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Abstract

Barbara Kingsolver, an internationally acclaimed American writer, poet, essayist and political
activist, was born on 8 April 1955 in Annapolis, Maryland. She grew up in Eastern Kentucky. Her father 7296
was a doctor who did his practice in the rural area. She did her graduation in Biology from DePauw
University, Greencastle, Indiana and the University of Arizona. She worked as a freelancer before writing
her novels. Later she devoted herself for creative writing. Her published fictions are The Bean Trees
(1988), Homeland and Other Stories (1989), Animal Dreams (1990), Pigs in Heaven (1993), The Poison
wood Bible (1998), Prodigal Summer (2000), The Lacuna (2009), Flight Behavior (2012), Unsheltered
(2018) and Demon Copperhead (2022). The Lacuna was published in 2009 and it is the sixth novel by
her. It narrates the journey of Harrison William Shepherd from Mexico City, Frida Kahlo, Diego Rivera to
America, the Cold War, and the Red Scare. The novel is a narrative of a man Harrison who is caught
between two worlds. His identity crisis and struggle of life remain the main emphasis of this novel. He
becomes a plaster mixer, a cook and secretary. His struggle during the Second World War becomes
more difficult because the Red Scare was attacking the artists and was incriminating them for their
work.
Keywords: Barbara Kingsolver, The Lacuna, World War Il, Harrison William Shepherd, Turmoil, Artists,
Extra-Marital Relationships, Identity, Self-Obsession.
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Barabara Kingsolver’s works deal with are set in American southwest and have the
the some recurring issues. Some of her novels legacy of this region. Being a science student,
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her novels deal with eco-criticism, ecofeminism,
nature, Biblical illustrations, self and feminine
aspects. She tells in an interview about her
characters, “l invent characters who will do
what | need them to do” (qtd. in Fernando 224).
Her identity as a writer stems from her
advocacy of environmental and social justice
with a historical essence of political issues. It is
generally seen that her characters are
empathetic, skeptical and intelligent. In some
novels, her women characters are weak and
frail. Ceri Gorton remarks about Kingsolver’s
fiction that it reconnoitres “native American
adoption, fast food culture, political refugees,
colonialism, injustice on a global and local scale,
alternative agriculture, poverty, images of
beauty, climate change, and environmentalism,
among a variety of contemporary concerns”
(Gorton 13-14) Her novel The Lacuna (2009) has
been written in five parts and it is a lengthy
novel. The first part of the novel is set in lla
Pixol, Mexico City and the setting of the novel is
from 1929 to 1931. The novel begins with the
following words:
In the beginning were the howlers. They always
commenced their bellowing in the first hour of
dawn, just as the hem of the sky began to
whiten. It would start with just one: his forced
rhythmic groaning, like a saw blade. That
aroused others near him, nudging them to bawl
along with his monstrous tune. (Kingsolver 2)
This novel has been written on some
interesting themes. The novel describes the
morbid tales of the post-modern world how
modern couple are having a dissatisfactory life.
Kingsolver writes about it, “What a strange
couple. Why would a man and a wife live in
separate houses?” (Kingsolver 119). Harrison
William Shepherd is the main protagonist of the
novel. He was born on 6 July 1916 in Lychgate in
Virgina. His father was from America and his
mother hailed from Mexico. As a young man,
Harrison has been described as a well-groomed
person with black hair, blue eyes and having
roman features. He is a tall man of six feet and
five inches. Harrison has to strive for his
conflicting role and identity throughout his life.
He can be compared with Gogol of Jhumpa
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Lahiri’'s The Namesake (2003) or Willie
Chandran of V. S. Naipaul’s Half a Life (2001)
due to his split personally. As his parents belong
to two different countries, there is always
confusion about his identity whether he is an
American or a Mexican. He has to work from
one place to another. He has to change his
name. His mother calls him by the name “Will”
when he was a child but later he is called by
Harry (Harrison) when he becomes an adult. He
does not hanker after fame in his life. He
prefers to read books and remains quiet tracing
from the society. He remains holing up in his
house with his company secretary Violet Brown.
He is a peace-loving person and he cares other
people who are in his contacts. He is sometimes
susceptible to depression when he notices
corruption, inequality and injustice in the world
and finds that the world is not suitable for him.

