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Michael Ondaatje's Anil's Ghost- our choice for March- had taken seven years to write. It must have been a 

challenge for Ondaatje to follow the huge success of  his previous novel The English Patient. ( Winner of the 

Booker prize) Ondaatje had been praised as a glittering new literary talent. He must have been under 

tremendous pressure to come up with another "masterpiece." Had he succeeded? Reviews had been mixed and 

I was intrigued to find out the reactions of our group. 

 

Before revealing our responses, here is a brief summary : 

 

Drawing on Ondaatje's own Sri Lankan heritage,  Anil's Ghost is located in contemporary Sri Lanka, in the 

midst of interminable civil war between government forces, separatist Tamils and antigovernment insurgents. 

The novel's action revolves around Anil Tissera, a young forensic anthropologist, born in Sri Lanka but 

educated in Europe and America, who "had courted foreignness", and "was at ease whether on the Bakerloo 

line or on the highways around Santa Fe".After 15 years away,  Anil returns to the country of her birth.  Her 

mission is one of human rights.. She is part of a United Nations sponsored investigation into the escalating 

number of politically motivated murders engulfing the island. 

 

As Anil begins to realise the scale of the murder and horror which her investigations reveal, it becomes clear 

that "the darkest Greek tragedies were innocent compared with what was happening here". She reluctantly 

teams up with Sarath Diyasena, "the archaeologist selected by the government" to investigate a particularly 

sensitive murder; skeletons discovered buried in the Bandarawela caves, one of the most archaeologically 

sensitive sites in the entire country.  

 

One skeleton in particular fascinates both Anil and Sarath. Simply known as "Sailor", the quest for the 

skeleton's identity sucks both Anil and Sarath into the terrifying heart of darkness which makes up 

contemporary Sri Lankan politics. Ondaatje reflects upon the ancient history of Sri Lanka through the 

fragments of history and identity that Anil and Sarath uphold in the face of the murder and chaos which 

surrounds them.  

 

Although Anil's Ghost is a poetic and beautifully written book, it is also a tough, uncompromising and brave 

novel about a terrifying conflict that the world has largely chosen to ignore. A mix of fact and fiction- it's 

Ondaatje's homage to his homeland. In an interview, Ondaatje revealed his desire to focus on his place of birth 

but admitted to his uncertainty at how to approach the subject. As an outsider himself but with a former 

insider's knowledge, he created the character of Anil to fulfil this purpose. He disguises the autobiographical 

element by making Anil female but with a male name. 

 

Anil's determined nature is shown by her insistence on changing her name to Anil.( Anil is her brother's second 

name and her unknown grandfather's too.) She achieves this aged twelve, even though her family disapproves, 

and she has to pay her brother for his name with one hundred saved rupees, a pen set,  a tin of fifty gold leaf 

cigarettes and a sexual favour her brother demands from her. 

 

We found this last sexual payment distasteful, especially the way that Ondaatje throws it in at the end of the 

list in an almost humorous way.The female characters are rather stereotypical-  mostly portrayed as whores 

or mothers.- We did not warm to Anil as a person. Stabbing her lover in the arm was one of the most dramatic 

endings to a love affair that we had read. No doubt it is to symbolise the brutality even between lovers 

( creating their own war zone) But any chance of true empathy from the reader for Anil was blown by this act 

and we agreed that empathy for the characters is vital for most of us to engage fully. This led to a discussion on 

why we read fiction. 

 

We agreed we read for a variety of reasons-  yes-to empathise with characters is a major factor. But we love to 

be entertained and to learn  and often to escape .Storytelling is important and wanting to know what 



happens .If we aren't drawn into the plot we can become bored .We are excited by beautifully written language 

and by being transported to other worlds. 

 

Anil's Ghost matched most of what  we look for in good literature but it is not a novel which can be 

approached lightly and requires deep concentration.Quick snatches on the S-bahn didn't work- or the odd page 

crammed into the end of a long and hard working day were not sufficient. And for some of us, our reading time 

is limited. 

 

Ondaatje's style demands much from his reader. Mutli-layered narrations, distant fragments of memory, time 

shifts and flashbacks are hallmarks of his writing. And although we are transported to another world, 

escapism is not the objective. Ondaatje makes us face the horror and violence of the civil war in Sri Lanka - 

which was an uncomfortable experience.The brutality of man's inhumanity to man is the stuff of the daily 

news and the sense of hopelessness at being able to change it, can be very depressing. The disappeared and the 

victims of torture in Sri Lanka are mirrored in so many other parts of the world.  

 

One is left with a feeling of such senselessness that it is hard to stomach. Of course we agreed that we are 

privileged at not living ourselves in the midst of brutal civil war. But the troubles in Northern Ireland are fresh 

in our minds and other recent European atrocities close to home. Anil's Ghost did not make comfortable 

bedtime reading .We have a responsibility to not close our minds to the troubles of the world but it didn't make 

reading about them easy for most of us. 

 

We all admitted that our knowledge of Sri Lanka was sketchy. We appreciated learning more about Sri Lanka's 

history and culture and most of us researched the reasons for the current conflict. Surprisingly, Ondaatje 

doesn't spell out the nature of the troubles. We are left to piece together the underlying reasons and one could 

read Anil's Ghost and still not understand why there has been civil war since 1983. Ondaatje builds a collage of 

impressions, memories and visual images around four narrators. 

