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The rot remains with us, the men are gone. 
                                                                                       Derek Walcott, “Ruins of a Great House”[endnoteRef:1] [1:  Derek Walcott, Collected Poems 1948-1984 (London: Faber & Faber, 1992), 21.] 


In an ecogothic reading, Afia Atakora’s novel Conjure Women (2020) narrates the relationship between the American landscape as an ecological space and the horrors of transatlantic slavery for freed communities that continue to reside on the site of their enslavement.[endnoteRef:2] In the transatlantic trade of enslaved African people, we can identify a socioecological catastrophe that altered the human relationship with the land through the use of unfree and dehumanized labor as part of agricultural practice. As Margo DeMello asserts, “a system of racial inequality emerged to justify a system of economic greed, and to reconcile the practice of inequality alongside of a philosophy of equality for all.”[endnoteRef:3] The American plantation landscape became a site of slavery the enslaved were bound to, creating a perverse intimacy between the enslaved community and the land. The devastating impact enslavement had on the African American relationship with nature is best explored by Kimberly K. Smith. She asserts that transatlantic slavery provides an ambivalent legacy for African Americans when they are negotiating a relationship with nature, because “the slave system forced slaves into an intimacy with the natural environment but also tended to alienate them from it.”[endnoteRef:4] Thus, a seemingly binding paradox emerges, whereby the African American relationship with the natural environment is defined by the slave system. The plantation setting acts as a microcosm through which to understand the ecological relationship between humans and nature as shaped by this system. This study therefore examines the socioecological relationship between the enslaved community and the natural environment in the plantation landscape in Conjure by analyzing ruins in the novel. Through this examination, we might begin to conceive of what Graham Huggan and Helen Tiffin describe as a “burgeoning alliance” between postcolonial studies and environmental studies by drawing together and analyzing the relationship between the enslaved and the land to which they were bound through an ecogothic lens.[endnoteRef:5] This is a notable move away from the stereotypical association of ecology and ecocriticism with “pastoral and romantic representations of certain kinds of nature: the distant, pristine, and revered pastures and forests, rather than the urban rivers, the farm factories, or the cityscapes.”[endnoteRef:6] It is at this point of division from classic ecocriticism that the ecogothic provides the lens needed to analyze this phenomenon. [2:  Afia Atakora, Conjure Women (London: Harper Collins, 2020). Hereafter referred to as Conjure.]  [3:  Margo DeMello, Body Studies: An Introduction (Oxfordshire: Routledge, 2014), 103. ]  [4:  Kimberly K. Smith, African American Environmental Thought: Foundations (Lawrence: Univ. Press of Kansas, 2007), 10. ]  [5:  Graham Huggan and Helen Tiffin, Postcolonial Ecocriticism: Literature, Animals, Environment (New York: Routledge, 2015), 2. ]  [6:  Ingemar Haag, Karin Molander Danielsson, Marie Öhman, and Thorsten Päplow, “Introduction,” in Perspectives on Ecocriticism: Local Beginnings, Global Echoes, ed. Ingemar Haag, Karin Molander Danielsson, Marie Öhman, and Thorsten Päplow (Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2019), 4.] 

The ecogothic offers a nuanced approach to the identification and analysis of ruins in Conjure because it proffers a tool that can be used to circumvent the boundaries of ecocriticism and the gothic. The ecogothic, as defined by Dawn Keetley and Matthew Wynn Sivils, occupies “the intersection of environmental writing and the gothic, and it typically presupposes some kind of ecocritical lens.”[endnoteRef:7] As Amanda Stuckey identifies, it also provides a means of overcoming the complications and boundaries of each critical framework. In their application of the ecogothic, Stuckey analyzes the ways in which gothic tropes “expose the material horrors of slavery as they played out on the surface of the Earth and of the human body.”[endnoteRef:8] Stuckey therefore sets a precedent for using the ecogothic to re-examine gothic tropes and to explore the relationship between the earth and the human body in relation to slavery. Indeed, the advantage of applying an ecogothic lens lies in the fact that it “illuminates the fear, anxiety, and dread that often pervade [the cultural relationships of humans to the nonhuman world]: it orients us, in short, to the more disturbing and unsettling aspects of our interactions with nonhuman ecologies.”[endnoteRef:9] I build on this development by using the ecogothic to identify the forms of ruins that remain on American plantations, including bodily ruins. I apply the ecogothic lens as a tool to resituate the gothic motif of ruins to include human bodies and the trauma they carry and inherit by living on geographical sites of slavery. This work therefore extends Stuckey’s by demonstrating how the ecogothic can be used not only to examine the intersections between ecocriticism and the gothic, but to overcome their respective complications, opening a critical space to expand on the well-established gothic motif of ruins. I contend that the introduction of human ruins, which is done by situating the bodies of the enslaved as part of the plantation landscape in Conjure, is permitted by an ecogothic reading of the novel that centers on the human cultural relationship with the American landscape in relation to slavery. In enabling this introduction, the ecogothic lens offers a bridge to ecocritical and postcolonial concerns through the analysis of ruins on the plantation.  [7:  Dawn Keetley and Matthew Wynn Sivils, “Introduction,” in Ecogothic in Nineteenth-Century American Literature, ed. Dawn Keetley and Matthew Wynn Sivils (New York: Routledge, 2018), 1. ]  [8:  Amanda Stuckey, “The Earth Was Groaning and Shaking”: Landscapes of Slavery in The History of Mary Prince,” in Ecogothic in Nineteenth-Century American Literature, ed. Dawn Keetley and Matthew Wynn Sivils (New York: Routledge, 2018), 61.]  [9:  Keetley and Sivils, “Introduction,” 1.] 

