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Running in the Family Michael Ondaatje: Exploring Memoir, Memory, and Identity

running in the family michael ondaatje is a phrase that immediately brings to mind the evocative

memoir by the acclaimed Sri Lankan-Canadian writer Michael Ondaatje. This work is a captivating

exploration of family history, colonial legacy, and the blurred lines between fact and fiction, all of which

have earned it a treasured place in contemporary literature. For readers and literary enthusiasts,

"Running in the Family" offers far more than just a recount of ancestry—it’s a vibrant tapestry woven

from memories, myths, and the cultural fabric of Sri Lanka.

In this article, we delve into the heart of "Running in the Family Michael Ondaatje," unpacking its

themes, narrative style, and the ways in which it reflects Ondaatje’s unique voice. Whether you’re

approaching the book for the first time or revisiting it with fresh eyes, there’s much to discover about

how memory runs in families, how identity is shaped, and how Ondaatje’s poetic prose transforms

memoir into something truly extraordinary.

The Essence of "Running in the Family Michael Ondaatje"

Michael Ondaatje’s "Running in the Family" is not your typical memoir. Unlike conventional

autobiographies that follow a linear timeline, this book is a mosaic of anecdotes, sketches, and

fragmented memories that capture the spirit of his Sri Lankan family and homeland. Published in 1982,

the book is as much about the act of remembering as it is about the stories themselves.

At its core, "Running in the Family" explores Ondaatje’s return to Sri Lanka after years abroad. He

attempts to piece together the life of his father and relatives through interviews, old letters, and

personal reflections. But what makes this memoir especially compelling is Ondaatje’s refusal to

separate fact from fiction strictly—he embraces the fluidity of memory and the way stories evolve as

they are passed down.



Memory and Mythmaking in Ondaatje’s Memoir

One of the most fascinating aspects of "Running in the Family Michael Ondaatje" is how the author

plays with memory and myth. Family stories are often exaggerated or altered over time, and Ondaatje

acknowledges this by blending historical facts with imaginative recreations. This creates a dreamlike

quality that invites readers to consider how memory shapes identity.

For example, Ondaatje often recalls his father’s flamboyant personality and wild adventures, painting

him as a larger-than-life figure. These portraits are not just nostalgic but also critical, revealing the

complexities and contradictions within family dynamics. Ondaatje’s lyrical style transforms these

recollections into vivid scenes, making the past come alive with sensory detail.

Understanding the Cultural Context of "Running in the Family"

To fully appreciate "Running in the Family Michael Ondaatje," it helps to understand the cultural and

historical backdrop of Sri Lanka, formerly known as Ceylon. The island’s colonial history, ethnic

diversity, and social hierarchies deeply influence the narrative.

Ondaatje’s family belonged to the colonial elite, and the memoir subtly critiques the fading glory of this

class amid the changing political landscape. Through descriptions of crumbling mansions, tropical

landscapes, and bustling streets, Ondaatje captures a country in transition—a place where tradition and

modernity collide.

The Influence of Colonialism and Post-Colonial Identity

Colonialism is an undercurrent in Ondaatje’s memoir, shaping the family’s identity and experiences.

The British colonial presence in Sri Lanka left a lasting imprint on language, education, and social

structures, all of which feature prominently in the book.



Ondaatje’s narrative wrestles with the legacy of colonialism—how it simultaneously alienates and

defines his family. The memoir becomes a meditation on belonging, as Ondaatje navigates his dual

identity as a Sri Lankan and a Canadian. Readers gain insight into how colonial histories continue to

influence personal and collective memories.

The Literary Style and Structure of "Running in the Family"

Michael Ondaatje is renowned for his poetic and evocative writing, and "Running in the Family" is a

prime example of his literary artistry. The book eschews traditional chronological storytelling in favor of

a more fragmented, impressionistic approach.

Nonlinear Narrative and Poetic Prose

The narrative unfolds in short chapters and vignettes that jump across time and place. This nonlinear

structure mirrors the way memory works—often disjointed, associative, and evocative rather than

straightforward. Ondaatje’s prose reads like poetry, rich with imagery and metaphor that engage the

senses and emotions.

This style invites readers to immerse themselves in the atmosphere of Sri Lanka and Ondaatje’s

familial world rather than focusing solely on factual accuracy. The effect is a deeply personal and

intimate portrait that feels both universal and unique.

Visual Elements and Illustrations

Another distinctive feature of "Running in the Family" is the inclusion of Ondaatje’s own sketches and

photographs. These visual elements complement the text, adding layers of meaning and enhancing the

memoir’s collage-like quality. They help readers visualize the people and places that populate



Ondaatje’s narratives, strengthening the connection between memory and representation.

Why "Running in the Family Michael Ondaatje" Remains

Relevant

Decades after its publication, "Running in the Family" continues to resonate with readers around the

world. Its exploration of family, memory, and identity transcends cultural and geographical boundaries,

making it a timeless work.

Lessons on Family and Identity

Ondaatje’s memoir teaches us that family stories are never simple or static—they are living narratives

that evolve as we tell and retell them. The book encourages readers to embrace the imperfections and

contradictions within their own family histories.

