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Abstract 

Amitav Ghosh's novel, River of Smoke, is a historical re-telling of the opium trade and opium 

war in China. Amitav Ghosh simplifies the time system in this work. Except for the first few 

chapters and the last chapter, the narrative does not deviate from the primary plot. Beginning 

in the middle, the entire novel is a flashback. The first part, ‘Island,' has digressions and 

distortions in the narrative events. The major story thread in ‘Canton' and ‘Commissioner Lin' 

is mostly linear. In terms of narrative structure, Ghosh has succeeded in streamlining the 

novel. He has eliminated complex and confusing time and space management strategies. The 

aim of this paper is to analyse the novel River of Smoke in context of Time and Space.  

Introduction 

 Amitav Ghosh places this novel, the second of Ibis novels-River of Smoke- on a historical 

time scale and attempts at the historical retrieval of opium trade and opium war period in 

China. In this work, Amitav Ghosh reduces the temporal scheme of the narrative. Except for 

few chapters and the concluding chapter eighteen, the narrative does not disrupt the primary 

story thread of the work. The novel begins in medias res. The whole of the novel is in 

flashback. The first portion ‘Island’ progresses both in flashback and flash-forward with 

digressions and distortions in the narrative arcs. In the other two parts ‘Canton’ and 

‘Commissioner Lin’ the primary story thread moves in linearity most of the times. The tale 

with Bahram Modi as primary protagonist starts from page 26 when Neel introduces him to 

Deeti by making his sketch on the wall of Deeti’s memory temple in Mauritius.In the novel, 

the story is recounted mostly through the eyes of four outsiders who have travelled to the 

foreign enclave or "Fanqui-town" outside of Canton, a city that relies on international trade 

while also denying entry rights to all foreigners. As a result, it covers a wide range of 

expatriate experiences in its tale. 
1
 

Critical Analysis of the Work in Context of Time and Space  

However, despite the fact that the main narrative takes place over a very broad time span, and 

the main story line spans the years 1838 to 1839 in Canton, the novel is constructed in 

graphic dimensions. Neel describes his second visit to Canton, which took place thirty years 

after his first visit to the same location in 1868, at the conclusion of the novel. Though the 

year 1838 (when Neel first visited Canton) is marked by the addition of thirty more years, 

                                                            
1https://www.thecrimson.com/article/2011/10/25/ghosh-river-smoke-review/ 
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this time period of thirty years is only mentioned in a few lines and is not given any detailed 

account, nor is it included in the main plot line. It can be assumed that the spatial setting of 

River of Smoke is restricted to a relatively small area of the screen where the occurrences take 

placeThe events of the present take place primarily in Canton, but they also take place in 

India as part of various analeptic movementsas well as the island of Mauritius. The narrative 

is divided into three sections: the 'Sea', the 'Canton', and the 'Land'.'Commissioner Lin' is a 

formal title. The narrative progresses through its spatial setting, from the atmosphere on 

board to the sea in different ships. Canton, China, is the meeting point for Anahita, Redruth, 

and Indian season traders.The opium trade was the primary activity, and the region was also 

known for the opium wars. Through Robin Chinnery's letters, Amitav Ghosh is able to 

provide precise dates for the main activities in Canton, which also aid in the reconstruction of 

the city's history.Creating the time period for the narrative is important. According to the 

chronological evidence, it may be concluded that, broadly, the novel takes place before the 

Second Opium War in China, which took place between the British and the Chinese in 1838, 

and is set in the year 1838. 

Manipulation of Time and Space in the Novel 

The pattern manipulated in River of Smoke is strikingly similar to Sea of Poppies, in that it is 

both distinct and vast. For example, "Deeti's shrine was buried in a rock, in a lonely corner of 

Mauritius," the novel opens, "... Later Deeti would swear that it was not chance but destiny 

that led her to it...." (3).Deeti, the primary protagonist of the first half of the Ibis trilogy Sea 

of Poppies, is depicted here.The narrator as an old lady in her shrine on the cliffs of 

Mauritius, accompanied byLa Fami Colver Clan descendants celebrate 'Gran Vakans' and 

describe themselves as a family. Also discussed are the rituals during the terrible rainy night 

she faced on Ibis with others as a young pregnant woman aboard. 

Both analepsis and prolepsis can be found in the opening few chapters of the story. This 

section provides informationabout Deeti and other characters' analeptic escape from the ill-

fated Ibis. In a proleptic situation,mode expressions like 'later Deeti would' are used to 

indicate Deeti's future and other events. Further descriptions like,'Her children and 

grandchildren would often beg', insist (3), 'later in years to come'...(12)and so on are used. 

The first page similarly moves in prolepsis, as it describes Deeti's existence in the future. The 

narrator is a character in the story. 

"The Colver farm was across the bay and toward the end of Deeti's life, when her knees gave 

out. The climb up to the shrine was too much for her to handle on her own because she was 

stiff from arthritis."... (3), the narrator says.As an ellipsis occurs here, there is a significant 

gap in the narrative. A significant portion of the story is missing. 

