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A palimpsest is a parchment from which writing has been erased and replaced with new 
writing, but which still bears the traces of the earlier writing. ‘The Palimpsest Paradox’ is a 
work of ficto-criticism which engages with the notion of memory as a palimpsest in both a 
creative and a critical manner. The narrator of the piece, who has early onset dementia, is giving 
a lecture on memory in Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale and Arundhati Roy’s The 
God of Small Things. The content of the lecture is juxtaposed with the narrator’s personal 
narrative in the form of thoughts and memories. As the lecture progresses, the boundary 
between the two blurs: her memory loss becomes obvious, while memories of her childhood 
trauma intrude into the lecture. In this way, ‘The Palimpsest Paradox’ interrogates the 
interplay between remembering and forgetting, erasure and inscription, and covering and 
uncovering. 
 
 
 
I’ve done this hundreds of times, but it feels like my first. I take a deep breath and clear 
my throat. The rumbling subsides, sliding into silence. 
 ‘Good morning people.’ I scan the crowd, picking out familiar faces. The room 
is unusually full. I attempt a smile. ‘It seems that most, if not all, of you have heard the 
rumour that this is to be my last lecture.’ A chorus of protests greets my 
announcement. ‘Believe me; you don’t want me to jump the shark’, I say. 
 Several students scramble for hand-held devices. It has become a game to see 
who can translate my phrases into ‘English’ first. It’s a game I will miss, but I know it’s 
best to go before I lose my way. I’m not surprised by which hand shoots into the air 
first. He probably has The Phrase Finder saved as a favourite. 
 ‘Yes Simon?’ 
 ‘It means “to reach the point in a TV series that denotes it is irretrievably past 
its best by introducing some ridiculous or otherwise unbelievable plot device or 
characterisation in order to boost ratings.”2 Derives from an episode of Happy Days 
where the Fonz is water-skiing, wearing his trademark leather jacket, and jumps over 
a shark.’ 
 ‘Thank you, Simon.’ I wonder if students these days are even familiar with 
Happy Days. I remember watching that particular episode with my father while my 
mother washed dishes in the kitchen. I would have been eleven. 
 I look at my notes. ‘Today’s lecture will explore the metaphor of the palimpsest 
and how it can be applied to two of the texts we have studied this semester: The 

                                            
1 This work was supported by an Australian Government Research Training Program Scholarship. 
2 Gary Martin, ‘Jump the Shark’, The Phrase Finder, [website], 2017, 
https://www.phrases.org.uk/meanings/jump-the-shark.html, (accessed 30 June 2017). 
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Handmaid’s Tale by Margaret Atwood, and The God of Small Things by Arundhati Roy.’ 
I scan the room. ‘If you have your hand up because you want to know what a 
palimpsest is, you can put it back down again, because I will begin with a definition 
of palimpsest.’ I look at Simon and raise my eyebrows. ‘If Simon doesn’t beat me to it.’ 
 ‘All yours’, Simon says. 
 ‘Much appreciated.’ I smile. ‘I will then discuss what I like to call the palimpsest 
paradox, and touch briefly on early versions of palimpsestic metaphor. Finally, I will 
look at each the novels in depth, showing how both texts speak to the impossibility of 
accurately representing the past, through their structure as palimpsests.’ 
 I take another deep breath and begin. ‘The word “palimpsest” comes through 
Latin (palimpsestus) from Ancient Greek (palimpsestos) meaning “scratched or 
scraped again.”3 The dictionary definition of a palimpsest is “writing material or 
manuscript on which the original writing has been effaced for re-use.”4 Art historian 
Leslie Brubaker defines a palimpsest as “a work or surface with a second text or image 
superimposed over an effaced original.”5 In common usage a palimpsest refers to “the 
traces of multiple, overlapping activities over variable periods of time and the variable 
erasing of earlier traces.”6 These definitions reveal the paradox of the palimpsest: in its 
extreme form a palimpsest involves the total erasure of all information except the most 
recent, but palimpsests can also involve the “accumulation and transformation of 
successive and partially preserved activities, in such a way that the resulting totality 
is different from and greater than the sum of the individual constituents.”7 In other 
words, the palimpsest can be seen as both destructive and constructive.’ 
 ‘Why didn’t you just say that in the first place?’ asks a voice from the back. The 
room echoes with laughter. 
 ‘And miss a chance to demonstrate how well I know my onions?’ I say. They’ve 
heard that one several times before so they don’t bother looking it up. 
 ‘The practice of erasing a text was common in the Middle Ages, when Church 
officials repeatedly overlaid the writings of ancient Greece and Rome with religious 
texts. Older texts were scraped away, not only because of the limited availability of 
materials on which to write, but also in order to destroy texts that were considered 
irrelevant.8 Until the nineteenth century the palimpsest was, in effect, a tabula rasa or 
blank slate. Developments in chemistry at the turn of that century enabled the recovery 
of former inscriptions. During this period numerous palimpsests were discovered and 
many rare, ancient texts, formerly considered lost, were excavated from the forgotten 

