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Abstract: 

Michael Ondaatje’s novel Divisadero (2007) deals with the reconstruction of fractured identities 

considering memory, trauma, identity, love, separation and history. It talks about the relationship 

between life and storytelling. Moving between California, Nevada, and France, the novel presents 

interrelated yet split narratives involving Anna, Claire, Coop the French writer, Lucien Segura. 

Instead of constructing a traditional chronological plot, Ondaatje intentionally disturbs narrative 

continuity, allowing different places, periods, characters, and memories to echo one another. The 

broken form of the novel echoes the psychological fragmentation experienced by its characters, 

particularly after a violent incident destroys the unconventional family formed by Anna, Claire, 

Coop, and Anna’s father. This paper examines Divisadero primarily through the themes of 

trauma, memory, identity, displacement, love, and storytelling. It also reflects Ondaatje’s use of 

fragmented narrative, poetic language, symbolism, parallel stories, and geographical spaces. The 

paper reveals that Divisadero reconstructs identity as something continuously reconstructed from 

incomplete memories, relationships, losses, and stories. Ondaatje ultimately suggests that human 

lives cannot always be organized into coherent narratives. Instead, meaning often emerges 

through fragments, correspondences, repetitions, and imaginative connections between 

apparently separate lives. 

Keywords: Trauma, Memory, Identity, Fragmentation, Storytelling, Postmodernism, Love,  

                   Displacement, etc. 

Introduction: 

Michael Ondaatje occupies an important position in contemporary Canadian and postcolonial 

literature. Born in Sri Lanka and later settling in Canada, Ondaatje has developed a distinctive 

literary style that frequently combines poetry, fiction, history, memory, biography, and 

imagination. His novels resist simple classifications because they often move between different 

times, places, voices, and narrative forms. Works such as The English Patient, In the Skin of a 

Lion, and Anil’s Ghost demonstrate his continuing interest in the ways personal lives become 

entangled with history and memory. Divisadero, published in 2007, extends these concerns while 

giving particular attention to the instability of identity and the fragmented nature of human 

experience. 

The novel begins with an unusual family living on a farm in Northern California. Anna is 

the biological daughter of the farmer, while Claire is adopted after the death of her mother during 
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childbirth. Coop, an orphan whose parents were murdered, is also taken into the household. 

Although the three young people grow up together, their relationships cannot be contained within 

simple categories such as sibling, friend, or lover. Anna and Coop eventually begin a secret sexual 

relationship. When Anna’s father discovers them, his violent attack on Coop destroys the family 

structure. Anna leaves home, Coop disappears, and Claire remains connected to the farm while 

developing a separate adult life. 

The novel travels beyond this California story. Anna becomes a literary scholar and travels 

to France to research the life of the fictional French writer Lucien Segura. Slowly, the narrative 

shifts toward Segura and other characters related with his life. At first, this transition may seem 

like a break from the central plot. However, the French narrative becomes essential to the novel’s 

exploration of how stories repeat, reflect, and transform one another. 

The title Divisadero is predominantly significant. It reminds the idea of division while also 

suggesting looking outward or observing from a distance. These meanings capture the novel’s 

central paradox: people are separated from one another by violence, time, geography, and 

memory, yet they continue to search for connections. This paper argues that Ondaatje uses 

fragmentation not merely as an experimental technique but as the central principle through which 

trauma, memory, identity, love, and storytelling are represented. 

Trauma proves one of the most important foundations of Divisadero. Even before the 

central act of violence occurs, the family has already been formed through death and loss. Claire 

enters the household because her mother dies, while Coop becomes part of the family after the 

murder of his parents. The apparently peaceful farm hence contains histories of grief from the 

beginning. 

The important traumatic event happens when Anna’s father discovers the relationship 

between Anna and Coop. His fierce response changes the lives of everyone involved. Coop is 

brutally beaten, Anna flees, and the family is permanently divided. The violence is significant not 

only because of its physical brutality but because it destroys the emotional structure that had 

defined the characters’ childhood. 

Ondaatje does not present trauma as something that disappears when the violent event 

ends. Instead, trauma lasts through memory, silence, displacement, and altered identity. Anna 

leaves the farm and eventually develops an intellectual life for herself. Coop enters the dangerous 

world of gambling. Claire remains geographically closer to the original family environment but 

cannot restore what has been lost. 

