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Resisting Displacement in Bernardine 
Evaristo’s The Emperor’s Babe

Nancy Caronia

ain’t no one never gonna write
about your life but you. Once you’re dead,

you never existed, baby, so get to it.
Venus to Zuleika in The Emperor’s Babe1

Bernardine Evaristo’s The Emperor’s Babe (2000) is a literal and liter-
ary remapping of London. Set in AD 210 in a fictionalized version of 
Roman Londinium, Evaristo’s idea for the novel emerged after she read 
Peter Fryer’s assertion that a “[black] presence … [in England] goes 
back some 2000 years.”2,3 Noting that the English landscape has “always 
been … mixed racially and culturally,” Evaristo predates her novel more 
than a millennium before British colonization.4,5 Londinium’s global 
population is drawn from the Roman Empire, which “stretched … over 
9000 kilometers into Africa and Asia,” and those who colonize the 
metropolis enslave Britannia’s indigenous people.6

Zuleika, the black female protagonist charting this multicultural 
landscape, immigrates to Londinium as a child with her parents, for-
mer slaves to the King of Meroe.7 Her character is the establishment of 
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black life on British soil well before any consanguineous presence to a 
present-day white English population. Zuleika’s mapping of Londinium 
erases homogeneous depictions of the city, especially the “reign of ‘Cool 
Britannia,’ when [newly elected Prime Minister] Tony Blair’s New Labor 
Party rebranded London as the global capital of coolness.”8 The New 
Labor Party’s view reinforced a white nostalgic imaginary of imperialism 
where coolness was cast as a by-product of colonialist expansionism.

Zuleika’s narrative acuity pushes against this construction through an 
unsentimental brand of linguistic cool. She intersperses Latin and anach-
ronistic references to London at the Millennium to subvert the cou-
plet form of Roman epic and Romantic poetry—genres that elevate the 
heroic. She ignores the verse ascribed to gods, warriors, or artists in favor 
of the slang spoken by a merchant-class black female subject. At once a 
diary, a memoir, and a cultural history, Zuleika’s writing includes copious 
expletives and fashion by Armani, Gucci, and Valentino.9 She references 
drinking “Dom Falernum,” an allusion that at once recalls the twenti-
eth century’s popular champagne Dom Pérignon, a sweet syrup used in 
cocktails connected to the Caribbean during the height of British expan-
sionism, and the name of a Roman wine popular during the Roman 
empire.10,11 Her epoch-smashing verse deflects notions of the black 
woman as object or mad and unearths the madness of institutions across 
time and space. Her detail of Londinium’s cultural life shifts perspective 
from those with privilege to those caught on the margins of political and 
economic power.

In Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s now-iconic reading of Bhubaneswari 
Bhaduri’s death by suicide, Bhaduri’s cultural narrative casts suicide as 
a political act inherent to avoiding institutionally and culturally con-
structed erasure. Bhadari asserts agency and control of her life and death 
within the madness of a postcolonial system that chooses to ignore 
her humanity, her actions, and her voice. Her death sounds a warning 
regarding any endemically flawed and illogical system. Listening becomes 
key, not for what is absent, but to what information, groups, or indi-
viduals are pushed aside. Cultural narratives like Bhaduri’s signal a warn-
ing that moves beyond economic calculations. The cost of repression 
focuses on how alternative ideas to material wealth become obstructed 
due to a single-minded focus on economic rather than cultural traditions 
or gender roles. Like Bhaduri, Zuleika’s action, in this case, her writ-
ten account of her Londinium life, is her resistance to erasure. As James 
Baldwin suggests, “That victim who is able to articulate the situation of 
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the victim has ceased to be victim: he, or she, has become a threat.”12 
Zuleika’s writing is the means she uses to shift from an innate victim-
hood to a dangerous woman. Her anachronisms destabilize the couplet 
form of heroes and focus on the life of a black female subject who lays 
bare the madness of those who objectify her and close off any avenue of 
agency she cultivates. Her words inscribe the black female subject onto 
Londinium’s landscape while destabilizing notions of English purity and 
sanity in the present day global city.