                                            
3 G. Bailey, ‘Time Perspectives, Palimpsests, and the Archaeology of Time’, Journal of Anthropological 
Archaeology, vol. 26, no. 2, 2007, p. 203. 
4 B. Moore (ed.) The Australian Pocket Oxford Dictionary, 5th edn., South Melbourne, Oxford University 
Press, 2005, p. 780. 
5 L. Brubaker, ‘Palimpsest’, Dictionary of the Middle Ages, vol. 9, New York, Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1987, 
p. 355, cited in R. Chai-Elsholz, ‘Introduction: Palimpsests and “Palimpsestuous” Reinscriptions’, in L. 
Carruthers, R. Chai-Elsholz, and T. Silec (eds.), Palimpsests and the Literary Imagination of Medieval 
England: Collected Essays, New York, Palgrave Macmillan, 2011, p. 4. 
6 G. Lucas, The Archaeology of Time, London, Routledge, 2005, p. 37. 
7 Bailey, ‘Time Perspectives’, p. 203. 
8 T. J. Boulware, ‘Style Upon Style: The Handmaid’s Tale as a Palimpsest of Genres’, MA Thesis, Oregon 
State University, 2008, p. 75. 
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depths of these manuscripts.9 Perhaps the most famous of these is the Archimedes 
Palimpsest, in which a twelfth-century liturgical text is written over the work of the 
famous mathematician.10’ 
 I hate maths. 
 ‘Hate is a strong word,’ my mother would say. Strong word or not, I hated 
maths then and I hate maths now. 
 I resented the time I spent hunched over the kitchen table doing maths, when 
I could have been reading books, or composing poetry, or contemplating clouds. The 
numbers and equations might as well have been written in ancient Greek. 
 My father tried to help me. For him numbers made sense. They spoke a 
language that was clear and unambiguous. He sat beside me and explained long 
division, his large calloused hand around mine on the pencil. 
 ‘Just remember: dirty monkeys smell bad. Divide. Multiply. Subtract. Bring 
Down’, he would say. ‘Just keep repeating that until you run out of numbers. It’s 
simple.’ 
 Except I know now that nothing is ever really simple. 
 ‘The idea of the mind as a palimpsest, consisting of superimposed layers of 
ideas concealed beneath one another, became a recurrent metaphor in the nineteenth 
century.11 For example, in the prefatory note to his 1828 fragmentary poem “The 
Wanderings of Cain”, Samuel Taylor Coleridge writes: “I have in vain tried to recover 
the lines from the palimpsest tablet of my memory”.12 In his 1845 autobiographical 
work Suspiria de Profundis, Thomas De Quincey includes a short section titled “The 
Palimpsest”, in which he writes: 
 

What else than a natural and mighty palimpsest is the human brain? 
Such a palimpsest is my brain; such a palimpsest O reader is yours. 
Everlasting layers of ideas, images, feelings, have fallen upon your 
brain softly as light. Each succession has seemed to bury all that went 
before. And yet in reality not one has been extinguished.13 

 
De Quincey proposed that writing which has been “rendered invisible but not wholly 
expunged” is brought to the surface once again by “the more elaborate chemistry of 
our own days”.14’ 
 In secondary school I wrote a poem about the mind being like an onion, with 
layers upon layers upon layers. We had been learning about similes and metaphors. Of 
course, I now know that peeling an onion is an old self-help cliché. 