For this reading to occur, the definition of a ruin must be expanded from its gothic origin, which can be done by applying Ann Laura Stoler’s work on ruination to the narrative. The ruins in Conjure are not a source of nostalgia, but a means of acknowledging ongoing trauma. Ruins can therefore be used to reflect on the relationship between ecology and the trauma of racialized violence tied to American landscapes, connecting ecogothic concerns to that of postcolonial studies in relation to the aftermath of transatlantic slavery. Traditionally, ruins may be “privileged sites of reflection—of pensive rumination.”[endnoteRef:10] The lack of such studies in the American gothic is of course tied to the lack of a medieval past for the continent, and the absence of ancient churches, castles and libraries. By accepting Stoler’s definition of a ruin as both a “claim about the state of a thing and a process affecting it,” this study moves beyond the limited definition of ruins as physical structures in the Anglo-European gothic canon.[endnoteRef:11] The process of ruination lays waste to things and people that gather in specific locations. Stoler’s understanding of colonial ruination, however, traces the fragile and durable signs, the visible and visceral senses “in which the effects of empire are reactivated and remain.”[endnoteRef:12] This definition therefore transforms ruins from a passive site or setting on which narrative unfolds by analyzing the effects that remain within the landscape. For Stoler, ruins are often transgenerational, particularly in terms of memories, practices, and geographical environments that stand the test of time.[endnoteRef:13] In Conjure, Atakora treats bodies as landscapes that appear to be in a state of ruin, undergoing ruination, or affected by imperial debris. The representation of imperial debris in the novel, which can be understood as the residue of imperial effects and their tangible forms, can be used to analyze how the histories of transatlantic slavery reside in the ruins of the plantation and the bodies of the enslaved through an ecogothic lens. The ruins I identify in the narrative therefore invite the reader to “ask how empire’s ruins contour and carve through the psychic and material space in which people live and what compounded layers of imperial debris do to them.”[endnoteRef:14]  [10:  Ann Laura Stoler, Imperial Debris: on Ruins and Ruination (Durham: Duke Univ. Press, 2013), 9. ]  [11:  Ibid., 11.]  [12:  Ibid.]  [13:  Ibid.]  [14:  Ann Laura Stoler, Duress: Imperial Durabilities in Our Time (Durham: Duke Univ. Press, 2016), 339.] 

Applying Stoler’s understanding of ruins to this reading of Conjure aids the expansion of the motif through the ecogothic lens because it provides a framework for identifying ruins and the process of ruination, particularly in relation to their cultural impact. Through this reading, and acceptance of Stoler’s work, the ecogothic becomes a tool that aids the proliferation of ruins by opening a critical space that can expand on ruins as a motif in American fiction. This could be understood as a critical space between the intersections of ecocriticism and the gothic, but it should be clear that the expansion surrounding human bodies as sites of ruins is facilitated through the ecogothic. Conjure is set on an old plantation in the South during the Reconstruction era, when America grappled with reintegrating the Confederacy into the Union and the legal status of African Americans following the American Civil War. It is a contemporary slave narrative that follows the story of Rue, healer and midwife to the freed community. The narrative begins with the abnormal birth of the baby Bean, after which sickness descends on the children who inhabit the ex-plantation. The community begin to fear Rue and the magical roots of her abilities, believing Rue is using her powers of conjure against them. As Rue desperately attempts to alleviate the disease and the bitter rumors that emerge, her narrative is intertwined with flashbacks to her enslaved childhood and stories of her mother, Miss May Belle. Through this reading, we consider the tensions within a community that finds itself residing on the same land it was once chained to. 

Living Among the Ruins: Ruined Landscapes 
The ruined landscape of the plantation in Conjure initially seems to offer a traditional reading of the motif, but the ecogothic offers a nuanced approach to the ruins within the novel that can consider the socioecological trauma the enslaved community faced in the wake of freedom. Matthew Wynn Sivils defines the plantation as a “prototypical southern gothic natural environment,” highlighting that the plantation environment is a canonical American landscape.[endnoteRef:15] Indeed, the plantation is a notable setting within Southern gothic because, as Michael Kreyling observes, “the plantation, then, while historically a form of agricultural capitalism, is also a construction of words whose genome is gothic.” [endnoteRef:16] Because this reading focuses on analyzing the cultural impact of the ruins and the imperial debris for the freed community, exploring the Southern gothic further here would constitute a digression from this research. Instead, I assert that the ecogothic allows us to expand on the motif of ruins as represented in Conjure by analyzing the experience of living among the ruins. This experience conjures the recent past through memory and imagination, thereby focusing attention on the cultural relationship the freed community have with the plantation landscape and site of their enslavement. Max Silverman’s approach to palimpsestic memory, in which he contends that we can derive a critical politics of remembrance from an openness to memory’s multiple layers and poetic hauntings—its “palimpsestic’ nature[endnoteRef:17]— is useful here. The ruins of the plantation that mar the landscape are palimpsestic by nature, as they symbolize and represent the layered effect between freedom and slavery that Atakora merges within the narrative. As a prototypical Southern environment, the plantation is bound to the ecological relationship with the transatlantic traffic of enslaved Africans by location, but an ecogothic reading of ruins in the novel creates a lens to analyze the lasting socioecological relationship between the community and the natural environment.  [15:  Matthew Wynn Sivils, “The African American Ecogothic of E. Levi Brown’s ‘At the Hermitage,’” Studies in American Fiction 47, no. 2 (2020): 158.]  [16:  Michael Kreyling, “Uncanny Plantations: The Repeating Gothic,” in The Palgrave Handbook of the Southern Gothic, ed. Susan Castillo Street and Charles L. Crow (London: Palgrave Macmillan UK, 2016), 233.]  [17:  Max Silverman, Palimpsestic Memory: The Holocaust and Colonialism in French and Francophone Fiction and Film (New York: Berghahn Books, 2013), 28.] 