The Ethos of Madness

Jennifer DeVere Brody notes that male authors as diverse as Daniel 
Defoe, Lewis Carroll, and Salman Rushdie have each privileged a “mud-
died, muddled, and meddled with (hence impure)” English history.13 
Brody also notes how “‘black’ … women were indispensible to this con-
struction of Englishness as a new form of ‘white’ male subjectivity.”14 
These black females were not considered British subjects, but were sub-
jugated. Their resistance was ignored, erased, or viewed as madness and/
or hysteria. Western literature since the nineteenth century reinforces this 
view, according to Anne McClintock, with the casting of female char-
acters as flawed objects. These women are mistakes who bring ruin and 
failure to privileged white males through what are deemed their “degen-
erative” and “behavioural flaws.”15 They are forced or coerced—espe-
cially those who are partly or wholly black—into internalizing personal 
and institutional abuses. Their “flaws,” viewed as “immoral” actions, 
become an obfuscation legitimizing dehumanization from miscegenation 
and slavery to unfair immigration policies.16

Hershini Bhana Young argues: “Illness must be seen as a logical con-
sequence of the physical, epistemic, discursive, and linguistic violence 
of the colonial and postcolonial machine.”17 She draws from Fanon’s 
ideas regarding the epidermalization of the colonized so that those who 
are oppressed internalize feelings of inferiority made manifest through 
the oppressor’s language and actions. Their psychic pain is contextual-
ized within the parameters of institutionalized racism and oppression. 
Contemporary feminist theorists have further “reinterpreted” notions 
of “hysteria” as “an expression of women’s anger [and] oppression,” 
according to Jane Ussher.18 In this view of hysteria, Lynette Goddard 
suggests that “women’s madness … [is] a resistance to patriarchy, a 
refusal to enter into the symbolic world where the laws of the father 



22   N. Caronia

prevail.”19 In promoting agency, hysteria and madness become choices 
women make to battle against “cultural racism and (hetero-) sexism.”20 
These women are responding to cultural norms that view them as objects 
or ignore them completely. Their behavior is not an obfuscation of but 
a response to dehumanization and erasure. There is an inherent dam-
age that these women bear, but the damage is recognized as an external 
force.

In The Emperor’s Babe, the British Empire does not exist. Zuleika 
writes her life story to avoid erasure. In carving out that space, she desta-
bilizes the familiar colonial and postcolonial tropes of the black female as 
blank canvas, muse, or madwoman in the attic.21 Zuleika is not marked 
impure or with a behavioral flaw. Her anger is not a strategic resistance 
to her husband’s denial of her position. She is not a postcolonial sub-
ject stuck in what Homi Bhabha has marked the “in-between” of “the 
colonialist Self and the colonized Other.”22 Like Proserpine, the goddess 
snatched from her home by her uncle and taken to live in the under-
world against her will, Zuleika is a child-woman who has no say in whom 
she marries or where she lives. Like Proserpine, she moves between 
two worlds, but Zuleika is not traveling between her husband’s and her 
mother’s homes, she is linguistically traveling between epochs.

Proserpine’s story occurs in her silence.23 In the earliest Greek and 
Roman texts, her abduction is told through her mother’s grief or her 
uncle’s privilege. Proserpine is a silent witness over whom the gods—
brothers and sisters—fight. The goddess emerges as a silent archetype 
for abused women and the road between childhood and womanhood. 
Zuleika’s narrative differs in that her experience and feelings are privi-
leged. Her voice is loud and insistent as she critiques Londinium society. 
Zuleika’s language upends dominant tales of a white British history. In 
establishing black female British presence in Britannia, Zuleika’s narra-
tive is a contrast not only to Charlotte Brontë’s Bertha or Jean Rhys’s 
Antoinette, women who embody the madness of the subjugated hybrid-
ized other, but also to white English embodied female protagonists like 
Elizabeth (Lizzie) Bennet.24

Zuleika and Lizzie are connected, if not through London, then 
through their mercantile fathers and upwardly mobile marriages. They 
possess intellect and stubbornness that bring them strife. They offer 
incisive critiques of the lives they are forced to live. But in Pride and 
Prejudice (1813), Lizzie’s commentary is focused on white English 
society and is used to find a man worthy of controlling her destiny. 
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A profitable marriage for the Bennet family is the end game in Lizzie’s 
social critique. Zuleika’s reflection begins after she is married and 
becomes aware of the horrors that being a Londinium wife and subject 
of Rome entails. She may be marginalized like Lizzie, but she is not a 
map holder waiting to discover where she will wind up. Zuleika is a map-
maker, “rewrite[ing]” Londinium history and etching the ignored and 
suppressed voice of the black female onto Britain’s literary and histori-
cal archives.25 She uses the analogy of Proserpine’s marriage to Pluto to 
clarify her situation, but she rejects silence and suppression. She is the 
embodiment of Fanon’s declaration: “I am not a potentiality of some-
thing; I am fully what I am.”26 Her verse illuminates the institutional, 
not personal, roots of madness and how privilege within this system 
allows her husband, the Roman senator; her father; and her lover, the 
Roman emperor, to behave abhorrently and reap benefits.