Their different lives can therefore be understood as different responses to the same 

traumatic rupture. Anna turns toward books, scholarship, history, and another person’s life. Coop 

enters a world dominated by chance, risk, and unstable identities. Claire develops a quieter but 

equally significant relationship with the past. None of them simply returns to the person they were 

before the violent incident. 

The fragmented structure of the novel supports this representation of trauma. The reader 

does not take a straightforward story in which a crisis occurs and is finally fixed. Instead, the 

consequences of violence appear indirectly through separate narratives. Form and theme therefore 

work together: just as the family has been broken into pieces, the narrative itself becomes divided. 

Memory is closely associated with trauma throughout Divisadero. Ondaatje presents the 

past not as something fixed and objectively recoverable but as something reconstructed through 

memory. Characters remember events selectively, and those memories influence their 

understanding of themselves. 
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Anna’s narrative demonstrates this process particularly clearly. Although she physically 

leaves California, the farm remains present in her consciousness. Distance does not eliminate the 

past. Instead, memory allows earlier experiences to enter the present unexpectedly. Her identity is 

therefore shaped simultaneously by what she has escaped and by what she continues to remember. 

The novel’s treatment of memory also complicates the distinction between   fact and 

imagination. Anna researches Lucien Segura, but the act of reconstructing another person’s life 

necessarily requires interpretation. Documents and historical traces cannot provide complete 

access to the past. The gaps have to be imagined. 

This becomes one of the novel’s larger statements about storytelling. Biography, memory, 

and fiction all involve acts of selection and reconstruction. A person attempting to describe the 

past must choose certain details, interpret their significance, and connect separate moments. 

Consequently, the past becomes partly a product of the present imagination. 

Ondaatje’s non-linear narrative reproduces this quality of memory. Human beings rarely 

remember their lives chronologically. A smell, place, person, object, or phrase may unexpectedly 

return them to an earlier experience. Divisadero adopts a similar movement. Its narrative shifts 

resemble the associative operations of memory more than the orderly progression of conventional 

realist fiction. 

The novel’s treatment of identity is similarly complex. Ondaatje rejects the idea that 

individuals possess permanent, unified identities. Instead, his characters are shaped by 

relationships, memories, places, losses, occupations, and the stories they tell about themselves. 

Anna gives the clearest example. She begins as a daughter living on a California farm but 

later becomes a scholar in France. Her professional identity gives her a new way of understanding 

the world, yet it does not erase her earlier self. The young woman who loved Coop and the scholar 

studying Segura coexist within her. 

Coop’s identity undergoes an even more dramatic transformation. After leaving the farm, 

he becomes associated with professional gambling. Gambling offers him a world in which 

observation, calculation, performance, secrecy, and risk are essential. It allows him to construct a 

life apparently separate from his childhood. Nevertheless, the past continues to influence him. 

Claire’s identity is also complicated by her position within the family. She grows up 

alongside Anna without sharing the same biological parentage. The novel repeatedly demonstrates 

that family identity cannot be explained through biology alone. Emotional attachment, shared 

history, absence, and memory can be as influential as blood relationships. 

Anna’s research into Segura further destabilizes identity. As she reconstructs his life, the 

boundaries between observer and subject become less secure. His story begins to echo aspects of 

her own. The act of studying another person becomes a way of indirectly exploring herself. 

Identity in Divisadero can therefore be understood as relational. People identify themselves 

partly through their relationships with others. When those relationships disappear, identity must be 

reconstructed. Yet the earlier relationships continue to leave traces. The self becomes a collection 

of overlapping histories rather than a single stable essence. 

                     Love is chief concept to Divisadero, but Ondaatje rarely describes it as simple, 

secure, or permanent. Love frequently exists alongside danger, loss, secrecy, and separation. 

                    The relationship between Anna and Coop demonstrates this most powerfully. Having 

grown up in the same household, they occupy an ambiguous emotional space. Their attraction 

crosses boundaries established by their family structure. Their relationship is therefore both 

intimate and forbidden. 
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When Anna’s father discovers them, love becomes directly connected with violence. The 

consequences extend far beyond the immediate encounter. Anna and Coop are separated, and the 

entire family structure collapses. 

Yet Ondaatje does not suggest that separation destroys emotional attachment completely. 