                                            
9 J. McDonagh, ‘Writings on the Mind: Thomas De Quincey and the Importance of the Palimpsest in 
Nineteenth Century Thought’, Prose Studies; History, Theory, Criticism, vol. 10, no. 2, 1987, p. 210. 
10 Boulware, ‘Style Upon Style’, p. 75. 
11 McDonagh, ‘Writings on the Mind’, p. 208. 
12 S. Taylor Coleridge, cited in E. Hartley Coleridge (ed.), The Complete Poetical Works of Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1912, p. I, cited in Thomas A. Reisner, ‘De Quincey’s Palimpsest 
Reconsidered’, Modern Language Studies, vol. 12, no. 2, 1982, p. 93. 
13 T. De Quincy, Suspiria de Profundis, 1845, cited in Robert Maniquis, ‘De Quincey, Varieties of the 
Palimpsest, and the Unconscious’, Romanticism, vol. 17, no. 3, 2011, p. 309. 
14 T. De Quincy, Suspiria de Profundis, 1845, cited in Reisner, ‘De Quincey’s Palimpsest Reconsidered’, p. 
93. 



Limina, Volume 23.2, 2018  Laura Kenny 

 46  © The Limina Editorial Collective 
http://www.limina.arts.uwa.edu.au 

 One night, years later, when I was chopping onions for dinner I wondered what 
was in the middle of the onion. What do you eventually find after you peel all those 
layers away? The answer, of course, is nothing. Inside the onion is absolutely nothing, 
just a little empty space. 
 Mum always cried when she peeled onions. The scent clung to her fingers for 
days afterward. 
 ‘In 1925, Freud wrote about the mystic writing pad, a child’s toy which, like 
memory, “provides not only a receptive surface that can be used over and over, like a 
slate, but also permanent traces of what has been written upon the wax slab.”15 Here 
Freud figures the mind as a blank surface on which writing is inscribed. Unlike the 
tabula rasa, which allows a constant erasure without retention, the mystic writing pad 
allows for the retention of inscriptions. However, unlike the palimpsest, the mystic 
writing pad cannot bring about their recollection.16 In “Freud and the Scene of 
Writing”, Jacques Derrida focuses on the apparent contradictions of “a double system 
contained within a single differentiated apparatus” when referring to Freud’s mystic 
writing pad, which “reveals not only the primacy of writing, but also how humans 
experience the world retrospectively through the traces of previous experiences.”17 For 
Derrida, these contradictions demonstrate that the subject is constructed at a particular 
moment in history; it is never stable, but constantly shifting.18 When looking at the two 
texts today I would like to emphasise “the interplay between erasure and inscription”, 
and how that interplay creates “complex, layered, and multi-temporal entities that 
disrupt conventional views of temporal sequence”.19’ 
 I am eight years old. I lie in a hospital bed under layers of white. White cellular 
blanket. Starched white sheets. Pale white skin. Rampant immature white blood cells 
multiplying. Multiplying by dividing. Dividing in a way I can’t help but envy. 
 My father enters the room, hands hidden behind his back and new lines etched 
on his face. 
 ‘Which hand?’ he asks. 
 I shrug, too tired to care. 
 ‘Left it is,’ he says, with a flourish like a magician performing a magic trick. He 
holds an inexpensive magic slate, ubiquitous in supermarkets. 
 I draw on the slate with the stylus. I lift the clear plastic sheet and my drawing 
disappears. Nearly. Permanent grooves remain in the cardboard backing. I do this over 
and over until the backing is full of indecipherable scribbles. 
 The word ‘leukaemia’ comes from two Greek words: ‘leukos’ meaning ‘white’ 
and ‘aima’ meaning ‘blood’. 
 ‘In the first paragraph of The Handmaid’s Tale, Offred describes the gymnasium 
of the Red Centre as a “palimpsest of unheard sound,”20 suggesting a layering of the 
past and present. However, the word palimpsest also symbolises the whole of Gilead. 

