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Abstract: Travel has long underpinned narratives of discovery, guiding characters through uncharted
lands, cultures, and selves. In The Mermaid of Black Conch, travel transcends simple relocation,
unfolding instead as a layered journey of cultural identity and collective memory. Set against the
Caribbean’s rich yet turbulent history, the novel traces Aycayia—a Taino woman cursed to live as a
mermaid—whose return to human form ignites an intricate exploration of movement through time,
space, and recollection. Drawing on travel theories from Mary Louise Pratt and James Clifford, this
study positions the island of Black Conch as a “contact zone” where diverse histories, traditions, and
identities converge. While echoes of magical realism infuse the story, the focus here is on travel as a
catalyst for personal transformation and cultural exchange. Through the intertwined paths of Aycayia
and David Baptiste, the narrative shows how encounters with the unfamiliar spark empathy, self-
reflection, and a deeper historical consciousness. Ultimately, this analysis argues that contemporary
Caribbean literature turns travel into a dynamic narrative device, linking individual quests with
enduring questions of belonging, memory, and postcolonial identity.

Index Terms - Travel Literature; Cultural Identity and Mobility; Caribbean Literature; Character
Transformation.

|. INTRODUCTION

Travel has long been an important thematic concern in literature, often symbolizing exploration,
discovery, and transformation. Within the field of travel writing and travel literature, movement across
spaces is rarely neutral; rather, it reflects cultural encounters, power dynamics, and identity formation.
The Mermaid of Black Conch presents a unique narrative where travel operates at multiple levels:
physical, historical, and psychological. The novel, set in the Caribbean island of Black Conch, tells
the story of Aycayia, a Taino woman who was cursed centuries ago and transformed into a mermaid.
Her rediscovery and gradual return to human form initiate a complex narrative of journeys—across
time, memory, and geography.

While the novel incorporates elements of magical realism, the narrative foregrounds movement and
transition as crucial components of character development. The characters’ encounters with unfamiliar
spaces and identities create a framework through which themes of belonging, colonial history, and
emotional transformation emerge. Drawing upon travel theory proposed by scholars such as James
Clifford and Mary Louise Pratt, this paper examines how travel functions as a central narrative strategy
in the novel.
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This study argues that travel in the novel is not limited to physical displacement but also encompasses
journeys through historical memory and cultural identity. Through the experiences of Aycayia, David
Baptiste, and other characters, the text illustrates how travel facilitates transformation, empathy, and
cross-cultural understanding.

Travel as Spatial Movement and Encounter

Travel literature traditionally emphasizes the movement of individuals across geographical spaces and
the encounters that arise from such movement. According to Mary Louise Pratt, travel narratives often
create “contact zones”—social spaces where cultures meet, clash, and negotiate power relations (Pratt
7). In The Mermaid of Black Conch, the Caribbean island setting becomes precisely such a contact
zone.

Black Conch itself represents a site of layered histories. The island bears traces of colonialism,
indigenous displacement, and contemporary Caribbean life. Characters who inhabit this space
experience the island differently depending on their cultural background and historical position. The
fishermen, tourists, and local residents interact within a landscape shaped by colonial history and
ecological transformation.

The arrival of Aycayia into this social environment introduces a powerful moment of encounter. When
American fishermen capture her during a fishing expedition, their actions reflect a colonial gaze that
perceives the unknown as an object of conquest and curiosity. In contrast, David Baptiste’s response
to Aycayia marks a departure from this exploitative approach. His decision to rescue and protect her
initiates a new kind of journey—one based on empathy and cultural recognition.

Through these interactions, the novel demonstrates how travel narratives often reveal unequal power
relations between travelers and those they encounter. The encounter between Aycayia and the modern
inhabitants of Black Conch exemplifies the tensions between historical memory and contemporary
identity.

Temporal Travel and Historical Memory

Travel in the novel is not confined to spatial movement; it also involves journeys through time and
memory. Aycayia’s presence represents a bridge between the past and the present. As a member of
the indigenous Taino community who was cursed centuries ago, she carries within her memories of
pre-colonial Caribbean life. Travel in The Mermaid of Black Conch is not limited to spatial movement;
it also operates through temporal displacement and historical memory. The narrative constantly shifts
between past and present, allowing the characters and readers to engage with the layered histories
embedded within the Caribbean landscape. Through the figure of Aycayia, the novel constructs a form
of temporal travel that reconnects contemporary Caribbean society with its indigenous past.