When Deeti begs Neel to cover any space or time span in a single sentence, he does so, 

sketching an image on her'memory temple' while informing: 'Everyone Malum has been 

added to it. Jodu, Zikri, and Paulette, now it's your time' (26). The length of time spent in the 
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presence of these characters are bypassed in Deeti's shrine, causing another ellipsis in the 

story. 

These characters' appearances are given no time or space.The entire narrative of River of 

Smoke turns backwards with the meeting of Deeti and Neel, and the pace of the narrative is 

noticeably slower than its previous novel Sea ofPoppies. Ghosh has always had a strong 

desire for the grand and dramatic, and his work reflects this.He has offered River of Smoke to 

his readers at the height of his authority. Here, the goal is tofeel the narrative's rhythm by 

observing its temporal and spatial movements.The ubiquitous narrator shows Neel drawing 

and adding another figure to his drawing in the opening chapter. This new figure is 

introduced as Bahram Modi, the Parsi opium dealer, on Deeti's Memory Temple wall. 

Bombay. There is analepsis from here (page 26), and the entire story is told in flashback. 

Deeti, the protagonist of the first Ibis novel Sea of Poppies, is presently backstage delivering 

a performance.Front and centre is Bahram Modi, who is now one of the key protagonists, and 

it is primarily through his eyes that the reader learns about the Chinese opium trade. River of 

Smoke is similar to Sea of Poppies.River of Smoke also has two time zones that function 

simultaneously, primarily in the early section of the 'Island' — one in the morning and the 

other in the evening.The period of opium trafficking and opium war in Canton is recalled, 

and so onthe characters’ past. The personal tales of Deeti's life following the 

cyclone,Bahram's prior life, Ah Fatt's childhood, Paulette's struggle in life, and the 

relationship between Neel and Ah Fatt, earlier childhood relationships between Chinnery and 

Paulette, Zadig and Bahram's friendship, andall of these characters' connections and arrival in 

Canton (save Deeti) are the storylines conceived in the  novel's opening section. The time 

scale is again elastomeric, and the pace is further slowed, resulting in a thorough summary of 

the events Memories, visions, recall, stream of consciousness, and interior monologue are all 

examples of memory. Monologues take up a lot of the story's space, there's no coherence, and 

there are a lot of digressions in this section of the story. The styles of storytelling, mimesis 

and diegesis, both continue in the story in terms of time and space. 

Conceptof Chronologyin theNovel 

From a chronological standpoint, the entire narrative, as previously stated, moves in 

flashback, and after a few pages, the main narrative starts somewhere in the middle and 

jumps backwards again, narrating the past of major characters. Ghosh sometimes uses the 

narrative device of delay to withhold information, resulting in a gap in the story. The first 

section has a clumsy shifting chronology because each character has a past to remember. In 

each of the three parts of the novel, there are six equal but unnamed chapters. A purely 

indicative chronology of the novel is established here in order to get a general sense of the 

narrative's major rhythms. The novel opens with Deeti, the main protagonist from the 

previous novel Sea of Poppies, standing terrified on a storm-tossed Ibis, watching her 

husband Kalua and others row into the grip of the hurricane in a long boat in a desperate 

attempt to flee Ibis. Deeti's life was relatively peaceful in the years following this traumatic 

experience (though this is not mentioned in the story). She is now the matriarch of a large 
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Colver Clan named after her husband, Kalua. The plot then shifts to the events in Canton, 

where the ships of the world's largest opium traders have gathered to unload their opium 

cargoes. The Emperor of China, on the other hand, is a staunch opponent of the opium trade, 

which has ruined the lives of his subjects. The Emperor wants to uproot and dismantle this 

trade from China with the help of Commissioner Lin. He makes a strong threat to take action 

against merchants who refuse to hand over their opium immediately. The traders, on the other 

hand, are not willing to surrender, and there is a great deal of tension in Canton, which 

Amitav Ghosh skilfully captures and presents glimpses of some of the text's most dramatic 

episodes. The novel's three sections all move at a slow pace in order to evoke the characters' 

pasts, inner psyches, and the vividness of events surrounding the opium trade in Canton. All 

of these elements combined in the creation of text result in a narrative that is immodestly and 

unnecessarily ambitious in scope and narrative span. There are numerous digressions in the 

first section. The narrative shifts to the distant past on page nine, when Deeti recalls her 

childhood. 

The prevalent Colver clan stories, remembered and repeated as a sort of ritual among Colver 

clan descendants in Mauritius, slow down the narrative pace. Pages 26-34 describe Bahram's 

ship in the same storm as Ibis and his journey to Canton. From page 61 onwards, recall and 

memory describe Bahram Modi and Ah Fatt's past. Bahram Modi, Neel, Ah Fatt, Zadig Bay 

and Robin Chinnery all arrive in Canton around the same time in section one, though from 

different places, sources and goals. They all have a past to remember, which not only displays 

their personal histories but also causes analepsis. With the opium trade banned in Canton, life 

comes to a standstill as does the narrative's pace. There are rumours, stories, chatter, 

memories, letters, and conversations about the vivid landscape of Canton, etc., but little 

action occurs. When describing Canton's activities, omnipresent narrator Robin Chinnery 

becomes the first- person character narrator, then to Neel, the previous character focalizer, 

then to British, American painters, Chinese traders, British officials, botanists, etc. The atlas 

captures not only the landscape, culture, and geography of Canton but also the mood of the 

town as the political and historical scenario changes. The novel's third section, titled 