                                            
15 S. Freud, ‘A Note upon the “Mystic Writing Pad” (1925)’, The International Journal of Psychoanalysis, vol. 
21, 1940, p. 472. 
16 McDonagh, ‘Writings on the Mind’, p. 209. 
17 J. Derrida, ‘Freud and the Scene of Writing’, trans. Jeffrey Mehlman, Yale French Studies, vol. 48, 1972, 
p. 108. 
18 McDonagh, ‘Writings on the Mind’, p. 210. 
19 Bailey, ‘Time Perspectives’, p. 203. 
20 M. Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, London, Vintage, 1996, p. 13. 
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The old world has been erased and replaced, but only partially, by a new order. The 
government attempts to dominate its subjects through the control of their experiences 
of time, memory, and history. For example, at the Red Centre the Aunts tell them that 
the freedom they have now (“freedom from”) is preferable to the freedom they had 
before (“freedom to”).21’ 
 I am cancer-free. Free of cancer. 
 ‘We expect her to make a full recovery.’ By the time the doctors tell my mother 
this, my father will be dead. 
 That means I couldn’t have watched that episode of Happy Days with him. 
 ‘You’re free to go home,’ they said. 
 ‘Offred, who in her previous life worked as a librarian “transferring books to 
computer discs, to cut down on storage space and replacement costs,”22 attempts to 
subvert this erasure by creating an archive. She shores up “the fragments of the 
shattered past by attending to those fossilized remains that do persist, sedimented in 
memory, language, and materiality”.23’ 
 I have become a slave to lists. 

Agendas: 
9am-final lecture H101 
11am-meeting with Executive Dean 
1pm-doctor’s appointment 
6pm-dinner with Mary 

Shopping lists: 
milk 
bread 
butter 
eggs 
broccoli 

The names of my children: 
Kathleen 
Raymond 
Mary 
Patrick 

 ‘The commonplace notion of an archive is of a place where things are stored. 
For Derrida, however, the archive is necessarily associated with loss, forgetfulness and 
destruction. 24 Offred says, “It’s my fault. I am forgetting too much.”25 Some of the 
things she can’t remember are insignificant, such as the words of songs.26 More 
disturbing is the gradual occlusion of her memories of her loved ones. Luke’s “face is 
beginning to fade.”27 On the other hand, she remembers seemingly inconsequential 

                                            
21 Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, p. 34. 
22 Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, p. 182. 
23 T. Finigan, ‘Into the Memory Hole: Totalitarianism and Mal d’ Archive in Nineteen Eighty-four and The 
Handmaid’s Tale’, Science Fiction Studies, vol. 38, no. 3, 2011, p. 435. 
24 Finigan, ‘Into the Memory Hole’, p. 442. 
25 Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, p. 203. 
26 Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, p. 64. 
27 Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, p. 114. 
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details, such as how she hated to waste plastic bags, and would stuff them under the 
sink, and how Luke would worry about their daughter putting them over her head.28’ 
 I lost my keys. I lost my glasses. I lost my way. 
 I went to the doctor. 
 ‘It’s probably menopause,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry. It’s perfectly normal for a 
woman your age.’ 
 ‘Don’t worry your pretty little head,’ my father would say. ‘That’s my job. 
 ‘For Offred the act of remembering is both voluntary and involuntary. She 
spends much of her time reminiscing about the past. Alone in her room at night, 
remembering is a means of escape. She says, “There is a good deal of comfort, now, in 
remembering this.”29 However, memories often come unbidden, prompted by smells 
or by sights that are familiar to her. For example, the smell of soap evokes memories 
of her daughter,30 and the sight of “toenails painted pink” prompts memories of nail 
polish and “the way it wrinkled if you put the second coat on too soon.”31 Other times 
they are linguistically provoked. For example, when Ofglen says, “It’s a beautiful May 
day” Offred is reminded of the distress signal “Mayday” which in turn reminds her of 
Luke.’32 
 It was a beautiful day in May. A red-letter day. 
 ‘We can do anything you want,’ my father said. 
 ‘Anything?’ I asked. 
 ‘Anything.’ 
 I gave him a makeover. I put curlers in his hair. My own curls were falling out 
in clumps. I avoided my reflection in the mirror. 
 I painted his lips and fingernails, and then mine, in matching red. I filled his 
wrists with bracelets and bangles, and draped beads around his neck. 
 We had a tea party in the backyard. 
 ‘Offred’s continual layering of the past and present establish the palimpsestic 
effect of the narrative. Many of Offred’s memories are related to us in present tense, 
such as “I’m in our first apartment, in the bedroom.”33 She often uses both past and 
present tense to relate her memories in the same section. For example: “It’s a Saturday 
morning in September…The little girl who is now dead sits in the back seat…She 
thought we were going on a picnic…I wore my hiking boots, she had on her 
sneakers.”34 Offred remembers events in small pieces, and her sentences are short, 
choppy, and direct, like fragments. At times she revises her story midstream, offering 
us a series of versions of what might have occurred, such as when she describes her 
first illicit sexual encounter with Nick.35 Information is often deferred or withheld. For 
example, Luke is first mentioned in chapter two, but it is not until chapter five that we 
realise his relationship with Offred. However, the most significant piece of withheld 