People who disappear from one another’s daily lives continue to exist within memory. Love 

therefore becomes a form of haunting presence. The absent person can remain psychologically 

powerful precisely because the relationship was never given an ordinary conclusion. 

This pattern occurs elsewhere in the novel, particularly in the French sections. 

Relationships are temporary, incomplete, and shaped by circumstances beyond individual control. 

The parallel relationships across different narratives suggest that experiences of love and loss 

repeat across generations and geographical boundaries. 

Ondaatje consequently avoids the conventional romantic assumption that love leads toward 

permanent union. In Divisadero, love may instead expose individuals to vulnerability. To love 

someone is to become capable of losing them. Nevertheless, the possibility of loss does not make 

love meaningless. Its significance survives through memory and the transformations it produces in 

those who experience it.  Coop’s involvement in gambling introduces another important 

dimension of the novel. Gambling functions literally as his profession, but it also operates 

symbolically. A gambler attempts to understand uncertainty. Skill may improve the probability of 

success, but chance can never be eliminated entirely. Human life in Divisadero operates according 

to a similar principle. A single unexpected event can permanently alter a person’s future. 

The characters do not choose many of the circumstances that shape them. Claire does not 

choose the death that leads to her adoption. Coop does not choose the murder of his parents. Anna 

does not anticipate the violent destruction of her relationship with Coop. Their identities develop 

partly from events outside their control. Gambling therefore becomes a metaphor for the 

uncertainty of existence. People make decisions without knowing their consequences. They 

interpret incomplete information and take emotional risks. Coop’s profession makes visible a 

condition experienced by all the major characters. 

There is also an important connection between gambling and storytelling. Both involve 

reading patterns. A gambler observes gestures and behaviours in order to determine what they 

might mean. Similarly, readers of Divisadero must identify patterns among narratives that initially 

seem disconnected. Ondaatje asks the reader to participate in this interpretive process. Place is 

never merely background in Ondaatje’s fiction. California, Nevada, and France contribute to the 

emotional structure of Divisadero. The California farm represents childhood, intimacy, family, 

and belonging, but after the violent incident it also becomes associated with trauma. A place that 

once represented home becomes inseparable from loss. 

Anna’s movement to France represents both escape and continuation. Geographical 

distance allows her to construct a new life, but she cannot completely separate herself from her 

memories. This distinction between physical distance and emotional distance is central to the 

novel. France also introduces historical depth. Through Segura, the landscape becomes filled with 

traces of other lives. Houses, villages, fields, and objects preserve fragments of earlier histories. 

Geography therefore becomes another form of memory. 

The novel suggests that people leave traces in places just as experiences leave traces in 

people. Anna travels across geographical space while simultaneously travelling through layers of 

personal and literary history.  The title Divisadero captures this relationship between distance and 

perception. Division separates people, but distance can also create new perspectives. Anna can 
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look back at her past precisely because she has moved away from it. Separation becomes painful, 

but it also makes interpretation possible. 

One of the most sophisticated aspects of Divisadero is its examination of storytelling itself. 

Anna’s profession as a literary scholar places interpretation at the centre of the novel. Her research 

into Segura raises questions about whether another person’s life can ever be completely recovered. 

Traditional biography often attempts to organize a life into a coherent narrative. Ondaatje 

questions this assumption. A human life contains gaps, contradictions, forgotten moments, secrets, 

and accidents. Any biography must therefore remain incomplete. The same principle applies to 

personal memory. Individuals create narratives about their own lives, but these narratives are 

selective. Some events become central while others disappear. Memory transforms experience into 

story. 

Ondaatje deliberately blurs biography and fiction through Segura’s narrative. Anna begins 

as someone researching him, but eventually his world acquires narrative independence. The reader 

moves into lives that Anna herself could never fully know through documentary evidence alone. 

This shift encourages readers to question the boundary between historical truth and imaginative 

truth. Fiction may invent events, but it can still reveal emotional realities. Ondaatje is less 

interested in whether every detail can be objectively verified than in how stories allow people to 

understand experiences that would otherwise remain inaccessible. 

Divisadero is frequently discussed as a postmodern novel because it challenges 

conventional expectations about plot, chronology, character, and narrative unity.    The most 

striking structural feature is the movement from the California narrative into the French narrative 

associated with Segura. Readers expecting the original characters’ stories to remain dominant may 

initially find this transition surprising. Ondaatje refuses to provide the conventional continuity 

expected from a family saga. 