It also highlights the importance of understanding one’s roots and the ways in which personal identity

is intertwined with history and place. For those interested in memoir writing or storytelling, "Running in

the Family" offers a masterclass in blending fact and imagination to create a compelling narrative.

Inspiration for Writers and Readers

For aspiring writers, Ondaatje’s approach in "Running in the Family" demonstrates how literary

techniques can transform memoir from mere documentation into art. His seamless integration of

poetry, prose, and visual elements inspires experimentation with form and style.

Readers, meanwhile, are invited to reflect on their own relationships with memory and family,

considering how stories shape who we are. Ondaatje’s work underscores the universal human desire



to connect with the past while forging a path forward.

Exploring Further: Related Works and Adaptations

If you find yourself drawn to "Running in the Family Michael Ondaatje," you might want to explore

some of his other works that also delve into themes of identity, history, and displacement. Notable

among these are "The English Patient," which won the Booker Prize, and "Anil’s Ghost," both of which

continue to explore Sri Lankan settings and complex personal histories.

Additionally, "Running in the Family" has been adapted into stage performances and inspired

documentary projects, underscoring its lasting impact beyond the page.

---

Whether you approach "Running in the Family Michael Ondaatje" as a memoir, a piece of literary art,

or a cultural document, it offers an enriching experience. Ondaatje’s blending of memory, myth, and

history invites us all to consider the stories running through our own families and the ways they shape

our identities across time and place.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'Running in the Family' by Michael Ondaatje about?

'Running in the Family' is a memoir by Michael Ondaatje that explores his return to Sri Lanka, delving

into his family's history, the island's culture, and his own identity through a blend of storytelling,

photographs, and poetry.



How does Michael Ondaatje use narrative style in 'Running in the

Family'?

Ondaatje employs a lyrical and fragmented narrative style in 'Running in the Family,' combining prose,

poetry, and photographs to create a vivid, impressionistic portrait of his family's past and Sri Lankan

society.

What themes are prominent in 'Running in the Family'?

Prominent themes include memory and identity, colonial and postcolonial Sri Lanka, family legacy,

cultural hybridity, and the intersection of personal and national history.

How does 'Running in the Family' reflect Michael Ondaatje’s

exploration of identity?

The book reflects Ondaatje's exploration of identity by tracing his mixed heritage and his family's

complex history in Sri Lanka, highlighting the fluidity and multiplicity of cultural identity.

Is 'Running in the Family' considered a traditional memoir?

No, 'Running in the Family' is considered an unconventional memoir because it blends fact and fiction,

uses poetic language, and incorporates photographs and fragmented storytelling rather than a

straightforward chronological narrative.

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

Sri Lanka's history is central to the memoir, providing context for Ondaatje's family stories and

illustrating the impact of colonialism, political change, and cultural shifts on personal and collective

identity.

How does Michael Ondaatje portray his family in 'Running in the



Family'?

Ondaatje portrays his family with affection, humor, and complexity, highlighting eccentricities, flaws,

and the rich cultural tapestry that defines their legacy.

What literary techniques does Ondaatje use in 'Running in the Family'?

Ondaatje uses poetic prose, non-linear storytelling, imagery, symbolism, and the inclusion of

photographs to evoke mood and memory, creating a multi-layered narrative.

Why is 'Running in the Family' significant in Michael Ondaatje’s body

of work?

'Running in the Family' is significant because it marks a deeply personal exploration of Ondaatje's

heritage, blending memoir and poetry, and it helped establish his reputation as a writer capable of

innovative narrative forms and cross-cultural storytelling.

Additional Resources

Running in the Family Michael Ondaatje: A Deep Dive into Memoir and Identity

running in the family michael ondaatje stands out as a seminal work in contemporary literature,

blending memoir, history, and poetic prose to explore themes of family, identity, and colonial legacy.

Michael Ondaatje, a celebrated Canadian-Sri Lankan author, uses this book as a prism through which

readers gain insight into his own heritage and the complexities of his family’s past in Sri Lanka,

formerly known as Ceylon. This article delves into the narrative style, thematic concerns, and cultural

significance of *Running in the Family*, offering a comprehensive, analytical perspective aimed at

readers, scholars, and enthusiasts of postcolonial literature.



The Context and Background of Running in the Family

Published in 1982, *Running in the Family* marks a significant departure from Ondaatje’s earlier

fictional works. Rather than presenting a linear autobiography, the book adopts a fragmented,

impressionistic narrative structure. Ondaatje reconstructs his family history through a mosaic of

memories, interviews, photographs, and poetic reflections. This technique underscores the elusive

nature of memory and the challenges inherent in capturing the full scope of personal and collective

histories.

The backdrop of the book is Sri Lanka during the mid-20th century, a period marked by the waning

influence of British colonialism and the emergence of national identity. Ondaatje’s family belonged to

the Anglo-Sri Lankan elite, a social stratum caught between colonial heritage and native culture. This

duality permeates the text and informs much of the tension and nostalgia that define the narrative.