                                            
28 Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, p. 37. 
29 Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, p. 238. 
30 Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, p. 73. 
31 Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, p. 39. 
32 Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, p. 53. 
33 Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, p. 84. 
34 Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, p. 94. 
35 Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, pp.272-275. 
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information is what happens to Offred herself. Professor Pieixoto tell us that her 
“ultimate fate…remains obscure.”36’ 
 My father and I are in the shed. He is building me a doll’s house, just like the 
one I saw in the mail-order catalogue. He wore overalls and a flannel shirt worn thin 
at the elbows. 
 ‘Perhaps the most interesting use of the palimpsest in the novel is the epilogue, 
in which we discover that Offred recorded her tale over music on cassette tapes.37 
Offred’s entire tale—not just moments within it—is a physical simple past.’ 
 A hand is raised. The young man it belongs to looks familiar. I ought to know 
his name. 
 ‘Excuse me,’ he says. 
 ‘What’s your name?’ I ask. 
 He gives me a funny look. ‘Simon’, he says. 
 ‘Yes Simon?’ I say. Yes. Simon. 
 ‘Don’t you mean “palimpsest”?’ 
 ‘That’s what I said. Palimpsest.’ I look back at my notes. ‘It’s worth noting that 
the “The Historical Notes” as a whole function as a kind of simple past—I mean 
palimpsest—as they represent another layer through which the reader must negotiate 
in order to make sense of the novel.38 The tapes have been rearranged and interpreted 
by Professor Pieixoto “in no particular order” and by “guesswork”,39 in much the same 
way an archaeologist or palimpsest editor dug up fragments of former text and 
carefully pieced them together to reconstitute the original. Professor Pieixoto calls the 
past “a great darkness, and filled with echoes. Voices may reach us from it; but what 
they say to us is imbued with the obscurity of the matrix out of which they come; and, 
try as we may, we cannot decipher them precisely in the clearer light of our own 
day.”40 He manipulates her tale based on his own assumptions and biases.’ 
 It was dark in the shed, and silent. 
 ‘Dad?’ I said. 
 I pushed open the door. The floor was covered in fresh sawdust and blood. 
 ‘Can you pass me that rag Sweet Pea?’ he said. ‘I’ve cut my finger.’ 
 I passed him the rag and we both returned to the house, where Mum was 
chopping onions for dinner. 
 Except that’s not what really happened, is it? 
 ‘Like The Handmaid’s Tale, The God of Small Things follows a structure that 
“mirrors the fragmented and non-chronological order of memory itself.”41 Estha and 
Rahel’s return to the Ayemenem house triggers recollections of an earlier time, “when 
memory had only just begun.”42 The narrative does not unfold in a linear way; we 
move back and forth between 1969 and 1993. The story, which begins at its 
chronological end and circles around one particular traumatic event—the death of 

                                            
36 Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, p. 323. 
37 Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, p. 314. 
38 Boulware, ‘Style Upon Style’, p. 11. 
39 Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, p. 322. 
40 Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, p. 324. 
41 K. Nord Hicks, ‘Remembrance of Homes Past: The narration of memory in Baumgartner’s Bombay, The 
Bus Stopped and The God of Small Things’, PhD Thesis, University of Bergen, 2012, p. 14. 
42 A. Roy, The God of Small Things, London, Harper Perennial, 2004, p. 2. 
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Sophie Mol—is told through a series of random thoughts, memories, and flashbacks, 
which the narrator uses to put the pieces of the puzzle together. The circular effect of 
the novel is enhanced by the recurrence of words, phrases, expressions or songs. Like 
a palimpsest, present experiences are layered over faded memories of the past. This 
highly complex and sophisticated narrative structure “suggests the continual tension 
rippling between what is concealed and what is revealed.”43 Remembering is also an 
effort that is forced upon the reader, who is faced with “the intellectual task of 
unravelling the intricacies of the plot so frequently.”44’ 
 It was dark in the shed, and silent. 
 ‘Dad?’ I said. 
 He didn’t answer. 
 I pushed open the door. My father lay on a bed of fresh sawdust and blood. 
His wrists wore bracelets of red. I touched the hand that was nearest, his left. He didn’t 
move. 
 I ran back to the house, where Mum was chopping onions for dinner. 
 ‘The twins’ trademark habit of reading backwards, as well as their affection for 
palindromes, underlines one of the main concerns of the novel: time. According to 
Josephine McDonagh, the palimpsest “disrupts a sense of temporality”.45 Like The 
Handmaid’s Tale, in The God of Small Things images, stories, and sensations from the 
past blend together with present moments. It is sometimes difficult to distinguish what 
is past and what is present. Elizabeth Outka notes that “time is always to some extent 
a mixture, as the present must be understood as a complex amalgamation and 
negotiation of past moments”.46 One of the most noted after-effects of traumatic 
experience is the disordering of time, when past events threaten to take over the 
present, “returning repeatedly to haunt the current moment in the form of flashbacks, 
hallucinations, or dreams.”47 Dori Laub states that “trauma survivors do not live with 
memories of the past, but with an event that could not and did not proceed through to 
its completion, has no ending, attained no closure, and therefore, as far as its survivors 
are concerned, continues into the present.”48’ 
 I dream that my father and I are in the shed. He’s building me a Victorian doll’s 
house in the Queen Anne style. It has a hipped roof with dormers and a central 
pediment, rows of painted sash windows, and an encircling verandah. 
 ‘When it’s finished, we can all live in it together’, he says. Happily ever after, 
like a fairy tale. 