A Maddening Discourse

Since the Windrush’s arrival at London’s Tilbury Dock from Jamaica in 
1948, lawmakers have worked to disenfranchise the black British popula-
tion from citizenship rights in England. Kathleen Paul asserts lawmakers 
have refashioned policies continuously so that “residents of the United 
Kingdom [are viewed as] … white, Christian, conservative, and true 
custodians and owners of the title ‘British.’”27 In 1978, Prime Minister 
Thatcher declared: “[P]eople are really rather afraid that this country 
might be rather swamped by people with a different culture.”28 Those 
“rather afraid” were white and Thatcher’s swamping metaphor was the 
precursor for the 1981 British Nationality Act, which kept black British 
citizens from migrating to England.29

If policies like the 1981 British Nationality Act are the legal means 
to erase black British citizenry from England, London’s Millennium 
celebrations are a cultural displacement of maddening proportions. The 
Emperor’s Babe is a challenge, most directly, to the culturally myopic view 
that emanates from the rebranding effort of the New Labour Party in 
the 1990s. In BritainTM: Renewing Our Identity, Mark Leonard calls for 
a “renewal of identity,” recasting the “enormous success” of the British 
Empire for a twenty-first-century global economic model.30 Leonard 
argues for a return to how “our ancestors invented a new identity … free 
from any sentimental attachment to the traditions they had inherited.”31 
This avoidance of sentimentality is attached solely to the violence of 
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British expansionism. The economic successes of colonialism and globali-
zation are celebrated without any references to slavery or colonial expan-
sionism and include a “‘living museum of the future’ … or ‘Millennium 
City’ in Greenwich to act as a showcase of the future of health, learning, 
retailing, and democracy.”32 In contrast to the legal means used to dis-
enfranchise the black British population, the branding of Cool Britannia 
reduces migrants’ heritages to a Disney-like theme park attraction. 
Multiculturalism and globalization become touchstones upon which to 
re-inscribe white hegemonic authority, both economically and culturally.

Formed in 1993, London’s Millennium Commission was tasked with 
creating “a national ‘festival’” that would recall the Great Exhibition of 
1851 and the Festival of Britain in 1951, events that celebrated white 
British colonization.33 These preparations were, according to Denis 
Cosgrove and Luciana Martins, “locally significant in terms of urban 
regeneration, [but more important to] London’s claims to global cen-
trality: once represented through the figure of empire … [and] exer-
cised today largely through mastery of financial space/time in the City 
of London.”34 The commission chose site-specific installations along 
the Thames leading to Greenwich, where the Millennium Dome—now 
called the O2 Dome—would serve as the city’s centerpiece of the global 
future. Through Greenwich, which had been made the universal Prime 
Meridian in 1884, “London … proclaim[ed] … its centrality in the 
measurement of secular time and the representation of global space.”35,36 
Blair played upon this notion of space and time when he declared that 
children who visited the Millennial Dome should have “an experience so 
powerful and memories so strong that it gives them that abiding sense of 
purpose and unity that stays with them through the rest of their lives.”37 
He pushed this sentimental notion by claiming that the exhibits would 
serve as a reminder that Britain was not only “a country with a glori-
ous past,” but also one “with a powerful future.”38 Blair’s glorious past 
normalizes objectification, subjugation, and erasure in the same way that 
Thatcher’s swamping does. Blair, embracing this sentimental notion of 
the past, focused on a homogeneous economic enterprise and ignored 
those who do not further a global agenda except as public relations or 
tourist board fodder.