The community inhabits the site of its trauma as it continues to live among the ruins of Marse Charles’s plantation, narrating the impact of building a home there. Despite the House representing Marse Charles’s patriarchal and racial power, the destruction of this symbol does not erase the horror that surrounds the community. Atakora establishes the community in this ruinous landscape, carefully altering time but not space as the narrative flits between freedomtime and slaverytime. The subsequent effect of this narrative technique is that the planation is in a continuous state of ruination in the present. To focus the approaching analysis of geographical ruination more clearly, it is worth considering Stoler’s definition at length: 
By definition, ruination is an ambiguous term, being an act of ruining, a condition to which one is subject, and a cause of loss. These three senses may overlap in effect, but they are not the same. Each has its own temporality. Each identifies different durations and moments of exposure to a range of violences and degradations that may be immediate or relayed, subcutaneous or visible, prolonged or instant, diffuse or direct.[endnoteRef:18]
 [18:  Stoler, Imperial Debris, 11. ] 

The plantation is subject to the process of ruination within the narrative, but in turn, it is home to a range of violence and degradations that become visible through the literary imagination. The plantation landscape, and its association with slavery, is how Stoler’s work allows us to connect the condition of being ruined with the various forms of loss that occur. The plantation setting is pivotal for this application because it undergoes the processes of ruination physically, as well as providing the geographical environment from which various forms of loss arise. These losses can also be read through the bodily ruins of the enslaved community, thereby pairing the nonhuman natural world with the human. It is for this reason that I pair Stoler’s work with the ecogothic to facilitate the expansion of the motif. The ability to navigate the ruins through the lens of ruination belongs solely to Rue. She reads the tensions between the imperial debris that has formed in this landscape and the trauma that exists as part of this setting. Rue’s experience of living in this landscape, and her role as healer for the community, enables us to examine traditional forms of ruins, human ruins, and the hope of reclaiming the space as a home. Through Rue’s narrative perspective, Atakora unearths the ruins of transatlantic slavery that will not lie silent. 
The material debris of the Great House in Conjure allow us to define the plantation as a site of ruins. In line with traditional forms of ruins, the carcass of the house remains, positioned from the outset as a site of spectrality: “the foundation of the House remained enough to make the ghost of the burned-down rooms and little more” (32). The structure of the Great House is still in existence, albeit in a ruined form. The ghost of what was continues to intrude on the present through the literal debris that creates the phantom structure of the house. The house itself still exists in the imagination of those, like Rue, who knew it before its destruction. The continued existence of the house through this spectral form demonstrates the ways that living among the ruins of imperial debris resurrect the conditions of enslavement. The ruined form should represent the dismantling of white imperialist structures, but this act of ruination does not erase the past, nor the lingering legacies of the slave system on the land. Here, we move away from a traditional reading of ruins through the ecogothic by prioritizing how the human community interacts with the ruins of the Great House. This is reflected in the novel, where the use of fire, “the crackling, popping, hissing of the House going up in flames [seem] to speak to the slavefolk in a forgotten language they hadn’t known they’d lost” (386). The elemental process of ruination speaks to the relationship between the land and the enslaved as the fire engages the community in an innate language. The fire could be interpreted as a form of purification, most notably because it turns “that white House black” (387). The blackness consumes the whiteness within the structure, erasing the symbolic mastery of the Great House. Because it is a site of trauma, however, the destruction of the house is not enough to free the enslaved from the plantation, which is paradoxically their home. Instead, as Jonah puts it, the community is “froze up. All of us been waitin’ on the future to reveal itself. Waitin’ on what freedom means” (94). Conjure presents a problematic paradox that surrounds the American landscape and its relationship to slaverytime and freedomtime, much like the ecological paradox outlined by Smith. In the narrative, outside of the destruction of the house, there is no real change to the landscape to mark this freedom. Indeed, even as the symbol of patriarchal and racial power on the plantation is brought to ruin, the ghost of that which has been destroyed continues to haunt freedomtime.            
The process of ruination that begins on the plantation fails to dismantle Marse Charles’s ownership of the house and the community because it is maintained through the imaginations of those who remember what that plantation used to be. The ruins imaginatively trigger and conjure the past, meaning that the landscape can never be fully separated from what it was while there are those who still remember it. Rue’s name forms the first syllable of ruin, creating an aural parallel between Rue and the concept. After highlighting this connection, it is unsurprising that Rue possesses the ability to navigate the ruined mass of land the Great House sat upon, permitting us to consider how one can live among the ruins quite literally:

Rue knew that wide road made of dust better than any road in the world. She had walked it so many times she half-expected to see her own footsteps coming and going as she passed, from the slave quarters that were now their cabins, to the field that was now scorched land, to Marse Charles’s grand old plantation House, which was now in the final stage of its ruination. (32) 