                                            
43 M. E. Jacobs, P. Munro, and N. Adams, ‘Palimpsest: (Re)Reading Women’s Lives’, Qualitative Enquiry, 
vol. 1, no. 3, 1995, p. 327-328. 
44 A. Nath Prasad, Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things: A Critical Appraisal, New Delhi, Sarup & 
Sons, 2004, p. 218. 
45 McDonagh, ‘Writings on the Mind’, p. 214. 
46 E. Outka, ‘Trauma and Temporal Hybridity in Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things’, Contemporary 
Literature, vol. 52, no. 1, 2011, p. 22. 
47 Outka, ‘Trauma and Temporal Hybridity’, p. 22.  
48 D. Laub, ‘Bearing Witness or the Vicissitudes of Listening’, in S. Felman and D. Laub (eds.), Testimony: 
Crises of Witnessing in Literature, Psychoanalysis, and History, New York, Routledge, 1992, p. 69. 
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 ‘According to Marie Francoise Chanfrault-Duchet, “facts and events take their 
meaning from the narrative structure in which they are imbedded.”49 The palimpsestic 
form of the novel, in which boundaries between past and present merge, imitates the 
way in which trauma survivors are paradoxically haunted by their memories, but also 
suppress them. Additionally, time can be frozen at one instant, locking the subject in 
the past moment of trauma.50 This is reflected in the recurring symbol of Rahel’s toy 
watch which always shows the same time,51 and in the way that Estha deliberately 
forgets, “hoovering the knolls and dells of his memory”52 in an attempt to shut out the 
tragedies.’ 
 I know that ‘there are things that can be forgotten. And things that cannot—
they sit on dusty shelves like stuffed birds with baleful, sideways staring eyes’.53 
 The one thing I want to forget I can’t. 
 ‘It’s not your fault,’ my mother said. 
 I still don’t believe her. 
 ‘The twins store away memories like “precious beads on a (somewhat scanty) 
necklace.”54 There are beads around my father’s neck. Rahel consciously tries to hold 
on to the “magical, Sound of Music smell that [she] remembered and treasured…She 
breathed deep, and bottled it up for posterity.”55 Other times smells bring back 
memories involuntarily. For example, a “sourmetal smell”56 and the scent of “old roses 
on a breeze”57 recur throughout the novel. Dirty monkeys smell bad.’ 

Onions. 
Old Spice. 
Sawdust. 

 ‘Memories are triggered throughout the book. Estha is aware of the power of 
triggers, such as Rahel’s spit bubbles: “‘It brings back memories,’ Estha, in his wisdom, 
explained to Chacko.”58 The characters return to certain places that are inhabited by 
memories: the old house on the hill in Ayemenem,59 the yellow church where Sophie 
Mol is buried,60 and the History House.61’ 

The kitchen. 
The hospital. 
The shed behind the house. 