Her gradual transformation from mermaid to human allows the narrative to explore the lingering
impact of colonial history. The past, though seemingly distant, continues to influence the present. In
this sense, Aycayia’s journey functions as a form of temporal travel that reconnects the modern
Caribbean with its indigenous heritage. Scholars of travel writing often emphasize that travel
narratives reveal the relationship between movement and cultural memory. According to James
Clifford, travel involves processes of cultural translation and negotiation that connect different
historical moments. Aycayia’s experiences illustrate this concept vividly. Her presence in the modern
world forces the characters around her to confront histories that have largely been forgotten or
marginalized. The island of Black Conch itself becomes a symbolic landscape where traces of the past
continue to shape contemporary life.

James Clifford suggests that travel should be understood as a process of cultural negotiation rather
than merely physical displacement. Aycayia’s experiences illustrate this idea vividly. As she adapts to
contemporary life on Black Conch, she must negotiate unfamiliar cultural practices, technologies, and
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social norms. Her journey reflects the broader historical displacement experienced by indigenous
communities during colonial expansion.

The novel also suggests that landscapes themselves function as repositories of historical memory. The
sea surrounding Black Conch carries the echoes of colonial voyages, migration, and cultural exchange.
For Aycayia, the ocean is both a site of imprisonment and a space that preserves the memory of her
origins. When she emerges from the sea and reconnects with the island community, her journey
symbolizes the resurfacing of suppressed histories within Caribbean cultural consciousness.The
narrative thereby transforms travel into a medium through which suppressed histories resurface.
Aycayia’s voice and memories challenge dominant narratives of Caribbean history by emphasizing
indigenous perspectives that have often been marginalized.

Travel and Character Development

In The Mermaid of Black Conch, travel functions as a crucial mechanism for character development.
Rather than focusing solely on geographical exploration, the narrative emphasizes how encounters
with unfamiliar circumstances and identities transform the emotional and moral perspectives of the
characters. Through these journeys—both literal and metaphorical—the novel illustrates how
movement across spaces encourages reflection, empathy, and self-discovery.

David Baptiste, one of the central characters in the novel, undergoes a gradual yet significant
transformation as the narrative unfolds. Initially portrayed as a relatively quiet fisherman living a
modest life on the island of Black Conch, David becomes deeply involved in Aycayia’s journey after
rescuing her from the fishermen who capture her. This encounter marks the beginning of David’s
personal journey. His decision to protect Aycayia reflects a shift from passive observation to active
moral responsibility. The relationship that develops between them allows David to move beyond the
boundaries of his ordinary life and engage with histories and identities that he had not previously
considered.

Travel, in this sense, becomes an inward process of transformation. David’s emotional journey
parallels the broader narrative movement from ignorance to awareness. As he listens to Aycayia’s
stories and observes her struggle to adapt to modern life, he gains a deeper understanding of the
historical injustices experienced by indigenous communities. His growing empathy highlights how
encounters with unfamiliar perspectives can reshape individual identity.

Aycayia herself experiences perhaps the most profound transformation in the novel. Her journey from
mermaid to human symbolizes a process of rediscovery and adaptation. Having lived for centuries
within the sea, she must relearn the customs and practices of human society. Everyday experiences—
such as wearing clothing, communicating with others, and navigating social relationships—become
part of her journey of reintegration into human life.

This process of adjustment illustrates how travel narratives often portray identity as fluid rather than
fixed. Aycayia occupies a liminal position between past and present, sea and land, myth and reality.
Her gradual transformation demonstrates how movement between different spaces and identities can
lead to new forms of self-understanding.

Furthermore, the interactions between Aycayia and the residents of Black Conch also influence the
development of other characters. Her presence challenges the assumptions and beliefs of those who
encounter her, forcing them to reconsider their understanding of history, nature, and cultural heritage.
Through these encounters, the novel suggests that travel and movement have the power not only to
transform individuals but also to reshape communities.
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Travel also highlights the theme of cultural mobility within the novel. The Caribbean, historically
shaped by migration and colonial encounters, represents a space where multiple identities coexist. The
characters embody this cultural diversity, reflecting the region’s complex historical trajectories.

The narrative demonstrates how travel and migration contribute to hybrid identities. David’s
background, for instance, reflects the multicultural heritage typical of Caribbean societies. His
interactions with Aycayia reveal both continuity and difference between indigenous past and modern
Caribbean identity. Black Conch functions as a contact zone in multiple ways. The island is inhabited
by local Caribbean communities, yet it also attracts tourists and foreign visitors whose presence
reflects broader global mobility. These interactions create a complex environment in which cultural
identities are continuously negotiated. The arrival of the American fishermen in the narrative
exemplifies this dynamic. Their treatment of Aycayia as an exotic spectacle reveals an attitude rooted
in colonial patterns of domination, where unfamiliar cultures and environments are perceived through
a lens of curiosity and exploitation.