"Commissioner Lin," revolves around Commissioner Lin's diktats, edicts, and "farmans," or 

orders, the Chinese Emperor's retaliation and British officials and traders' opposition in the 

opium trade. With Commissioner Lin's arrival in Canton, the ‘maidan', Canton's central hub 

of activity, has a new look. Amitav Ghosh is so engrossed in giving the graphic details that 

the narrative speed does not accelerate much. The events of the period on pages 430-437 and 

460-470 cover extended trade meetings through mimesis, slowing the narrative pace. Pages 

549-553 describe a modified Maidan scenario. 

Much SpaceDevoted to the Effectsof Lifein Canton 

Immediately after Commissioner Lin’s opium surrender instructions, the narrative tempo is 

reversed. Commissioner Lin's orders to destroy all opium in Canton speed up time. Pages 

534-535 relate the occurrence of destroying all opium through Chinnery's letter to Paulette: 

Isn't it a lovely tableau, ‘Commissioner Lin and the River of Opium'? For it is seldom in this 
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world... that a couple of good guys triumph over evil forces? (535). Ending with an opium 

dream, Bahram is found dead in the lake. Neel and Paulette meet by happenstance towards 

the end of the story. From here, the storyline shifts back to when Deeti and Neel initially met 

in Mauritius. Neel is pictured reading Paulette's letters from Robert Chinnery. This means 

that the entire story, including Chinnery's letters, is a flashback. In terms of time, the above 

series of events has three key nodal points. The first is Deeti and Neel's meeting. The second 

is the omnipresent narrator's history of the opium trafficking in 1838. The third nodal point is 

the time following thirty years, as described by Neel and Chinnery's paintings. The main 

narrative flashbacks are the characters' voyage to Canton, their stay in Canton, and their 

existence in Canton after Commissioner Lin's directives that resulted in the opium wars in 

China. Analeptic movement takes the reader to another major nodal point, i.e., all important 

characters journeying to Canton using Deeti's memory temple and Colver Clan, Deeti's farm, 

her adventurous voyage to her shrine, along with Colver Clan descendants' description of 

‘The Parting' scene (03) in Mauritius (another major nodal point both in time and space). The 

omnipresent narrator introduces all the main individuals and events, disrupting the order and 

sequence. The second part, ‘Canton,' has fewer jumps and digressions. 

The third part is mostly linear. From Canton to Mauritius, where Neel and Deeti meet, the 

tale shifts time. Returning to Deeti's Colver farm in the novel's concluding few pages, 

Paulette visits Deeti long before Neel does. When Neel asked to spend a night in Paulette's 

old room at the Colver Farm near the conclusion of his visit, he was given a sheaf of paper... 

Neel read by the lamp (548 -49). The same letters that Chinnery wrote for Paulette and left at 

Deeti's farm when she visited Deeti are found and read by Neel, enabling the narrative move 

ahead in both time and space. With the ubiquitous narrator's help, Chinnery becomes the 

dramatised first person narrator and character focalizer. Only Neel appears in all three 

portions of the narrative. Paullete's companion Robin Chinnery has set down the date July 

1839, says Amitav Ghosh. But it took seventeen years for the Thirteen Factories to be 

destroyed. But it seems Robin dreamt it... Then Neel lowered his gaze to Robin's drawings. 

Another concern is why Kalua, Paulette and Jodu were in Canton during World War II. 

Throughout the main story arc, no thorough account of these events has been given. Ghosh's 

suspense and delay causes uneasiness in the readers, who are left awestruck, making only 

guesses and suppositions - right or wrong. Amitav Ghosh establishes some gaps and delays in 

the narrative by making such delays permanent and leaving the text open-ended. These gaps 

and delays have been completed and answered in the last instalment of the Ibis trilogy, Flood 

of Fire. Thus, in River of Smoke, Ghosh has succeeded in creating a major element of 

suspense at the conclusion of the story by manipulating time and place. In terms of narrative 

structure, Ghosh has done an excellent job of streamlining the novel's structure. He was able 

to do it by removing the sophisticated and perplexing time and space management 

procedures. Ghosh gives historical cues primarily through Chinnery's letters, allowing the 

reader to place the main tale in the context of the opium war in Canton from 1838 to 1839. 

Though the first few and last few pages of the text give no clear-cut hints of the text's overall 
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time scale, the first few and last pages of the text indicate that the stories of the characters' 

pasts have emerged according to the Fami's legends, which have been preserved in the 

memory of its descendants, and Neel's arrival in Colver Farm is one of these stories among 

the others related to Paulette, Kalua, Kesari Singh, Jodu, and others. This generates a 

perpetual sense of suspense which was resolved in   Amitav Ghosh's last Ibis sequel Flood of 

Fire, which hit the bookstore shelves in 2015. 
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