

citizens.  
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