It has been generally seen that those
people who are introvert prefer to live alone
because they become morose and sad to see
the malpractices in the world. To remain happy
in their personal life, they try to find a separate
corner for them and the same happens with
Harrison also. His mother Salomé Huerta hails
from a well-to-do family of Spanish decent. She
comes to America at the age of sixteen. She
tells her name “Sally” and her age twenty to
other people in order to hide her real identity.
She falls in love with an accountant who worked
in her father’s company. Eventually, she does
not remain satisfied in her life in America and
starts having her affair. Consequently, she has
to move back to Mexico with her son Will. At
that time, Will was merely twelve years old. She
had green eyes and had a dashing personality.
She is an impulsive woman who is wealthy and
fashionable. She sometimes neglects her son
also for her whim. Unfortunately, she dies in a
car accident when she was watching an air
show.

In the first part of the novel, Salomé
leaves her American husband who is an
accountant in Washington D. C. for her Mexican
lover Enrique whom she met through her
husband’s government work. But after coming
to Mexico, Salomé comes to understand that
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Enrique is not a man she had thought about
him. Kingsolver writes about it, “The first year
after moving to Mexico to stay at Enrique’s
house, they woke up terrified at every day’s
dawn to the howling” (Kigsolver 3). Enrique
starts losing interest in her and he seems to be
hesitant to marry her. Salomé does not like
when her son is growing day by day, “Salomé
hated that her son was now taller than she was:
the first time she noticed, she was furious, then
morose. In her formula of life, this meant she
was two-thirds dead” (Kingsolver 10).

Salomé again decides to elope with a
new wealthy lover in Mexico City. Will lives with
her in the small apartment and Salomé is not
happy with her life as she thinks himself as
someone’s mistress. Will is studying in a low-
level school and after his schooling, he becomes
a plaster mixer for an artist named Diego River
who is painting a mural at the Palacio Nacional.
When Will is fifteen years old, he is sent back to
his father. His father sends him to a boarding
school, a military academy called Potomac
Academy. This was the first time when Harrison
is called by his real name. Harrison develops
friendships with a boy named Billy with whom
he develops homosexual relationships. An
archivist, Violet Brown compiles Harrison’s
notebooks.

In the third part of the novel, Harrison
comes to meet his mother in Mexico. He was
expelled from his academy during his
graduation in 1934 and the reason for this is a
secret. There are inklings in the novel that he
might have been expelled due to his
homosexual relationships with Billy. Diego
Rivera and his wife, Frida give him work of a
plaster-mixer. Frida is a modern artist who is
very sensitive towards her costume. Though she
is not much older than Harrison but she always
acts as his senior. Harrison gets enamored by
her looks and costumes and he compares her
with a princess in her Mexican costumes.

So far as Diego Rivera is concerned, he
is a plaster-mixer, a cook and later a secretary.
PamelaPierce writes about him, “His life takes a
crucial turn when Harrison encounters the
legendary muralist Diego Rivera and starts to
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mix plaster and paint for his murals” (Pierce
105).

He is much older than Frida. He is very
ugly, large and frog-like creature. He and Frida
have few things in common also as they like to
help the Mexican people and support
communalism. He is quite famous among
women for his magnetic and passionate
personality.

Harrison gets attracted towards
Trotsky’s official secretary Van also. Harrison
becomes sometimes depressed and at times he
is seen happy. Frida has affair with Trotsky and
it causes a rift in her marriage and a tension is
created in the house. Eventually, Trotsky is
assassinated in his office by a driver, Jacson.
The Mexican police confiscate Harrison’s
diaries, his incomplete novel and the household
items. Frida sends him to New York in order to
deliver some pieces of art for a museum. Frida
gives him his diaries and the manuscript of the
novel as a farewell gift which she had somehow
recovered from the Mexican police.