The past is inscribed on the land, reflected by Rue’s imagining of her footsteps, which represent how the past, present, and land are all entwined on this site of slavery. It is conjured by her reflection on the transformations that have occurred. For example, the slave quarters, now the community members’ cabins, symbolize the attempt to rename and reclaim the landscape, but the nature of memory ensures the past cannot be fully erased by such acts. The past narrative of the land endures, overpowering the present in the passage. The plantation house, even in the process of ruination, retains its grandeur, and Marse Charles still retains his ownership over the ruins. The ecogothic allows us to move beyond the structural ruins to consider how the planter maintains his spectral claim over the human and nonhuman ecology on the plantation. Ruination cannot erase the horrors the land has endured and absorbed, or reverse Marse Charles’s ownership. Instead, the community is frozen by memory and imagination as it attempts to build a home among the ruins, which compounds the commodification and exploitation Marse Charles controlled and inflicted on this site of slavery. They physical ruins of the Great House and the plantation therefore come to represent the ongoing trauma and intrusion of the past that cannot be laid to rest so easily.
The recently freed community once again becomes subject to feelings of terror as its children sicken and die, revealing the easily resurrected state of horror tied to the geographical site of slavery as a form of imperial debris. As the disease infects the community’s children, Rue begins to be likened to a witch and deemed a summoner and enactor of evil. Ol’ Joel accuses Rue of malignant intent and creating a “blight” (70) on the community. Describing the disease as a blight highlights the human community’s place in the natural world, as if they are plants subject to spoiling. This is reinforced, of course, by the natural names of Rue and Bean, whose identities become inextricably tied to the disease that unfolds. Rue becomes a source of fear as a woman believed to have the power to control the health of the children, and by extension, the future existence and continuity of the community. Bean, the unusual and “strange child” (89), thrives, unaffected by the sickness while the other children continue to fall to the disease. Bean becomes symbolic of Rue’s evilness, and his good health a testament to her unnatural power. Ol’ Joel claims, “She turnt yo’ baby evil, Jonah. He a devil, ain’t no flesh a’ yours. She made him in the woods from rain water, from clay. I seen her” (60). Rue’s power stems from the elements, establishing a unique, but importantly land-based, female power in the narrative. Reflecting Ol’Joel’s accusation that Bean is a “devil” and no “flesh” of his father, Bean is believed to be the seed of sickness Rue has planted in the community. Rue desperately attempts to cure the community of its pain, using the power of conjure to offer aid where possible. When the community suspect this power has been turned against it, it turns on its healer as though she is a supernatural being and a threat. In its desperation, the community turn to Bruh Abel, the charismatic preacher man, to cure the blight through faith, rejecting Rue’s conjure. Still the sickness threatens to erase the future of the community, and the horror of this threat is compounded by unstoppable death that once again surrounds and consumes the old slave quarters.
The disease begins a process of ruination for the children’s bodies, as a result of which the supernatural is invoked by the community as a means of explaining the natural horror that has been unleashed. Disease in itself acts as a specific form of bodily decay, a condition that the community is subject to, and a cause of loss.[endnoteRef:19] As the children’s bodies are ruined by the “sickness come onto” (69) the community, they provide the first example of human ruins in the narrative as they fall ill and die. Viewed through an ecogothic lens, the disease acts as a natural antagonist within the community, prompting  a nonhuman process of ruination that attacks the human body. This process of ruination speaks to the ecology of the plantation setting, the community, and the supernatural. Indeed, the human and nonhuman merge in the community’s response to fear as it attempts to identify who and what is responsible for the epidemic. The accusations surrounding Rue take a twisted turn when the community begin to accuse Rue of necromancy, constructing a twisted portrait of her womanhood in an attempt to explain the sickness. They say that Bean “was born dead but that [Rue] brung him back from the dead” (159). Bean is seen as a bad omen, a perversion of infancy, and a source or symptom of the ongoing corruption. Despite the fact she has not given birth to Bean, Rue’s womanhood and standing in the community become innately tied to the child and to the continued deaths of the other children. The community members become convinced that Bean is Rue’s “familiar. That he’s workin’ as [Rue’s] spirit to steal life from the li’l ‘uns. They say it must be that Bean come from the Devil” (168). Rue is accused of devilry, and the community believe she is empowered through the deaths of the children, using Bean to harness and access this power. As she is their healer, Rue’s inability to cure the children means that the land they inhabit once again becomes a site of terror, and she is labeled the conjurer of this evil. While the disease does not originate from the period of enslavement described in the text, it ensures we perceive the community in a precarious state of ruin. The deaths of its children threaten the continuity and survival of the community, for which it turns to the supernatural to explain what cannot be stopped. The epidemic provides a visceral and tragic reckoning with the ex-plantation as a geographical site imbued with horror and terror that is easily resurrected when the community members’ children’s bodies begin to rot and fall into ruin. [19:  Ibid.] 


Not Just Skin Deep: Ruined Bodies
The landscape of the plantation has been defined as a site of ruin, but Conjure allows us to situate ruined bodies within the plantation landscape. The ecogothic reading that draws on Stoler’s work therefore expands on our understanding of ruins by framing the landscape as a site of ruin and bodies as a part of the landscape. Ruins can therefore be redefined within the context of the ecogothic, which is used to control the expansion of this gothic motif. The relationship between the American gothic as a literary form and the institution of slavery has become, according to Jason Haslam, inextricable in the United States.[endnoteRef:20] Haslam details two primary relations between slavery and gothic literature, suggesting that in one form, “slavery is the metaphorical vehicle of the gothic, [and] in the other it is the target of the gothic’s literary devices.”[endnoteRef:21] Despite such detailed intersections between the two in American gothic, ruins have not been previously identified as a literary device to explore the socioecological relationship between slavery and the enslaved. On the plantation, the bodies of Rue and Jonah both become ruined through experiences of trauma that come to redefine their bodies, and specifically through the transformation of their internal and external reproductive organs. In the same way as Rue and Jonah become a part of the landscape through their status as imperial debris, this study opens a critical space for the ecogothic by positioning ruined bodies as part of the ruined plantation. This offers a clear expansion of the gothic motif, particularly in relation to American landscapes. The ruined bodies that are analyzed in this section therefore become a means of examining the various forms of imperial debris that surround the community in Conjure, and the ongoing ruination experienced within and on human bodies.  [20:  Jason Haslam, “Slavery and American Gothic: The Ghost of the Future,” in American Gothic Culture: An Edinburgh Companion, ed. Jason Haslam and Joel Faflak (Edinburgh: Edinburgh Univ. Press, 2016), 44.]  [21:  Ibid., 45.] 

