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The representation of London in the work of Bernardine Evaristo complicates the city’s location as a (post)colonial centre. London has appeared, to a greater or lesser extent, in each of her novels, but it is always a city adrift. The dislocation of London is represented in a number of ways; for instance, London is the point of confluence of African and Irish immigrants in Lara (1997) but is a space that can only be fully conceived through histories that are elsewhere. Similarly, in Soul Tourists (2005) contemporary London is a lived-in city, but is only made real for its residents through narratives that are spatially and/or temporally displaced. 

However, the dislocation of London is most notable in The Emperor’s Babe (2001) in which the city is Roman Londinium, a ‘wild west town’ on the peripheries of the Roman Empire. Although this is a London situated in the past, Evaristo does not allow easy interpretation that would relegate this marginalised London to a history before the British Empire. Rather, the contemporary street-slang in which the text is written ensures that it is linguistically set in the twenty-first-century and this complication of time raises questions about the place. Similarly, as Blonde Roots (2008) - her new book - overturns the history of the black slave trade by enslaving white people, there us a concomitant re-mapping of the world with Evaristo’s ‘Londolo’ at its heart. Although this is London transplanted to Africa, it remains the text’s metropolitan centre, whilst England as a country is rendered peripheral. This London is a symbolic colonial space disjunctured from Britain and notions of Britishness as Blonde Roots insists on its history of colonialism which is counterbalanced by Evaristo’s ironic-eye, playful humour and celebration of the city. 


In this paper, I will argue that in the wider context of Evaristo’s work, which redefines literary boundaries and immigrant identities, London is an unstable signifier of colonialism. As the city is cast in different spatial and temporal frameworks, London becomes a space in which dislocated, and often bloody, narratives of migrant identities and postcolonial histories come from surprising sources that disrupt the certainties of the metropolitan centre.
