running in the family michael ondaatje

Running in the Family is a poignant memoir by Michael Ondaatje that delves into his Sri Lankan
heritage, exploring the complexities of family ties, identity, and the passage of time. Published in
1982, this work blends autobiography with rich historical context, revealing the vibrant culture of
Ceylon through the lens of Ondaatje’s personal experiences. The book is not just a recollection of
memories but a lyrical journey that captures the essence of family—the joys, sorrows, and the
indelible marks they leave on our lives.

The Structure of the Memoir

Running in the Family is structured in a way that reflects the fluidity of memory and the nonlinear
nature of personal history. Ondaatje employs a series of vignettes, each capturing a distinct moment
or aspect of his family's past. This fragmented structure echoes the complexities of memory and the
way it intertwines with storytelling.

Vignettes and Their Significance

1. Snapshot of Characters: Each vignette introduces various family members, offering a glimpse into
their personalities, quirks, and the roles they play in Ondaatje’s narrative. This approach allows the
reader to understand the multifaceted nature of family life.

2. Cultural Context: The memoir is rich with cultural references that illuminate the social and
political landscape of Sri Lanka during the time. Ondaatje weaves in historical events, local customs,
and the impact of colonialism, providing depth to his family’s story.

3. Themes of Memory and Identity: The fragmented narrative structure serves to emphasize the

themes of memory and identity, illustrating how the past is never fully contained. Instead, it exists in
layers, influencing the present and shaping one’s sense of self.

Thematic Exploration

Running in the Family is replete with themes that resonate deeply, making it a universal story about
the nature of family and belonging. Some of the prominent themes include:

1. Identity and Heritage

- Cultural Duality: Ondaatje explores his identity as a Sri Lankan expatriate, grappling with the
dichotomy of belonging to two worlds—his ancestral home and his life in Canada. This duality is a
recurring motif throughout the memoir.



- Familial Connections: The memoir emphasizes the importance of familial bonds in shaping one’s
identity. Ondaatje reflects on how his family's stories and experiences contribute to his
understanding of who he is.

2. The Passage of Time

- Nostalgia and Regret: A sense of nostalgia permeates the narrative, as Ondaatje reminisces about
his childhood and the people who shaped his early life. This nostalgia is often tinged with a sense of
loss and regret, particularly in relation to family members who have passed away.

- Cycles of Life: The memoir also touches upon the cyclical nature of life and how family traditions

and stories are passed down through generations. Ondaatje illustrates how these cycles create a
sense of continuity, even amidst change.

3. The Nature of Memory

- Fragmented Memories: Ondaatje’s exploration of memory is central to the narrative. He presents
memories as fragmented and often unreliable, highlighting the subjective nature of recollection.

- Interplay of Fiction and Truth: The boundaries between fiction and reality blur in Ondaatje’s

writing. He employs poetic language and imaginative storytelling to enrich the factual basis of his
family’s history.

Character Profiles

Running in the Family features a cast of memorable characters who embody the complexities of
family life. Below are some key figures that Ondaatje introduces:

1. Ondaatje’s Parents

- Father: A central figure in the memoir, Ondaatje’s father is portrayed as a complex man with a
tumultuous past. His relationship with his father influences Ondaatje's understanding of masculinity
and familial duty.

- Mother: Ondaatje’s mother is depicted as a nurturing yet formidable presence in his life. Her
stories and traditions serve as a bridge between the past and the present, anchoring the family’s
identity.

2. Extended Family Members

- Aunts and Uncles: The memoir features a rich tapestry of relatives, each contributing to the family



narrative. Their anecdotes and idiosyncrasies provide insight into the larger family dynamics and
cultural heritage.

- Grandparents: Ondaatje’s grandparents serve as the foundation of the family history. Their life

stories and sacrifices illuminate the struggles faced by previous generations and their impact on the
current family structure.

The Role of Place

Ceylon, now known as Sri Lanka, plays a crucial role in Running in the Family. The landscape,
culture, and history of the island serve as a backdrop for Ondaatje’s exploration of his heritage.

1. The Geographical Landscape

- Vivid Descriptions: Ondaatje’s poetic language brings the beauty and complexity of Sri Lanka to
life. He describes the lush landscapes, vibrant flora and fauna, and the bustling life of Colombo,
painting a vivid picture of his homeland.

- Symbolism of Place: The locations Ondaatje chooses to highlight often hold symbolic significance,
representing different aspects of his family’s history and his own journey of self-discovery.

2. Cultural Practices

- Festivals and Rituals: Ondaatje recounts various cultural practices, from traditional festivals to
family rituals. These elements not only enrich the narrative but also serve to connect the past with
the present, highlighting the importance of cultural continuity.

- Language and Storytelling: The use of language is a powerful tool in the memoir. Ondaatje

incorporates Sinhala and Tamil phrases, emphasizing the multicultural tapestry of Sri Lankan
society and the richness of oral storytelling traditions.

Literary Style and Techniques

Michael Ondaatje’s literary style in Running in the Family is marked by its lyrical quality and
innovative narrative techniques.

1. Poetic Language

- Imagery and Metaphor: Ondaatje’s use of vivid imagery and metaphor transforms ordinary
moments into profound reflections on life and memory. His poetic language invites readers to
engage with the text on a deeper emotional level.



- Sensory Details: The memoir is rich in sensory details that evoke the sights, sounds, and scents of
Sri Lanka, immersing readers in the environment and enhancing the overall experience of the
narrative.

2. Nonlinear Narration

- Fragmented Structure: The nonlinear structure of the memoir mirrors the way memories are
recalled, creating a tapestry of experiences that reflect the complexity of family history.

- Blending of Genres: Ondaatje skillfully blends elements of memoir, poetry, and fiction, resulting in
a work that transcends traditional genres. This blending serves to enrich the narrative and highlight
the fluid nature of memory and identity.

Conclusion

Running in the Family is a masterful exploration of identity, memory, and the intricate web of
familial relationships. Michael Ondaatje’s lyrical prose and fragmented narrative structure invite
readers to reflect on their own family histories and the lasting impact of these connections. As
Ondaatje navigates the landscapes of his childhood and the complexities of his heritage, he offers a
poignant reminder of the importance of understanding and cherishing our roots. Through his vivid
storytelling, he captures the essence of what it means to belong to a family, making this memoir a
timeless reflection on the nature of love, loss, and the indelible marks we leave on one another’s
lives.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the central themes explored in 'Running in the
Family' by Michael Ondaatje?

The central themes include memory, identity, family dynamics, and the intersection of personal and
cultural history.

How does Michael Ondaatje use narrative structure in
'Running in the Family'?

Ondaatje employs a non-linear narrative structure, blending memoir, poetry, and fragmented
storytelling to reflect the complexities of memory and family history.

What role does Sri Lanka play in 'Running in the Family'?

Sri Lanka serves as both a geographic and emotional backdrop, shaping the family's identity and
influencing the narrative through its rich cultural and historical context.



How does Ondaatje's writing style contribute to the themes of
'Running in the Family'?

His lyrical and evocative prose enhances the themes of memory and loss, creating a vivid sense of
place and deep emotional resonance.

What is the significance of the title 'Running in the Family'?

The title reflects the hereditary nature of traits, stories, and histories within families, emphasizing
how familial legacies shape individual identities.

In what ways does 'Running in the Family' address the concept
of cultural heritage?

The book explores cultural heritage by examining Ondaatje's mixed ancestry and the impact of
colonialism on personal and collective identities, illustrating the complexities of belonging.
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