The fourth part of the novel is set in
Asheville, North Carolina. Violet Brown
identifies herself an archivist and she tells that
Harrison did not keep diaries after coming to
the U.S. Harrison delivers the painting in New
York and he starts living in North Carolina
where he starts teaching Spanish at a college.
He is employed by the U. S. government to
move artworks from museums and galleries to
safe locations. Harrison becomes happy and he
starts writing again and publishes his novel
Vassals of Majesty. He becomes a reputed
writer and people read his novels happily. He
hires Violet Brown in order to handle his fans.
When he brings Violet with him in order to
assist him in the story of his next novel, the
newspaper spread rumours about him that he
has kept Violet as his mistress. Both Violet and
Harrison dislike these gossips.

The fifth and last part of the novel is set
in 1948 to 1950. America decides to weed out
the communist influence in the country. There
was a time when Harrison was also closely
connected with the communists, the Riveras,
that’s why he is investigated by the FBI. He
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instructs Violet to burn all his journals because
he thinks that FBI may take false evidence from
them. She pretends to do so but instead of
burning these journals, she hides these at her
house. Unfortunately, Harrison’s third novel is
not liked by the readers and the critics and
American boycott this novel. Harrison does not
know much about the accusations. He becomes
gloomy when he comes to know that the
criminal charges may be put on him. Violet
suggests him to go to Mexico where he visits his
childhood home in Isla Pixol and fakes his death
by swimming through the lacuna. When he was
a child, he had discovered this lacuna. People
presume that he has been drowned and is dead.

Florida also dies and Violet gets a letter
from her estate in which Harrison’s journal
narrates the lacunae. Violet decides to keep his
journals safe and she decides to publish journals
in fifty years so the people also know the truth
regarding Harrison that he was not a
communist.

Violet Brown is Harrison’s trustworthy
secretary and they have unflinching faith on
each other. She had been working for Harrison
for many years. She works as a defending wall
for Harrison and shields him from the negative
news and his prying fans. She is one of those
rare persons who know Harrison closely. She
also knows that Harrison is a homosexual. She
meets him for the first time after Trotsky’s
death. They both live in the same boarding
house and fortunately, Harrison becomes a
celebrated writer and he hires her as a
secretary. Violet is older than him. She was
married with Freddy Brown in her teens in
1916. She becomes a widow the same year
because Freddy dies in the flood. She prefers to
live as a widow throughout her life.

The novel deals with extra-marital
relationships. Lust and romance are the
dominating themes of this novel. Harrison’s
parents are divorced and his mother has
relationships with various men. She and
Harrison live at a married man’s home where
Harrison’s mother also feels herself a mistress
of that man. Harrison has affair with Frida also.

The novel deals with the obsession of

elSSN1303-5150

some characters in the novel. Harrison’s mother
leaves her husband simply because she is highly
obsessed with her lover. Harrison has also
obsession for different women and including a
boy Billy also due to which he is branded as gay.
Harrison has obsession for his diaries and
journals also.

The novel deals with the theme of
devotion and loyalty. Harrison’s secretary is
quite loyal to him. She is absolutely devoted for
her husband due to which she has to face the
rumours of the society but despite everything
else, she helps Harrison.

Barbara Kingsolver’s novels imbibe the
unification of local, self, gender, nature, and
memory. Her novels are a combination of past,
present and future. Wagner-Martin admires
Kingsolver for her beautiful writing style and
themes in her novel. He writes that Kingslver
shows quietly exuberant exercise in her novels,
“Perhaps less flashy than The Poisonwood Bible,
or less apparently erudite than The Lacuna, this
tripartite evocation of learning to live well in a
world that benefits from our unlocking its
beauties may remain one of Kingsolver’s
bestloved books” (Martin 7).
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