In travel theory, mobility often challenges fixed notions of identity. Rather than being static, identities
are shaped through movement and interaction. The novel illustrates this dynamic process as characters
navigate changing relationships and cultural contexts.

Aycayia’s presence intensifies the dynamics of the contact zone. As an indigenous figure who belongs
to an earlier historical period, she introduces an alternative narrative of Caribbean history that
challenges dominant colonial narratives. Her interactions with the residents of Black Conch create
moments of cultural negotiation in which different understandings of identity, history, and belonging
come into dialogue.

Furthermore, the island itself becomes a symbolic landscape where suppressed histories resurface.
Through Aycayia’s memories and experiences, the narrative reveals the lingering presence of
indigenous culture within contemporary Caribbean society. The spatial encounters that take place on
Black Conch therefore highlight how travel narratives often expose hidden layers of history embedded
within particular places.

Travel, Environment, and the Sea

The sea plays a significant role in shaping the travel experiences depicted in The Mermaid of Black
Conch. As a dynamic and symbolic space, the ocean functions as both a boundary and a bridge
between different worlds. Within travel narratives, maritime spaces often represent sites of transition,
uncertainty, and transformation. In the context of the Caribbean setting, the sea becomes a powerful
metaphor for movement, cultural exchange, and historical memory.

For Aycayia, the sea represents a paradoxical environment. On the one hand, it is a place of captivity,
where she has been forced to exist as a mermaid for centuries following the curse placed upon her. On
the other hand, the ocean also serves as a space that preserves her memories and connects her to her
past. Her long existence within the sea situates her between human society and the natural world,
emphasizing her position as a liminal figure.The concept of liminality is particularly useful in
understanding the role of the sea in the narrative. Liminal spaces exist at the threshold between two
states or identities. In this sense, the ocean functions as a transitional space between past and present,
myth and reality, and sea and land. When Aycayia is brought ashore and begins to regain her human
form, her movement from water to land symbolizes a passage between these different states of being.

The sea also reflects the broader historical context of the Caribbean. For centuries, Caribbean waters
have served as routes of exploration, migration, trade, and colonization. Ships traveling across these
waters carried not only people and goods but also cultural practices, languages, and histories. As a
result, the sea becomes a repository of collective memory within Caribbean literature.In the novel, the
fishermen’s interaction with the sea highlights this historical dimension. Their livelihoods depend on
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the ocean, yet their encounter with Aycayia reveals how the sea can also conceal unknown histories
and forgotten narratives. The moment when the fishermen capture Aycayia mirrors earlier colonial
encounters in which unfamiliar territories and peoples were treated as objects of curiosity and
exploitation.

However, the sea in the novel is not merely a site of danger or conquest. It also represents the
possibility of transformation and renewal. Aycayia’s emergence from the water initiates the central
events of the narrative, setting in motion the journeys that lead to personal and cultural reflection.
Through this symbolism, the novel portrays the sea as a space that enables transitions between
identities and histories.

Ultimately, the ocean functions as a connective element that links different characters, time periods,
and cultural experiences. By situating much of the narrative’s movement around maritime space, the
novel reinforces the idea that travel is not confined to terrestrial landscapes but also unfolds across
fluid and shifting environments.

Magic Realism as Narrative Framework

Although this paper primarily focuses on travel, the narrative structure of the novel is influenced by
elements of magical realism. Aycayia’s transformation into a mermaid introduces a supernatural
dimension that coexists with everyday reality.

Magical realism allows the narrative to integrate myth, folklore, and historical memory within a
realistic setting. However, rather than dominating the narrative, the magical element functions as a
catalyst for travel and transformation. Aycayia’s return to human form initiates the journeys that drive
the story forward.

In this way, magical realism complements the travel narrative by expanding the boundaries of space
and time. The extraordinary elements encourage readers to reconsider historical narratives and cultural
identities from new perspectives.

Conclusion

Travel in The Mermaid of Black Conch operates as a complex narrative device that connects spatial
movement, historical memory, and character development. Through the journeys of Aycayia, David,
and other characters, the novel demonstrates how travel can function as a transformative process that
reshapes individual identities and cultural relationships.

By engaging with travel theory proposed by scholars such as Mary Louise Pratt and James Clifford,
this paper has explored how the Caribbean setting of Black Conch becomes a dynamic contact zone
where histories and identities intersect. The narrative illustrates that travel is not merely about
exploration but also about confronting historical legacies and negotiating cultural belonging.

Ultimately, the novel reimagines travel as a journey of empathy and recognition. Through encounters
with unfamiliar spaces and identities, the characters gain deeper awareness of their place within a
broader historical and cultural landscape.
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