In ecogothic texts, “traditional boundaries between the human and the nonhuman become blurred in grotesque ways by human atrocities and amoral biological processes.”[endnoteRef:22] Indeed, the ruined bodies in Conjure often bear the trauma of human atrocities, which redefine their biological processes. Furthermore, the merging of land-based imagery with what we might understand as body horror on a geographical site of slavery creates an intersection between the ecocritical and the postcolonial. The ecogothic allows this reading to utilize the intersection between the two, but the importance of this lens is tied to the understanding of bodily ruins and the situating of them as part of the plantation landscape. The bodies considered are, after all, racialized bodies. Maxine Leeds Craig describes a racialized body as a “political, cultural, and material body. It feels and appears. It is a gendered body. It is a performing body.”[endnoteRef:23] Craig’s understanding of the body pairs well with Marianne Hirsch’s work, which considers how trauma can be written on the body. Hirsh asserts that “the wound inflicted on the skin can be read as a sign of trauma’s incommunicability, a figure for the traumatic real that defines a seemingly unbridgeable gap between survivors and their descendants.”[endnoteRef:24] Hirsch’s definition of a scar addresses the ways in which trauma can be ineffable, but how bodily scars can offer a means of communication between people through the connection of the human body. This speaks to the theorization of the gothic body by Xavier Aldana Reyes, who asserts that deformed bodies produce fear in the onlooker because they “destabilise received notions of what constitutes a ‘normal’ or socially intelligible body.”[endnoteRef:25] Thus, the idea of living and bodily ruins are unsettling, because they undermine our understanding of the human body through deformity. The bodily ruins in Conjure reveal traumatic metamorphoses that communicate what people are left with physically as they live among the ruins of their enslavement.  [22:  Keetley and Sivils, “Introduction,” 10. ]  [23:  Maxine Leeds Craig, “Racialized Bodies,” in Routledge Handbook of Body Studies, ed. Bryan S. Turner (London: Routledge, 2012), 323. ]  [24:  Marianne Hirsch, The Generation of Postmemory: Writing and Visual Culture After the Holocaust (New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 2012), 80.]  [25:  Xavier Aldana Reyes, Body Gothic: Corporeal Transgression in Contemporary Literature and Horror Film (Cardiff: Univ. of Wales Press, 2014), 5. ] 

Rue undergoes a traumatic and gendered transformation when she miscarries, transforming her womb into a subcutaneous and earth-based ruin. In freedomtime, Rue takes Bruh Abel, the charismatic preacher man believed to have been sent to save the community, as her lover and falls pregnant. Their relationship is turbulent throughout the narrative, but is ultimately destroyed by Rue’s miscarriage and subsequent metamorphosis. The baby “come dead” (327), and Rue believes her body has permanently changed. Bruh Abel attempts to reassure Rue they may try again, “but she kn[ows] it wo[n’t] take. The place inside her where she’d held Posy [is] gone all arid now, an earth of dry, cracked clay” (342). Rue inherits the natural and herbal effect of her name in this moment. Rue is a plant that has historically been used to cause an abortion, and it would seem she embodies her signifier as her womb becomes made of earth, and she fails to carry the baby to term. Rue was destined to lose Posy. While Rue’s miscarriage occurs in freedomtime, it speaks to what people are left with as they live among ruins. Rue’s body becomes a living ruin that is carried beneath the skin, metaphorically representing the ineffable trauma that the community carries with it as it continues to live on the plantation. As Rue’s body is ruined by the earth that repossesses her womb, she is claimed by the land. While she previously acted as a reader of the land by using the healing power of herbs, this transformation distances her from the human community by solidifying her connection to the earth and her place as part of the landscape. These transformations continue for Rue, who falls terminally ill by the end of the narrative, visited by myriad doctors who cannot cure her illness. Indeed, they come, seeking “to cure what can’t be cured” (393). Rue names the illness a “curse” (393) that grows bitterly inside her, repossessing her body in much the same way as the miscarriage that ruined her womb. Rue’s baby girl Posy passes on, and Rue becomes a vessel for sickness, whether magical or real. In essence, Rue becomes a form of imperial debris that is part of the landscape. Her ruined body is filled with earth, but most importantly, Rue is bound to the plantation through her grief and the ruins only she can read. 
The clearest example of a living ruin in the narrative is Jonah, whom we can discuss to consider what can be communicated through the ruined body. While Rue tends to Jonah, supposedly Bean’s daddy, he is revealed to be a eunuch. When confronted with Jonah’s scars, Rue cannot help but look away, “because there in his lap she [sees] the real horror” (347). The mutilation of Jonah’s body communicates the trauma that has been concealed, but is permanently etched onto his body. Jarrod Hayes asserts that “Black skin, in short, is the site where slavery is remembered,” and this is reflected in the passage in which Jonah’s skin reflects the brutality and terrible violence of slavery.[endnoteRef:26] The scars are grotesque, and Jonah’s body is shown to be ruined: [26:  Jarrod Hayes, “Black Skin as Site of Memory: Stories of Trauma from the Black Atlantic,” in Places of Traumatic Memory: A Global Context, ed. Amy L. Hubbell, Natsuko Akagawa, Sol Rojas-Lizana, Annie Pohlman (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2020), 177.] 


Jonah’s thighs bore the same dark skin as the rest of his body, but as they crawled higher there was the menacing singular black of old burnt skin. And the horrid snaking pink where the skin had broken clear open, like looking into tore-up earth. Above his thighs there was nothing but that black puckering made darker here and there by flashes of more horrific white boils, nothing at all there to make him a man but a few curling dark hairs that had somehow had the audacity to grow in the landscape of pink angry scar tissue, of the black cracking pattern not even worth calling skin and the strange empty nothing between his legs. He was a ruin. Jonah was ruined. (347–8) 


Jonah’s manhood has been consumed by wild hogs after he has been “doused in bacon grease,” “tied . . . to a tree by his wrists,” and “covered in hog fat and offal” (360). He has been physically consumed, dehumanized, and commodified through this brutal act. Hayes contends that ‘torture is thus one means of inscribing race on the body,’ and this act of torture ensures slavery has been inscribed onto Jonah’s Black body permanently.[endnoteRef:27] It also locates his bodily ruin in the natural world. Margo DeMello contends that racial control of Black bodies also occurred through animalization, whereby “African slaves were shackled and muzzled like animals, beaten like animals, branded like animals, bought and sold like animals.”[endnoteRef:28] The total dehumanization and animalization of Jonah’s body is completed through the torturous act of consumption inflicted by Marse Charles. Furthermore, because Jonah is bound to the plantation through his enslavement, his body becomes a form of imperial debris that triggers the visual and visceral senses, situating him as a part of the landscape.  [27:  Ibid., 178. ]  [28:  DeMello, Body Studies, 112.] 