Literary Style and Narrative Techniques

Ondaatje’s *Running in the Family* is distinguished by its hybrid form—part memoir, part poetic

meditation, part historical document. Unlike conventional autobiographies, the book resists strict

chronological order. Instead, it employs a collage-like approach, weaving together anecdotes, vivid

descriptions, and lyrical passages that evoke the sensory and emotional landscape of Sri Lanka.

This narrative style serves multiple purposes:

Evocation of Memory: The fragmented narrative mirrors the way memories surface—often

disjointed, selective, and subjective.

Blurring Fact and Fiction: Ondaatje openly acknowledges the unreliability of memory, blending

factual family history with imaginative reconstruction.



Cultural Atmosphere: The poetic language immerses readers in the tropical environment, colonial

architecture, and social dynamics of Sri Lanka.

This multifaceted approach invites readers to engage actively with the text, piecing together the family

saga much like a detective reconstructs a case from scattered clues.

The Role of Memory and Myth

A key theme in *Running in the Family* is the interplay between memory and myth-making within

families. Ondaatje explores how stories about ancestors are passed down, often embroidered or

romanticized, shaping identity and belonging. The author’s portrayal of his father and other relatives

oscillates between admiration, bemusement, and critique, revealing the complexity of familial love and

legacy.

By highlighting the constructed nature of these narratives, Ondaatje raises broader questions about

history itself—how personal and national histories are told, who controls the narrative, and how truth is

negotiated through storytelling.

Postcolonial Identity and Cultural Hybridity

The book also serves as a meditation on postcolonial identity. Ondaatje’s mixed heritage and

upbringing within an Anglo-Sri Lankan family symbolize the cultural hybridity that defines many

postcolonial societies. His reflections reveal the tensions between colonial influence and indigenous

traditions, as well as the struggle to forge a cohesive identity amid these competing forces.

*Running in the Family* thus contributes to a wider discourse about the legacy of colonialism in South

Asia, illustrating how personal narratives intertwine with political and historical realities.



Comparisons with Other Works by Michael Ondaatje

When examining *Running in the Family* within the broader oeuvre of Michael Ondaatje, it becomes

clear that the book occupies a unique space. Unlike his acclaimed novel *The English Patient*, which

is a fictional narrative rich with historical and emotional complexities, *Running in the Family* is

grounded in autobiographical material but shares a similarly poetic style.

The English Patient: A sprawling historical novel that explores themes of love, war, and identity

across continents.

Running in the Family: A more intimate, localized exploration of family history and postcolonial

identity.

In the Skin of a Lion: Another novel where Ondaatje experiments with narrative form and

explores themes of displacement and belonging.

This comparison highlights Ondaatje’s versatility and consistent preoccupation with memory, identity,

and history, albeit approached through different literary forms.

Critical Reception and Cultural Impact

Since its publication, *Running in the Family* has been celebrated for its innovative narrative structure

and lyrical prose. Critics laud Ondaatje’s ability to merge personal memoir with broader cultural

commentary, offering readers a nuanced portrait of Sri Lankan society and the complexities of

diaspora identity.

However, some critiques point to the book’s non-linear style as challenging for readers accustomed to



traditional autobiography. The blending of fact and fiction occasionally blurs the boundaries, raising

questions about historical accuracy versus artistic license.

In terms of cultural impact, *Running in the Family* has become a touchstone for postcolonial

literature, frequently studied in academic settings for its exploration of hybridity and memory. It also

resonates with readers interested in family histories, travel writing, and memoirs that transcend

conventional genre constraints.

Pros and Cons of Ondaatje’s Approach in Running in the Family

Pros:

Innovative narrative blends poetry and prose.

Evocative depiction of Sri Lankan culture and landscape.

Rich exploration of family dynamics and postcolonial identity.

Encourages reflective reading and active engagement with memory.

Cons:

Fragmented structure may confuse readers seeking linear storytelling.

Blurred lines between fact and fiction can challenge historical purists.

Some readers may find the poetic style inaccessible or dense.



Running in the Family Michael Ondaatje: A Legacy of

Storytelling

*Running in the Family* stands as a testament to Michael Ondaatje’s mastery of language and

narrative innovation. The book’s enduring appeal lies in its ability to capture the elusive nature of

memory and identity, reflecting the fragmented realities of postcolonial existence. Its poetic prose,

coupled with intimate family portraits, invites readers to reconsider the ways in which history is

constructed and lived.

By situating personal history within the broader socio-political context of Sri Lanka’s transition from

colonial rule, Ondaatje offers a profound meditation on the forces that shape individual and collective

identity. The book’s influence extends beyond literature, contributing to conversations about diaspora,

heritage, and the power of storytelling to bridge past and present.

For readers seeking a work that defies easy categorization and enriches understanding of cultural

hybridity, *Running in the Family* remains a compelling and deeply rewarding read. Through

Ondaatje’s evocative narrative, the complexities of family, memory, and history come alive, revealing

the intricate tapestry that runs through generations.
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