In thinking through slavery and post-slavery discourses of sex, vio-
lence, and desire, Christina Sharpe argues “the everyday mundane hor-
rors that aren’t acknowledged to be horrors” create a bridge between 
what is familiar and expected and what is violent and accepted.39 
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She  calls these connections “monstrous intimacies” and focuses on the 
subjugation and subjection of the black female subject from slavery to 
the present day. Like Sharpe’s construction of monstrous intimacies, 
Young suggests oppression is not a static or linear construction only 
affecting “the individual psyche in the present.”40 Those in the present 
have ingrained in their DNA a history of “the hegemonic quotidian vio-
lations of people and spirits long embroiled in colonial and postcolonial 
struggle.”41 Thatcher’s rhetoric of a homogeneous England conflates the 
familiar and violent through a national narrative that normalizes the con-
tinued legal scrutiny that is meted out to its black British citizens. Blair’s 
sentimental proclamation of a unified London ignores not only political 
and economic disenfranchisement but also a cultural displacement of the 
global city’s black citizens and their ancestors.

In meeting new global paradigms for economic wealth, memories of 
slave trading that occurred on and fueled the economic success of the 
docks along the north side of the Thames, across from the Millennium 
Dome, were eliminated from the millennium map. In the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries, these docks had been “funded primarily by 
the commercial and mercantile classes.”42 In the last 31 years of the 
trade—from 1776 to 1807, “more than 40 docks investors are identifi-
able as slave traders, and between them they organized half of the identi-
fied slave voyages” from London.43,44 These docks are also where Sarah 
Baartman, infamously named the Hottentot Venus, arrived in London 
in 1810. According to Natasha Gordon-Chipembere, Baartman “has 
been the object of an external gaze (in body and text) for 200 years.”45 
Baartman’s body was used as an economic model of success, and, 
through “scientific objectification,” proof of the white race’s superi-
ority.46 As Janell Hobson notes, Baartman’s body “was turned over to 
scientists by her ‘animal trainer’ in Paris in 1815” so that her “brain” 
and “genitalia” could be “pickled.”47 Like Spivak’s suggestion that 
Bhaduri’s suicide was a political act no one could read, any resistance on 
Baartman’s part was erased by the disavowal of her humanity.48

Slavery, whether institutional or insinuated, is the paradigmatic clash 
between economics and ethics. Thatcher’s and Blair’s rhetoric suggest 
that they map Great Britain, and London especially, as sites of what Paul 
Gilroy names, “natural, inevitable events.”49 Yes, slaveholding was ter-
rible, just as Baartman’s pickled genitalia are terrible, but that is not the 
present where one worries about swamping or maintaining the illusion 
of a glorious past. During the Millennium celebrations, the Thames was 
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integral to branding London as a space of global innovation and eco-
nomic growth and “‘race’ [was pushed] outside of history.”50 The 
river as a site of degradation and enslavement was ignored to map Cool 
Britannia onto present day London as another mode of “England for the 
English.”51,52

In The Emperor’s Babe, Zuleika’s language is a challenge to Blair’s sug-
gestion that British citizens focus on the glorious past in order to cre-
ate a powerful future. The glorious past Zuleika inhabits has no “English” 
citizens and those indigenous to the area are slaves fighting to return to 
the “jungle” of Britannia.53 Like Proserpine or Walter Benjamin’s angel 
of history, who is witness to eternity’s ever-growing “pile of debris,” 
Zuleika cannot turn away from the storm that “irresistibly propels [her] 
into the future to which [her] back is turned.”54 Zuleika sees the entirety 
of the past, not as “a chain of events” in a fixed linear story but as “one 
single catastrophe, which keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and 
hurls it in front of [her] feet.”55 This wreckage is a reminder that history 
repeats itself, but there is more to this repetition than an endless cycle 
of chaotic destruction. The “pile of debris” is humanity’s disavowal of 
responsibility—humanity creates the wreckage and is the wreckage.56 But 
unlike both the goddess and the angel of history, Zuleika is not a silent 
witness. She gives voice to how the debris manifests, and how her body 
is used to create that debris, and in that naming, she creates an expansive 
dialogic of the black female subject.