The understanding of Jonah’s body as a bodily ruin is compounded by the land-based imagery Atakora weaves into this passage, which makes this form of ruin specific to the ecogothic. Jonah’s body becomes a ruin of mottled and pink scar tissue that can no longer be defined as skin, but is instead likened to “tore-up earth.” Land-based metaphors are invoked to frame the body as a ruined landscape. Jonah now carries the land on which he toiled with him through the scars that shape his body. The result is that his body can no longer be separated from the landscape. Jonah is both ruined and a ruin. Returning to Stoler’s understanding that “ruin is both the claim about the state of a thing and a process affecting it,” we can see that Jonah's body speaks directly to the process of ruination. He lives in a continued state of ruin that is in constant effect.[endnoteRef:29] We might read that ruin as a form of ecogrotesque, because Jonah’s human body has been “violated by its association with a nonhuman entity” in being consumed by animals.[endnoteRef:30] The imagery creates an innate connection between his ruined body and the land it was mutilated upon. As a ruin, Jonah testifies to the ongoing ruination his body is subject to, which speaks to the brutality of the past. The damage to his genitals also prevents Jonah from procreating and contributing to the population and growth of the community in this era of freedom. Paul Wells describes body horror as “the explicit display of the decay, dissolution and destruction of the body, foregrounding bodily processes and functions under threat.”[endnoteRef:31] As a father who cannot procreate, Jonah exemplifies this decay. He is chained to the violence of the past by the subjective experience of trauma that continues to define his present. His body becomes a form of imperial debris that speaks to the tangible residue of brutality within the slave system. It is a ruin that is inextricably bound to the landscape and nonhuman that crafted and shaped it. Jonah therefore becomes part of the landscape of the plantation as a bodily ruin.  [29:  Stoler, Imperial Debris, 11.]  [30:  Sivils, “African American Ecogothic,” 152. ]  [31:  Paul Wells, The Horror Genre: From Beelzebub to Blair Witch (London and New York: Wallflower, 2000), 114.] 

The ecogothic allows us to consider the ruined bodies of Rue and Jonah as part of the plantation landscape through the enduring damage carried within and on their bodies. They embody the process of ruination within a living being. Atakora connects the materiality of the human body to the landscape within the novel by treating the characters’ bodies—and subsequent transformations—as living ruins that are deeply connected to the earth. Her land-based imagery provides the means of examining the bodies as living ruins; they are described using language related to earth and natural materials to communicate the way they carry and contain trauma. As Stuckey observes, “an ecocritical perspective might draw our attention to the surfaces of the text, its bodies and its landscapes, to notice the ways in which these are interwoven and the ways in which they render the very division between surface and core unstable.”[endnoteRef:32] Bodies can be examined as ecogothic sites of living ruins that symbolize the aftermath of empire because of the transformations that remain permanently attached to the body. The ecogothic therefore facilitates the expansion of the motif of ruin to include bodily ruins and identify how they are bound to the American landscape through the brutality and violence of the slave system, which, as noted, is carried within and on the bodies of Rue and Jonah.   [32:  Stuckey, “The Earth Was Groaning and Shaking,” 55.] 

      
Inheriting the Shame: Locations of Trauma 
Ruins are transgenerational in Conjure, lingering as the effects of empire that remain and can be reactivated. Much like ruins, trauma is both inherited and passed on within the community through the natural world, drawing the ecogothic into broader discussions surrounding geographical locations of trauma and how memory can be contained within the landscape.  Alison Rudd asserts that the gothic, as a genre, is preoccupied “with the unsettling effects of the past, particularly when the present refuses to acknowledge that past,” which is especially relevant in a postcolonial context.[endnoteRef:33] Rudd defines haunted sites as locations fraught with “unjust violent acts of the past”; the plantation may be read as one such site, where the “unspeakable and haunted past” forces its way to the surface.[endnoteRef:34] An ecogothic lens reveals how the past resurfaces by reflecting how the natural world has become inseparable from the acts of violence committed on the plantation. The land is therefore the catalyst for the palimpsestic experience the human community suffers when the unspeakable past resurfaces in locations of trauma.  [33:  Alison Rudd, Postcolonial Gothic Fictions from the Caribbean, Canada, Australia and New Zealand (Cardiff, Univ. of Wales Press, 2010), 7.]  [34:  Ibid., 10.] 

Trauma is inherited and passed on within the community because the land itself remains unchanged from generation to generation. The passing of trauma is best explored through the rape of Marse Charles’s daughter Varina. She is subject to the act of sexual violence that comes to define the narrative when she is raped in her family home by a white man during a party. Varina has smuggled Rue into the party and hidden her in a trunk to watch it. Rue is therefore a voyeur of and witness to this violation. Atakora’s narrator notes how Varina’s attacker pulls up “the good blue fabric of her dress . . . push[es] her against the wall and tilt[s] her body wholly back like a swinging bell,” exposing Varina’s pink bared thighs” to Rue’s gaze (252). Atakora examines sexual violence on the plantation using Varina, notably refusing to inscribe further violence on her Black female protagonist. To this end, Atakora gives a form of trauma to the white character that is usually reserved for Black female slaves, and does so deliberately. The understanding of female ruin in the nineteenth century is also useful here. Linda Nochlin describes fallen in the feminine as “any sort of sexual activity on the part of women out of wedlock, whether or not for gain.”[endnoteRef:35] The loss of chastity in this moment becomes Varina’s downfall; despite her sexual assault, she can be defined as a ruined woman. When she becomes pregnant following the sexual assault, her body physically carries the trauma. The plantation is revealed as a site where ruin occurs in all forms of torture and assault. The silence surrounding these atrocities is how they permeate the present, coupled with forms of trauma that become written onto the body. In this instance, the baby itself embodies the trauma and reveals Varina’s ruin, becoming her shame. [35:  Linda Nochlin, “Lost and Found: Once More the Fallen Woman,” The Art Bulletin 60, no. 1 (1978): 139.] 

