COMPARE HOW THE TEXTS PRESENT THE ROLE OF MEMORY.

“Memory is pain trying to resurrect itself.” — The Longest Memory

“These are my people’s stories. They need to be told” — The 7 Stages of
Grieving

In societies as domineering and draconian as the ones portrayed in D’Aguiar’s polyphonic
novella ‘The Longest Memory’ and Enoch and Mailman’s monodramatic play ‘The 7 Stages
of Grieving), memories are a bittersweet remembrance of the past — recollections of pure
elation or indescribable grief. Maintaining the capacity to seep into the lives of their “children”
and “children’s children”, memory can be intergenerational and inherited from their
predecessors. When these memories are left unconfronted and the trauma deriving from it
persists, it can inhibit one’s ability to progress in life and evade the metaphorical
“bloodhound [and] whip” that is society. Memory can nevertheless help subjugated people to
realise their purpose and potential in such uncompromising environments. Indeed, memories
can shackle individuals in insidious “cycles” of grief, but they can also be utilised to
overcome society’s obstacles and adversaries.

Interspersed throughout the varying plots of “The Longest Memory’ and ‘The 7 Stages of
Grieving’, memories can be multigenerational and in fact, recall repressed remnants of one’s
history and heritage. Within the confusion that is this “knotted mess”, Whitechapel’s great
grand-daughter envisions bucolic images of Africa, spanning from the “figures of family and
friends” to the “pot [...] in the centre of the hut”, despite never having been to this foreign
land. Similarly elucidated in “Nana’s Story” (Scene 4), the textured sounds of “family, country
music and the call of the kingfisher” permeates through the performance area marked by the
“fringes [of] white”, creating the sense of Dreamtime — a spiritually indispensable aspect of
indigeneity. Both circumstances divulge the notion of memory, but where D’Aguiar pulls from
his poetic roots, using vivid imagery and evocative language to detail Great Grand-
daughter’s cultural awakening, Enoch and Mailman demonstrate this through Brecht’s
‘Verfrumdungseffekt’ — the manipulation of multimedia mediums. However, what initially
appears optimistic is eventually tainted by the ostensible “ribbons of grief’. With a hint of
resentment infused with melancholy, the Woman mourns over Nana as she “passed away”
and reunites with “the grave”, the metaphorical spectre of death. Divergently, the Great
Grand-daughter’s dreams are met with Whitechapel’s reprehension of “daydream(ing]
promot[ing] insolence” on the plantation; her dreams are killed off and “banished” to the
place of “nightmares”. Ultimately, memory can be passed on and be bequeathed to others,
but they are otherwise fragile and susceptible to permanent loss.

Just as both Whitechapel and Aunty Grace elegiacally lament their innumerable losses, both
D’Aguiar and Enoch and Mailman indicate that memories can shackle individuals, preventing
them from progressing in life. Portrayed as the traitorous “Black Princess” through Nana’s
antipathy and the Woman’s Father’s subtle animosity, Aunty Grace parallels D’Aguiar’s
characterisation of Whitechapel as a “Judas” and “killer of his own child”, and thus, both
characters assume the identities of pariahs and are generally ostracised by their respective
families. Consequently, the two characters’ memories are traumatic and create an internal
conflict which prevents their capacity to ameliorate the mistakes that defined the past. Where
Whitechapel bewails his “insufficien[cy]” as a “Father” and insists that “memory is pain
resurrecting itself’, Aunty Grace is seen to be silently “crying at last” — the culmination of
regrets from decades ago have finally caught up and she is rendered emotionally
traumatised as she confronts the “red earth” that is so dear to Aboriginal culture. This directly
contrasts Whitechapel, whose yearning for Chapel to mature into “the young man, dreaming”
is killed by the whip — the emblem of hierarchal and hegemonic power on the plantation. As
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such, the memories emanating from this single event on that “fateful” night leads to
unforgettable “blood on [his] conscience”. It is therefore interesting to note that perhaps
these memories are so distressing that such a personal memory must therefore be
contrapuntally conveyed through the presence of multiple characters — a striking
dissimilitude to ‘The 7 Stages of Grieving’ in which the Woman is the sole performer; she is
the synecdoche for her people’s suffering and poised as a voiceless observer on the “land”
she knows to be “sacred”. In essence, the harrowing reminiscence of memory consigns
people to the “chains” where they are unable to break free.

Of course, the texts are imbued with somewhat bleak and futile sentiments of
disappropriation and disenfranchisement, but optimism, in the form of memories, continues
to exist in the heart of darkness. Unafraid and intrepid is the character of Lydia as she
contravenes on the status quo in the antebellum state of Virginia, and challenges the norms
prescribed by the Virginian. Retaliating the parochial Editor who vilifies Africans as products
of a “primitive land” and endorses familial fragmentation (“they do not feel what we feel”),
Lydia is inspired by her memories and personal relationship with Chapel to promote
liberation and education of the enslaved. Deviating in ‘The 7 Stages of Grieving’, the First
Nation people’s of the play are not as explicitly restricted compared to the system that is
slavery. Rather, they are subjected to institutionalised and entrenched racism in all facets of
Australian society. Similarly motivated by her percipience of her people’s tribulation, the
Woman draws from her roots and declares that “[her] people’s stories [...] need to be told” in
order to enshrine the losses of her people and announce the extensive pain inflicted by the
colonists. Although the motivations behind Lydia and the Woman’s actions are at odds, they
converge in goal — to achieve justice for the impotent and lay the foundations for a more
equitable and racially sensitive future; one where the residue of societal interpellation and
Black prejudice is overcome, because individuals are roused based on memory, not
personal vendettas.

Manifested in the respective portraits of Virginia and post-colonialist Australia, memory is a
double-edged sword: they are paramount to constructing auspicious futures, but can also
harbour immense and unutterable grief. However, where the slave population on the
Whitechapel population — a microcosm of the plantations situated in the deep South — are
haunted by the “loveless arm” of overseers, the Woman and her people offer the memories
and suffering to us in the form of the suitcase, suggesting that the burden is far too heavy
and can only be alleviated by communal understanding. Ultimately, D’Aguiar and Enoch and
Mailman espouse that memory encompasses the capacity to be a galvanising or a
destructive force — where individuals either vanquish the horrors of their past or are eclipsed
in its shadow.
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