 ‘Memory is often associated with a sense of transgression; Rahel has memories 
“that she has no right to have.”62 Rahel remembers events she did not herself 
                                            
49 M. F. Chanfrault-Duchet, ‘Narrative Structure, Social Models, and Symbolic Representation in the Life 
Story’, in S. B. Gluck and D. Patai (eds.), Women’s Words: The Feminist Practice of Oral History, New York, 
Routledge, 1991, p. 79. 
50 Outka, ‘Trauma and Temporal Hybridity’, p. 25. 
51 Roy, The God of Small Things, p. 37. 
52 Roy, The God of Small Things, p. 12. 
53 Roy, The God of Small Things, p. 128-129. 
54 Roy, The God of Small Things, p. 62. 
55 Roy, The God of Small Things, p. 99. 
56 Roy, The God of Small Things, pp. 8, 31, 72, 217, 310. 
57 Roy, The God of Small Things, pp. 6, 32, 55, 310. 
58 Roy, The God of Small Things, p. 85. 
59 Roy, The God of Small Things, p. 20. 
60 Roy, The God of Small Things, p. 4. 
61 Roy, The God of Small Things, p. 52. 
62 Roy, The God of Small Things, p. 2. 
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experience, for example Estha’s molestation by the Orangedrink Lemondrink Man.63 
Sharon Rosenberg proposes that memory is simultaneously individual and 
collective.64’ 
 My earliest memory is of sitting on my father’s lap listening to my great-uncle 
Gordon play the fiddle. 
 ‘You can’t possibly remember that’, my mother says. ‘You were only two years 
old when Uncle Gordon died.’ 
 I don’t care what she says. When I close my eyes, I can still feel the thumping 
beat of feet keeping time on rough wooden floors, and smell wood smoke mixed with 
Old Spice. I am wrapped in the warm flannel of my father’s arms. 
 ‘Individuals characterise themselves through what they recall and forget.65 For 
example, Baby Kochamma conflates memory and fantasy when she recalls her 
relationship with Father Mulligan. Her memories of him are “hers. Wholly hers. 
Savagely, fiercely hers.”66 She also alters her memories of what happens the night that 
Velutha visits the Ayemenem house. According to Fredric Jameson, we choose our 
memories to suit the story we wish to remember about ourselves.67’ 
 I remember my father. I remember his hands, and how my small ones feel in 
his, the sandpaper scrape. The scent of Old Spice that made me sneeze. I remember 
my father. He is alive. 
 ‘Memories are one of the faces of forgetfulness, as they obliterate the past to 
replace it with the “throbbing sense of what has been lost.”68 For example, the memory 
of Sophie Mol fades away and is replaced by “The Loss of Sophie Mol.”69 In school I 
learned how to conjugate verbs: I lose, I lost, I will lose. I have lost, I had lost, I will 
have lost. I lost my father when I was ten years old. Recovery has a dual meaning: to 
retrieve what is lost, and to heal.70’ 
 I sit in an office. A man wearing a white lab coat sits across the desk from me. 
 ‘You have early onset dementia’, he says. 
 ‘What do I do now?’ 
 ‘There’s no cure’, he says. 
 ‘Both of the novels speak to the impossibility of accurately representing the 
past. In The Handmaid’s Tale Offred tells us “all I can hope for is a reconstruction.”71 She 
calls her own account a reconstruction because it is “impossible to say a thing exactly 
the way it was…you always have to leave something out, there are too many parts, 
sides, crosscurrents, nuances.”72 She wishes her story were different, less painful, less 
fragmented, more focussed and more complimentary.73 In The God of Small Things, 
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Rahel compares memory to the woman on the train who “sifted through dark things 
in a closet and emerged with the most unlikely ones, leaving huge tracts of darkness 
veiled. Unremembered.”74 As Richard Terdiman points out, “the texts of memory are 
not copies but representations. They are always already overwritten by the process of 
writing itself.”75’ 
 Roy incorporates many of her and her family’s memories and history into her 
book. I’ve kept a diary since I was a child. I can read and re-read the story of my life: 
‘If it’s only a story, it becomes less frightening.’76 Patricia Hampl claims that ‘memoir 
must be written because each of us must have a created version of the past.’77 My past 
was written by someone else. Someone who was once me, but is no longer. 
 

This is a writing 
of 
 in 
 about 
 for 
 memory.78 

 
 I look at the faces in the room. Why are they staring at me? 
 Mayday. M’aidez. 
 ‘“Are there any questions?”79’, I ask. 
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