Shame also eventually comes to determine the racial violence that erupts on the plantation, but in this sequence of events, both Rue and the baby come to inherit Varina’s ruin. The landscape is used to illustrate the trauma carried within and on the bodies of Rue and Jonah in Conjure, but it is also used to conceal the aftermath of Varina’s traumatic rape. This act begins to involve the landscape in the atrocities committed on the plantation, instead of it being a passive space traumatic experiences occur on. Miss May Belle, Rue’s mother, orders Rue to “bury the shame in the river and let us be rid a’ it” (117). Rue bears the burden of Varina’s baby, even as Miss May Belle tells her, ‘It ain’t a baby really. It’s just a shame” (371). Through the act of burial, they attempt to use the land as a means of concealment and containment for the sexual violence that occurred on the plantation. Rue has to bury the baby Varina gives birth to, potentially committing infanticide. Rue lays “the shame down in the hole,” where she can “just make out the baby’s figure through the dried blood on the thin blanket” (371). The land is corrupted in this act, as Rue packs the whole with mud, praying while she does. Burial sites may often be places of remembrance, but this particular grave is designed to erase a shame from the sight of others. Indeed, the human abuses that occur on the plantation are concealed within the land, which is used as “a burial ground for victims of social and environmental trauma.”[endnoteRef:36] However, this shame refuses to be concealed, always intruding on the present through violent acts. Rue reveals that “there was no sure way to be rid of shame, no conjure to be rid of guilt” (117). Varina’s shame is passed to Rue as Rue takes and buries the baby, becoming complicit in this horrifying burial scene. Through the act of burial, the landscape becomes interconnected with the trauma of Varina’s ruin.  [36:  Keetley and Sivils, “Introduction,” 10.] 

Memory is central to the ongoing experience of ruination in Conjure, not only for the community, but also for the landscape, which is anthropomorphized in the narrative. Instead of reading the trees as a setting in which violence unfolds, the novel highlights how the land becomes bound to the human community through the palimpsestic memory of brutality that haunts the plantation. This is most apparent in the trees on the plantation, which are used to carry out the racial violence that emerges when Varina accuses Rue’s daddy of raping her. In response to Varina’s accusation, they “[hang] Rue’s daddy from a tree. He’d been named the cause of Varina’s shame” (383). The act of lynching creates a horrifying paradox when considering the idyllic nature of pastoral ideologies. Daniel J. Martin contends that there is a “bitter hypocrisy of lynching against a backdrop of purported gentility and agrarian simplicity.”[endnoteRef:37] This trauma is remembered by both the land and the community, uniting the human and nonhuman through this act of brutality: “Trees remember, Rue’s mama would say, and so it was. The trees behind the House remembered the war and its bitter end” (33). While the House is destroyed in the fires of the Civil War, the trees remain. Like the enslaved, nature becomes subject to the whims of the planter who claims to own both as commodities within his possession. Through the lens of the ecogothic, “these injustices play out upon a natural world that is likewise victimized.”[endnoteRef:38] Despite the fact that the trees do not bear signs of ruin, they act as a palimpsestic reminder of the ways Marse Charles has used nature to exploit and harm the enslaved community, to whose trauma the land itself is tied. After all, the human history of the enslaved community is tied to the land because of the slave system, meaning that its memories are conjured by the elements of nature that remain unchanged, such as the trees. These sites are avoided by the community because they are irrevocably connected to racial violence on the plantation: “Folks didn’t like to come out this far, not anymore. Cursed, they called it. Word was that Miss May Belle had hoodooed the whole of those woods, laid a curse with the strength of her . . . sorrow at his dying, hanged from these very trees” (33). Whether from Miss May Belle’s curse, or the traumatic memory of lynching that haunts the southern trees, the land itself is tainted and haunted by the past violence committed upon it.  [37:  Daniel J. Martin, “Lynching Sites: Where Trauma and Pastoral Collide,” in Coming into Contact: Explorations in Ecocritical Theory and Practice, ed. Annie Merrill Ingram, Ian Marshall, Daniel J. Philippon and Adam W. Sweeting (Athens, GA: Univ. of Georgia Press, 2007), 94.]  [38:  Keetley and Sivils, “Introduction,” 10. ] 

In Conjure, Atakora develops a landscape that defies the passivity of setting, anthropomorphizing the trees to evoke the horror of racial violence that cannot be separated from southern American landscapes like plantations. Instead, both the landscape and community are subject to the palimpsestic nature of memory as the violence enacted there is conjured through the imagination, which cannot resist returning to the horrifying death of Rue’s father. The acts of violence and horror become defining moments that alter the state of the plantation, and transform it into a site littered with locations of trauma. The traumatic experiences of the enslaved community mean that the combination of memory and the geographical site of the plantation create psychological ruins that are triggered by simply living on the land. The community therefore cannot escape the history and trauma of its own enslavement. By exploring this within Conjure, Atakora creates a novel that reflects on the multiple layers of memory that exist within geographical spaces, thereby opening a space of remembrance to work through the inherited trauma surrounding American plantations and begin a process of reconciliation.             