Zuleika is not a warrior like Virgil’s Aeneas, who establishes an 
empire, nor is she a postcolonial subject caught in the in-between like 
Gibreel Farishta and Saladin Chamcha in Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses 
(1988). She is a young and inconsequential black female whose self-
reflection and observations linguistically transform Londinium. She 
rejects sentimentality as a mode of discourse or survival and recognizes 
she must inscribe her place in Londinium. Her resistance is formed 
by what she can manage to control: her “magna opera of words.”57 
Her voice remains flexible and mobile, shifting as her circumstances 
change. She moves from self-identification as one of the “wild girls of 
Londinium” to her husband’s “Illa Bella Negreeta,” her declaration as 
The Emperor’s Babe, and her final naming that she is “Zuleika, / Who in 
her final summer/ Lived a life fuller than any other.”58 Her words rein-
force not only her existence but also her agency. Her perspective is an 
antidote to branding efforts that maintain the status quo.
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Zuleika pins herself with the moniker: “Londinium Tour Guide 
(Unofficial).”59 She is neither Lizzie Bennet nor Mary Poppins, dressed 
in a prim outfit, carrying an umbrella, and pointing out the monu-
ments; instead, she roams Cheapside with her “porcelain” skinned 
friend Alba.60 These pre-teens “tour the tenements / of Aldersgate,” 
“raid” a local bakery after closing where they find the owner dead “in a 
cloud of flour,” and “go to the [Thames], / sit on the beach, look out 
towards the marshy islands of Southwark, / and beyond to the jungle 
that was Britannia.”61 She and Alba are friends with Venus, neé Rufus, a 
Camulodunum-born transgender who owns “Spank … / a shop for the 
lady with a prick and no tits.”62,63 The trio interact with “the fucking 
Scots, Pict and Saxon Bastards” and the employees of Zuleika’s father’s 
shop, who are “Syrian, Tunisian, Jew, Persian, / hopefuls just off the 
olive barge from Gaul, / … anyone who’ll work for pebbles.”64

Zuleika’s tour offers nothing that is found in Thatcher’s or Blair’s 
speeches, or a Baedekers. She knows the out-of-the-way restaurants and 
shops touted in a Lonely Planet guide, not as someone who is searching 
for those places as an exotic experience of the local, but as a local who is 
claiming ownership of her space. She engages in discriminatory language 
regarding Britannia’s indigenous people, but Zuleika views her neighbor-
hood as an adventure with a rotating cast of zany, but not especially dan-
gerous, characters. She operates as a free agent and privileges an impure 
torrent of interaction as the foundation of the globalized metropolis. She 
is neither sentimental nor naïve enough to believe that anyone, except 
her friends Alba and Venus, are interested in her opinion. Her freedom 
of movement reveals how people use each other to gain access to goods, 
jobs, and sex.

Her understanding emanates from the knowledge, learned by 
“aged three,” that her brother, Catullus, would “inherit the key to the 
Kingdom of Pops.”65 She may be envious of her brother’s position as 
son and successor, but she also likes her unfettered independence since 
her parents do not pay much attention to her shenanigans. Zuleika’s 
only sense of herself as an object arrives by way of the neighborhood 
brothel’s pimp, “a Gaul with a wet donkey’s tail / of a moustache,” who 
tells her he “need[s] a Blackie” to complete “the Woppy, [the] Chinky, 
[the] Honky, [the] Paki, / [the] Gingery, [and the] Araby” prostitutes 
he already employs.66 His list reads like the possibilities on a contempo-
rary overseas sex tour, and Zuleika’s presence would round out his exotic 
product line.
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When the Roman patrician Felix “thrice [her] age and thrice [her] 
girth” spies Zuleika “at the baths of Cheapside,” he claims her for 
a more high-end and legal means of prostitution.67 Like a slave being 
looked over for flaws at the docks, Felix examines Zuleika and deems her 
a perfect specimen. She is a commodity to be sold by her father, who 
has waited for her to ripen like a prized vegetable. When she returns to 
her old block as Felix’s new bride, the local pimp is dumbfounded by 
her transformation into a “real uptown chick.”68 Her newly manicured 
body and the haute couture she wears remove her from his sphere on 
the cheap brothel circuit. Zuleika becomes the ultimate and untouch-
able commodity. The 11-year-old bride begins her confrontation with 
subjugation. Upward mobility comes at a cost to those not in a position 
to negotiate, and Zuleika pushes against this tide throughout her life. 
Naming herself a tour guide on the trip of her life gives her a measure 
of control as to how her story unfolds. She insists she is the explorer, not 
the object being explored.

