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Michael Ondaatje's Anil's Ghost is a profound exploration of the human condition amidst the chaos 

of war, focusing on the themes of death, dying, and decay. Set against the backdrop of the Sri Lankan civil 

war, the novel delves into the physical and psychological impacts of conflict, unraveling the intricate layers 

of loss and destruction. This essay examines how Ondaatje portrays death, dying, and decay, both literally 

and metaphorically, to highlight the profound effects of violence on individuals and society. 

 

Death is a pervasive presence in Anil's Ghost. From the outset, the novel immerses readers in a world 

where death is commonplace and often violent. The protagonist, Anil Tissera, a forensic anthropologist, 

returns to Sri Lanka to investigate human rights violations. Her work involves exhuming and analyzing 

human remains, bringing her face-to-face with the tangible evidence of death. 

 

Anil's investigation begins with the discovery of a skeleton, named Sailor, which becomes a central 

symbol of the novel. Sailor represents the countless unnamed victims of the civil war, highlighting the 

anonymity and dehumanization that accompany mass death. As Anil states, "Bones were their only evidence 

that something had happened" (Ondaatje, 2000, p. 11). The skeletal remains are a stark reminder of the 

countless lives lost and the pervasive presence of death in the war-torn landscape. 

 

Ondaatje uses Sailor to underscore the personal and collective loss experienced during the conflict. 

The bones speak to Anil and her colleague Sarath, embodying the stories of the dead. The forensic analysis 

of Sailor's remains becomes a form of storytelling, piecing together the narrative of a life cut short by 

violence. This process of uncovering the past emphasizes the importance of acknowledging and 

remembering the dead, even in the face of overwhelming loss. 

 

While death is a constant backdrop, the novel also explores the process of dying and the emotional 

toll it takes on individuals. The characters in Anil's Ghost are often haunted by the deaths of loved ones and 

the ever-present threat of violence. Anil herself is marked by the loss of her parents and the sense of 

detachment that comes from living abroad. 

 

Sarath Diyasena, Anil's partner in the investigation, embodies the psychological decay brought about 

by the war. Sarath's life is marked by the slow, insidious process of dying, as he grapples with the moral 

complexities of his role in the conflict. His internal struggle is mirrored in his physical deterioration, as he 

succumbs to illness. Sarath's fate highlights the corrosive effect of violence on the human spirit, as he 

becomes a casualty of the very system he sought to navigate. 

 

The novel's exploration of dying extends beyond the individual to encompass the broader societal 

decay. Ondaatje depicts a nation in the throes of a slow, painful demise, where the fabric of society is 

unravelling. The war has left deep scars, both physical and psychological, and the characters' experiences 

reflect the collective trauma of a country torn apart by conflict. 

 

Decay is a powerful metaphor in Anil's Ghost, symbolizing the breakdown of social structures and 

the erosion of human dignity. Ondaatje uses vivid imagery to convey the physical and moral decay that 

permeates the novel. The descriptions of ruined buildings, decaying bodies, and desolate landscapes serve as 

potent reminders of the devastation wrought by the war. 
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One of the most poignant examples of decay is the depiction of the archaeological site at 

Bandarawela, where Anil and Sarath discover the remains of ancient civilizations. The excavation of these 

sites reveals layers of history, each marked by its own cycle of decay and renewal. The ancient ruins serve as 

a stark contrast to the contemporary violence, highlighting the continuity of human suffering across time. 

 

As Rob Nixon notes, the "specter of decay haunts both the landscape and the human psyche" in 

Ondaatje's narrative, drawing a parallel between the physical ruins and the emotional devastation 

experienced by the characters (Nixon, 2001, p. 63). This parallel underscores the enduring impact of violence 

and the inevitability of decay in both the natural and human realms. 

 

Ondaatje's portrayal of decay extends to the characters' relationships and sense of self. Anil's return 

to Sri Lanka forces her to confront her own fragmented identity and the decay of her personal connections. 

Her estrangement from her homeland is mirrored in her relationships with those around her, as she navigates 

the complexities of trust and betrayal in a landscape defined by secrecy and fear. 

 

Amidst the pervasive themes of death, dying, and decay, Ondaatje offers a glimmer of hope through 

the redemptive power of memory. The act of remembering and honoring the dead becomes a form of 

resistance against the erasure of identity and history. Anil's quest to uncover the truth behind Sailor's death is 

driven by a desire to restore dignity to the victims and to hold the perpetrators accountable. 

 

Memory serves as a counterbalance to decay, providing a means of preserving the past and 

acknowledging the humanity of those who have been lost. Ondaatje emphasizes the importance of 

storytelling as a way of reclaiming agency and resisting the dehumanizing effects of violence. The novel 

itself becomes an act of remembrance, bearing witness to the atrocities of the civil war and ensuring that the 

voices of the dead are not forgotten. 