Reconciling the American Landscape  
Conjure can be read as part of a literary movement that is using narrative as a means of intervening, or working through, the legacies of transatlantic slavery. Scholarship has begun to reflect on the intersections between the gothic and literary trauma studies by identifying gothic elements within trauma fiction.[endnoteRef:39] Because there is need to reflect on the importance of the landscape as a site of trauma, the ecogothic offers the most suitable lens for this study. This is because ecogothic concerns seek to expose the “darker aspects of the human cultural relationship with the North American natural world, a land that has variously served as predator and prey, refuge and abattoir, fertile paradise and haunted wilderness.”[endnoteRef:40] The relationship the enslaved community members have with the plantation is bound to their memories of enslavement, which are triggered by the geographical site itself, as well as by the various forms of imperial debris that linger on the plantation. The traumatizing experience of living on the plantation they were chained to, the land which holds memories of pain and suffering, therefore cannot be diminished. Literary trauma studies have reflected on the importance of place in relation to locations of trauma. For example, Michelle Balaev examines how place shapes the protagonist's experience and perception of the world.[endnoteRef:41] They assert that “place is . . . a central aspect of traumatic experience in literary representation because place provides a conceptual framework in which emotional responses occur.”[endnoteRef:42]  Building on this, Jeanne Fuston White claims that place shapes the formation of African-American subjectivity, because “place is not simply a geographic construct but a social one as well, fundamental to identity formation and societal organization; places are subjective and individually experienced.”[endnoteRef:43] Balaev and White’s work aligns with ecogothic concerns surrounding the expansion of the American environmental imagination by exploring the traumatic aspects of the human relationship with the North American landscape. The ecogothic can draw on literary trauma studies to analyze how returning to the site of enslavement allows Atakora to intervene in the relationship between the human and the nonhuman on the plantation. I therefore draw on the ecogothic to consider how Conjure seeks to reconcile the perverse intimacy that binds the enslaved and the land together, and to explore how the vicissitudes of ruination permit a form of redemption.  [39:  See Ashlee Joyce, The Gothic in Contemporary British Trauma Fiction (Cham: Springer International Publishing AG, 2019). ]  [40:  Keetley and Sivils, “Introduction,” 16. ]  [41:  Michelle Balaev, The Nature of Trauma in American Novels (Evanston: Northwestern Univ. Press, 2012), xi.]  [42:  Ibid., xv. ]  [43:  Jeanne Fuston White, “Ocean Passage and the Presence of Absence: The Problem of Place in Four Contemporary Slave Narratives,” Griot 26, no. 2 (2007): 89. ] 

Having been scorched, the land the House was built on is subject to the process of ruination, but it is also capable of growing the herbs Rue needs for healing. This exchange between Rue and the land proffers a means of recovery and a form of reconciliation. Initially, there is only “dead earth, then dirt, then wild grass peeking up from the ground in knots” (33). Rue’s “plunder,” the healing herbs she uses, is taken from this earth (33). Unlike the ruins, the earth has a natural propensity for recuperation. The land itself offers this pure and simple means of healing, suggesting that the natural process of growth can be used as a form of recovery, even in the face of ruination and ineffable trauma. Michelle Balaev observes the ways protagonists look to heal from their connection with nature, but Rue possesses the means to read the land and harness its ability to heal the community.[endnoteRef:44] Indeed, Rue becomes one with the herbs as she sits down “heavy amongst the weeds as though she were one herself” (33). She feels “awful weary,” but finds “solace in the mud, in the dew, in the aroma the earth [makes] when it sigh[s]”(33). As we previously discussed, Rue also comes to embody the natural elements of her organic name when she miscarries Posy, giving her an innate connection and relationship with the herbs that have come to define her. Rue finds solace in the earth, the water, and the air as she sits among the weeds. Just as Rue can read the ruins, she can also read the land and unpack its power to heal human pains: “feverfew for tired blood, stems and leaves and seed of boneset . . . berries of pokeweed to soothe breasts grown sore and stretched, and the head of a daisy, which she simply [finds] pretty and [sticks], on a whim, into the coils of her hair” (33). The human body, specifically the female body, is provided for by the land, which offers relief from notable childbearing ailments such as tired blood or sore breasts. Importantly, the land is also a source of beauty and simple pleasure, as seen from the daisy Rue uses as an accessory. In Conjure, there is a powerful and innate connection between the community and the American landscape that cannot be erased, despite the land being used as a site of horror by Marse Charles. The narrative urges us to draw on this connection in order to confront the ineffable trauma that occurred in American landscapes, and that must be spoken of in order to lay the past to rest and escape the cycle of horror that has laid down roots.  [44:  Balaev, Trauma in American Novels, xv.] 

The narrative ends painfully in a tense attempt at reconciliation between a site of trauma, ruin, and home. The town made of the old slave quarters is ruined, “a mess of toppled houses, of scorched grass and bitter smells” burned and ravaged by the “white-hooded demons” (391) that began to persecute the town during freedomtime. Bruh Abel, the preacher and Rue’s lover, leads those who want to leave the land. But Rue, as ever, remains rooted to it, challenging ways of thinking about slave plantations and the effect the plantation slave system had on the landscape. Those who stay claim a home through the life they have led here on this site: “the old, the infirm, those tied to the land they found too beloved to leave, it being theirs by bitter rights, a home where they’d sweated and bled and lost as much as it was a place they’d planted seeds and watched things flourish” (389). They lay claim to this land, to the home that holds the propensity for flourishing and growth, just as it holds the memories of the past. The landscape is now entirely ruined, with the plantation burned away. But just as Rue’s herbs began to grow, the very herbs that healed the aches and pains of the community, we are reminded of the landscape’s natural ability to recover, and that of the community that resides on the land. There is also birth, with Sarah birthing her baby girl Posy, who is “perfect, as promising as any fresh day” (391), and so breaking the cycle of death that has lingered over the land. Unlike when the Yankees burned the House, the fire seems to purify the land by erasing the very foundations of the planation. This removes the physical debris from the material environment, allowing those who continue to reside there to settle it as both a site that has witnessed great horror, but also a community that has claimed this land as home. Conjure does not offer restoration to the landscape, nor does it fully resolve the complex tension between the land as a site of trauma and the land that has become beloved. The hope of recovery is present, and Rue’s experience of being “rooted here” (389) determines that we must look to the ruined landscape as both a site of trauma and home. 
Conjure examines the darker histories and legacies of the American landscape in relation to transatlantic slavery, exposing the socioecological scars that can be located among the ruins of the plantation. The novel demonstrates how ruins can not only be incorporated and applied to American landscapes and histories, but expanded to reflect on the physical and immaterial ruins that are carried within and on the bodies of the enslaved community, offering a notable advancement of the trope through the lens of the ecogothic. This reading of Conjure also addresses the paradoxical relationship between the traumatic legacies of racial violence and the American plantations on which those traumatic events occurred. Through this address, Atakora negotiates the ways in which recovery is possible, but only when the wider histories and complexities of the ecological relationship surrounding transatlantic slavery are understood. This reading therefore highlights the intertwined concerns of postcolonial studies and the ecogothic, opening a critical space to address the relationship between the traumatic horrors of slavery, the American landscape, and the land that has become a home. 
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