However, the different sections are connected thematically rather than simply through plot. 

Love, violence, memory, separation, art, and loss recur in different forms. The novel therefore 

creates unity through echoes and parallels rather than through a single continuous storyline. This 

method demands active participation from the reader. Meaning is not delivered in a fully 

organized form. Readers must notice correspondences and decide how apparently separate 

narratives illuminate one another. 

Fragmentation is thus not a weakness or accidental feature of the novel. It expresses 

Ondaatje’s understanding of experience. Human lives themselves are fragmented. People lose 

contact, forget details, misunderstand one another, and encounter stories whose endings they never 

learn. The novel’s form imitates this incompleteness.  Ondaatje began his literary career primarily 

as a poet, and his poetic sensibility remains visible throughout Divisadero. His prose frequently 

depends upon imagery, rhythm, sensory detail, metaphor, and carefully constructed moments 

rather than lengthy explanation. 

This lyrical style is particularly appropriate for a novel about memory. Memories often 

return through images rather than complete narratives. A physical gesture, landscape, room, 

sound, or object may carry emotional significance greater than an explicit explanation.  Silence is 

equally important. Ondaatje does not explain every motivation or fill every narrative gap. What 

remains unsaid becomes part of the meaning. Readers must interpret absence just as the characters 

themselves interpret missing parts of their histories. 
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The lyrical prose also connects the different narratives. Even when characters and settings 

change, the distinctive language provides continuity. The novel achieves emotional coherence 

through imagery and tone despite its structural fragmentation. 

Several recurring images and ideas function symbolically throughout the novel. The most 

important is the title itself. Divisadero suggests division, observation, and distance. These 

meanings correspond directly to the experiences of characters who become separated yet continue 

to look backward toward their shared histories. 

The farm symbolizes both home and trauma. It is where the characters experience intimacy 

and belonging, but it also becomes the site of violence and separation. Its meaning changes 

according to memory.  Gambling symbolizes uncertainty, risk, and the attempt to discover patterns 

within chance. Coop’s life as a gambler reflects the unpredictability that governs the lives of all 

the characters. 

Travel and geographical movement symbolize attempts at reinvention. Yet movement does 

not guarantee escape. Characters carry their memories with them. 

Books and writing denote the human desire to preserve and reconstruct experience. Anna 

approaches another person’s life through texts, but literature cannot provide complete certainty. 

Instead, writing becomes a means of approaching what has been lost. 

Conclusion: 

Michael Ondaatje’s Divisadero is a layered investigation of trauma, memory, identity, love, 

separation, chance, and storytelling. Its unusual structure is fundamental to its meaning. Instead of 

giving life as a constant and orderly narrative, Ondaatje wrote the novel from fragments, shifts in 

time and place, parallel relationships, and incomplete histories. The violent destruction of Anna, 

Claire, and Coop’s family becomes the sensitive centre from which their distinct identities 

develop. Anna answers through distance, scholarship, and engagement with Segura’s history. 

Coop enters the uncertain world of gambling, while Claire remains connected in different ways to 

the landscape of their shared past. Their stories reveal that trauma does not simply disappear; it 

changes form and becomes incorporated into memory and identity. 

The novel’s movement into Segura’s life increases these personal concerns into a broader 

meditation on storytelling. Anna’s attempt to reconstruct another person’s past reveals the 

limitations of biography and historical knowledge. Every life contains gaps that cannot be 

completely recovered. Storytelling therefore exists between evidence and imagination.  Memory 

performs a similar function. It preserves the past while simultaneously transforming it. People 

reconstruct themselves through what they remember, what they forget, and the stories they create 

from their experiences. Identity is therefore never completely stable. 

Eventually, Divisadero remarks that fragmentation does not necessarily mean the 

nonappearance of meaning. Connections can occur without direct continuity. Separate lives may 

echo one another across time and geography, and stories. It may improve experiences belonging to 

people who never encounter. Ondaatje urged readers to accept incompleteness rather than 

claiming artificial resolution. The novel’s lyrical prose, fractured narrative, symbolism, and 

interconnected histories transform fragmentation into an artistic principle. Through this form, 

Divisadero offers a powerful vision of human existence in which people remain divided by time, 

violence, distance, and loss, yet continue to be connected through storytelling, memory, love, and 

imagination. 
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