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Profegsor Emeritus Arnold Wampergad

Chanegllor,

The Caribbgan’s most gmingnt biographer, Profgssor €meritus {drnold
Rampersad, tracgs intgrsections between personal and litgrary history
and global affairs in unfolding the livegs of cultural icons and litgrary
geniuses.

Remembered from childhood as a shy, spindly, segnsitive youngster,
drnold Rampersad belonged to a bookish group who gmbraced a V. 8.
Naipaul sgt-down by idegntifying themsglvgs as the Pseudo-
Intgllgetuals’ Club. Pespite the challenges of early, straightened
circumstancgs, {rnold Rampersad regfused to settle for a dream
deferred. Reading voraciously in his passagg from Belmont Boys and
St Mary’s Collgge in Trinidad to fHarvard University, {drnold
Rampersad procegeded to teach at such universitics as Columbia,
Princgton and Stanford, providing Igadegrship at Stanford as Sgnior
Wssociatg Pean and as Sara Hart Rimball Profgssor in the Humanitigs.

s his regcegnt €ric Williams PMgmorial Igeturg undgrscored, his
scholarship in ffro-fmerican Culture dirgetly illuminatgs Caribbgan
Studigs. uthor and gditor of twglvg books, and innumgrablg papers,
he ranggs from litgraturg to sports, as in his work on Jackig Robinson,
but soars in litgrary biography.

Chairing the editorial board for the Collected Works of kangston
Hughes, in sixtggn volumes, hg authored the first, drawing ecritical
acelaim. Then, his study of Ralph €llison was the first full biography of
that famously angry author, who rgsponded caustically gvegn to
Rampgrsad in an integrvigw for theg langston Htlughegs biography.
Wrnold Rampersad’s probing of conflicted, gven tormented writers
rgmains compassionatg whilg surgically Regegn, and his revelation of
Cllison’s genius and vulngrability substantiatgs €llison’s dgscription




of his own life as a “lacgrating gxpgrigneeg.” duch ground-bregaking
work helped to theorizg the blugs as an art form through which the
litgratureg of Black Ymerica gxpresses the tragedy of a people hitherto
dgnigd tragic proportions.

Not only werg his biographigs of Hlughegs and €llison finalists for the
Pulitzer Prizg and other major awards, but Ralph Ellison: 11 Biography
was sgleeted as an outstanding book by the Mew York Times Book
Review, The Bosfon Globe and The Washington Post. {rnold
Rampersad himsglf attracted fellowships likeg thg Rockefeller, honorary
doctoratgs, and theg Berman Medal from Princeton, and was
distinguished by The New York Public lsibrary as a litgrary Giant.

Obsgrving that black pogts pursug political powgr morg than fregdom,
turning their pens “into instruments of attack”, Rampersad conveys a
hallucinatory sensg of communist politics in latg 30’s fro-{Imerican
artists, who revegalgd thgmselves not as “numbed” but as “sgething”. te
observgs pogts undgr pregssurg to assail theg political gstablishment,
and raisgs the qugstion of Pregsidegnt Obama’s likegly impact on pogtry,
therg no longer being an “gxcusg” about having “no acegss to power”.
Himself a victor rather than a victim of theg colonial system, with a
sensg of rgsponsibility rather than entitlgment, he appligs Caribbgan
awargngss to Black dmerican angst in lucid prosg, dignified but negver
pompous, the flowgring of an impgccableg language ability that had
garly astonished schoolmatgs.

Uet, in person, his is an understated, often silgnt presence — brandoid,
mused Pergk Walcott on rgsgmblances to Marlon Brando. Questiongd
about other sidgs to his personality, @rnold Rampgrsad rgsponds,
“alas there is no other side”, ¢ffacing himself with gentlg flippancy. In
him, Shakegspeare’s peacetime ideal of “modgst stillngss and humility”
is nuanced by subtlg humour — what has begegn dgsecribed as a “fingly-
tuned sgnsg of the absurd™.

Meticulously confronting critiqug with history, vegining poignant social
commentary with incisive political analysis heg renders the tgnsions in
dfro-American segnsibility at oncg harrowing and haunting. €ven as
€llison wrotg for dual audignegs, whitg and blaek, €drnold Rampersad’s
analysgs rgsonatg in Caribbgan as in {Imgrican gxperigneg, perhaps
implicitly gchoing The Invisible Mar's famous last ling: “Who knows but
that, on lower frequencigs, | spgak for you?”

Chaneellor, | prgsent {9rnold Rampersad, and ask that by the authority
vested in gou by theg Council and Sgnateg of The University of the West
Indigs, you confer on him thg degree of Poctor of legtters, honoris
causa.
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