 

As Suvir Kaul argues, "Ondaatje's narrative insistently links the act of remembering with the 

possibility of redemption" (Kaul, 2002, p. 118). This link suggests that the process of remembering is not 

merely about documenting the past but also about seeking justice and healing for those who have suffered. 

 

Art plays a crucial role in Anil's Ghost, serving as a means of coping with death and decay. Ananda, 

a skilled artisan, is tasked with reconstructing Sailor's face, a process that becomes a metaphor for healing 

and restoration. Ananda's work reflects the transformative power of art, as he uses his craft to bring the dead 

back to life, at least in a symbolic sense. 

 

The act of creating art becomes a form of catharsis for Ananda, allowing him to process his own 

grief and trauma. His meticulous reconstruction of Sailor's face is an attempt to reclaim a semblance of 

humanity amidst the brutality of war. Through Ananda's character, Ondaatje highlights the therapeutic 

potential of art in the face of overwhelming loss and decay. 

 

The novel also explores the role of art in preserving cultural identity. The ancient statues and 

artifacts discovered by Anil and Sarath serve as reminders of a rich cultural heritage that stands in stark 

contrast to the violence of the present. These relics of the past offer a sense of continuity and resilience, 

underscoring the importance of preserving cultural memory in the face of destruction. 

 

As Jill Didur notes, "the preservation of cultural artifacts in Anil's Ghost serves as a form of 

resistance against the erasure of history and identity" (Didur, 2003, p. 84). This perspective underscores the 

novel's emphasis on the role of art in both personal and collective healing. 

 

Anil's Ghost juxtaposes the scientific and the humanistic approaches to understanding death and 

decay. Anil's training as a forensic anthropologist embodies a scientific quest for truth, grounded in empirical 

evidence and analysis. Her work is driven by a desire to uncover the facts and hold the perpetrators of 

violence accountable. 
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However, the novel also emphasizes the limitations of a purely scientific approach. Anil's journey 

forces her to confront the emotional and ethical dimensions of her work, as she grapples with the human cost 

of the conflict. The scientific investigation becomes intertwined with a broader exploration of justice, 

memory, and redemption. 

 

Ondaatje underscores the need for a holistic understanding of death and decay, one that encompasses 

both the scientific and the humanistic perspectives. The collaboration between Anil and Sarath symbolizes 

this intersection, as they navigate the complexities of their investigation and their personal histories. The 

novel suggests that a true understanding of death and decay requires a synthesis of empirical knowledge and 

empathetic insight. 

 

As Stephen Morton points out, "Ondaatje's narrative highlights the interplay between forensic 

science and the ethical imperative to bear witness to human suffering" (Morton, 2003, p. 140). This interplay 

is crucial to understanding the broader implications of the novel's themes. 

 

The act of bearing witness to death and decay is fraught with ethical complexities, a theme that 

Ondaatje explores in depth. Anil's role as a forensic anthropologist places her in a position of power, as she 

becomes the voice for the voiceless. Her quest for truth is driven by a commitment to justice, yet it is also 

marked by moments of doubt and introspection. 

 

Anil's ethical struggle is mirrored in the broader societal context, where the act of bearing witness to 

violence becomes a form of resistance. The novel raises questions about the responsibility of witnesses to 

speak out against injustice, even when doing so carries significant risks. The characters' decisions to bear 

witness to the atrocities around them underscore the moral imperative to confront and acknowledge the 

realities of death and decay. 

 

Ondaatje's portrayal of bearing witness also highlights the potential for empathy and solidarity. The 

characters' shared experiences of loss and trauma create a sense of connection, as they navigate the 

complexities of their respective roles. The novel suggests that the act of bearing witness, despite its 

challenges, can foster a deeper understanding of the human condition and a commitment to collective 

healing. 

 

Michael Ondaatje's Anil's Ghost is a poignant exploration of death, dying, and decay, set against the 

backdrop of a brutal civil war. Through the experiences of its characters, the novel delves into the physical 

and psychological impacts of violence, highlighting the pervasive presence of death and the slow process of 

dying. Ondaatje uses the metaphor of decay to underscore the erosion of social structures and human dignity, 

while also emphasizing the redemptive power of memory and art. 

 

The novel's portrayal of the intersection of science and humanity, as well as the ethical complexities 

of bearing witness, offers a nuanced perspective on the themes of death and decay. Anil's Ghost ultimately 

serves as a testament to the resilience of the human spirit, even in the face of overwhelming loss and 

destruction. By bearing witness to the atrocities of the past, the characters in the novel reclaim a sense of 

agency and dignity, ensuring that the voices of the dead are not forgotten. 
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