 

Anil, Sarath, Ananda and Gamini . Sarath, the archaeologist. Ananda the miner and face painter of Buddha 

and Gamini- the doctor. All immerse themselves in their work. All are compensating for their loss of personal 

lives.We learn of their personal tragedies and witness their pain and suffering. Violence is shown often in its 

aftermath or left for us to imagine. Some violence is very graphic- the crucified man Anil and Sarrath save- is 

vividly described. Yet when  salt  is  applied to the wounds in his hands- he  does not scream with the pain. 

The violence is somewhat muted. 

 

Ondaatje mainly examines violence from a forensic point of view. One nameless victim "Sailor" is used as a 

symbol for the thousands who have disappeared. Although Ondaatje lists a few missing people from Amnesty 

International records.We weren't sure how we felt about listing real names in a work of fiction. We were 

divided on this. Some of us thought this was very effective, others were uncomfortable about it. 

 

One of the most effective descriptions of impending violence is this: 

 

Sarath relates a village abduction. Two armed men on bicycles grab a villager, barefoot and clad in a sarong. 

They mount him on a bicycle crossbar and pedal off. To hang on, the victim must loop an arm around his 

captor's neck. ''It was this necessary intimacy that was disturbing,'' Sarath recalls. ''The blindfolded man had 

to balance his body in tune with his possible killer. They cycled off and at the far end of the street, beyond the 

market buildings, they turned and disappeared.' 

 

An abducted man who leans cooperatively into the curves. What an image for the mutual closeness that 

distinguishes the contemporary hells: neighbour slaughtering neighbour in  Bosnia, Kosovo, Rwanda, Sri 

Lanka. ''Anil's Ghost'' may be the fiction that comes closest to wresting this horror from reportage and analysis 

into a more expansive human context. Only art can provide it: a context of images seen and half-seen, of 

subconscious emotions, of memory and foreboding, the mind shutting down and (the soul in clinical shock) the 



bicycle swaying between ''this can't be happening'' and ''this is what is happening.'' 

 

The enforced intimacy of the victim to his abductor is truly horrific.I think this image will stay in our minds for 

a long time. 

 

We also responded to the powerful poetic imagery that Ondaatje uses. We agreed that this is the essence of 

Ondaatje's skill as a writer.  

 

eg "She   was sure he could hear all that, the light wind, the other fragments of noise that passed by his thin 

face, that glassy brown boniness of his own skull." 

 

and " his eyes peering at the pages while his brain stared past them to the truth of their times."  

 

Another is the visit to Paripana, whose scientific dazzle has receded into meditation: ''For him, now, all history 

was filled with sunlight.''  

 

and on a lighter note... " "Mmm", Chitra said, as if eating chocolate. 

 

Late in the novel, Gamini talks about how at the end of Western novels and war films the American or 

Englishman invariably leaves the foreign land and returns home to tell his story. "The war, to all purposes, is 

over," Gamini says. "That's enough reality for the West."  

 

To quote Ondaatje- 

 

There are various versions of the truth.  

 

Gamini's version, with his lack of interest in what the truth is or what the politics may be. If someone is dying 

in front of you, heal them, and if you can't save them then get on to the next one. He's more pragmatic about it. 

But there's also a historical sense, a kind of moral sense, a political sense - all these versions of the truth.  

 

The issue is what these characters, or anyone, will do with the truth.''I want you to understand the 

archaeological surround of a fact,'' Sarath tells her. ''Or you'll be like one of those journalists who file reports 

about flies and scabs while staying at the Galle Face Hotel. That false empathy and blame."   Sarath says 

"The  truth can be like a flame against a lake of petrol." Truth, at the wrong time, can be dangerous. That's a 

conflict for Anil, who's used to the more Western sense of holding truth above anything else. 

 

Is Anil wrong in blowing the whistle on her country? Has she done more harm than good? Sarath is the real 

hero by sacrificing his life for the truth. He enables Anil to escape. We are fairly certain that she has flown back 

to the West. So we are left with asking who or what is Anil's ghost? 

 

Is  it the young Anil- the native Srilankan of her youth? Or is it the other half of her personality- the eastern 

half that she has left behind? Is it the impact she has left  in her wake? Is it who she could have been if she 

had never left Sri Lanka? or that she probably wouldn't exist if she had stayed? 

 

We are left speculating.  

 

The uncanny power of Anil's Ghost stems largely from Ondaatje's refusal to frame his tale as a struggle of good 

and evil . We are left with a sense of the fragility of humanity- a responsibility to be human beings- as we have 

such privilege in coming from less troubled parts of the world. Ondaatje has a  message for  the West- the 

shadow of the past  holds on to the present- history often repeats itself. 

 

With views ranging from "fantastic book- beautifully written" to " a difficult book- I did`nt like it at all." We 



may have been divided on how much we had enjoyed reading Anil's Ghost but after our discussion  we were 

sure  the experience had been worthwhile. 

 

Anil's Ghost was certainly haunting and Michael Ondaatje deserves his reputation as a powerful contemporary 

writer. 

 

Many thanks to everyone for such a good discussion.  

 

Happy easter and good reading!! 

 

Jan 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 