Late twentieth-century Cool Britannia rebranding is undone by 
Zuleika’s role as witness and actor and “unsettles” what Gabriele Griffin 
argues is “the imaginary which nostalgically retains coloniality.”69 
Zuleika inserts her black body and voice into the annals of British his-
tory. Her writing reveals how the madness of power cannot be hidden by 
exhibits, laws, or sentimental declarations of the glorious past. That mad-
ness, whether locally, nationally, or globally controlled, resides not within 
black women’s psyches but is palpably expressed in, on, and about her 
body and the body of Londinium/London.

Recasting Time and Madness in the Global City

Zuleika’s husband Felix views Londinium as a “less than dazzling little 
colonia,” but when he spies the 11-year-old Zuleika at the baths, after 
years of “enjoy[ing] bachelorhood,” he is reminded “of the girls back 
in Ægyptus, / where [he] spent most of his teenage years” during his 
father’s reign as “governor.”70 He remembers these girls as “mysterious, 
dark ones” who “oil[ed] his limbs” and “waft[ed] soundlessly around 
him” as they did their duties.71 His is an exotic and sentimental render-
ing of the other. Like Thatcher and Blair, he has a mono-cultural and 
myopic view of history, connections, and rights. Felix’s needs supersede 
everyone else’s humanity.
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His possession of his “Illa Bella Negreeta” has to do with maintain-
ing an illusion of youth, virility, and desirability.72 Zuleika names Felix’s 
objectification of her an “awful desire,”  and unlike Elizabeth Bennet, 
Zuleika is not destined for a blissful ending.73 Felix traps her within a 
“white stucco villa [in] Cheapside”  that he inhabits only “three months 
a year.”74 When he is home, he uses her sexually without thought for her 
desire or physical limitation. She regularly “pass[es] … out” during inter-
course, but Felix continues to pleasure himself with her body.75 Zuleika 
likens the “villa with its very own latrina” to the underworld and Felix is 
a Pluto who demands his child bride is compliant.76

Like Proserpine’s mother Ceres, Zuleika’s mother has no say in 
Zuleika’s fate. Her father, acting as Jupiter, eagerly accepts Felix’s mar-
riage proposal since the suitor is a “hot-shot senator in Rome.”77 This 
union will elevate the merchant to the position of “father-in-law to 
Lucius Aurelius Felix, no less.”78 As a merchant and an immigrant, he 
focuses on selling product and investing wisely. Zuleika’s father will allow 
nothing to stand in his way of becoming a top tier merchant along the 
Thames. The phrase “no less” tagged onto his son-in-law’s title suggests 
Zuleika’s father has been hopeful that his daughter would bring a good 
price. His exploitation of her is a business transaction to enlarge his mer-
cantile territory. He risks his daughter’s well-being for economic stability 
and status.

Felix’s sister Antistia reinforces Zuleika’s place as possession with the 
warning, after 3 years of marriage, that Zuleika is “no longer a nov-
elty.”79 She reminds the now-teenage wife that “[she] will never be one 
of us” and her position is limited by how long she continues to delight 
Felix.80 The phrase “never be one of us” echoes Thatcher’s swamping 
metaphor but also recalls more emphatically Enoch Powell’s 1968 speech 
to the London Rotary Club where he ended with his assessment that 
“the West Indian or Asian does not, by being born in England, become 
an Englishman. In law, he becomes a United Kingdom Citizen by birth; 
in fact he is a West Indian or an Asian still.”81 In suggesting Zuleika can 
never be Roman, Antistia’s rhetoric echoes Powell’s and Thatcher’s sen-
timental constructions of national identity, ownership, and race.

Antistia and Felix’s privilege is an exhibition of “behavioural flaws”  
reserved in nineteenth- and twentieth-century Western discourse for 
those of Zuleika’s station.82 When Antistia visits, Felix “bolt[s Zuleika’s 
bedroom] door” after dinner.83 He is not protecting her; he is monop-
olizing his favorite “objet d’art.”84 He wants no one else to possess 
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Zuleika. When she hears children’s “screams” from behind the door, 
Zuleika empathizes.85 Like the painful sex she endures with Felix, she 
recognizes their pain is for others’ entertainment.

Zuleika views sex as a duty to be performed and to recover from. She 
believes she has a choice, even if the children she hears do not. Once she 
meets the emperor Severus, who wears Armani and shouts “Basta” to his 
adoring masses, Zuleika recasts her notions of sex and desire.86 She names 
the  emperor as her sexual object in spite of Alba and Venus’s admonish-
ments: “He’ll be having a different townie tart every night.”87 Though 
Zuleika’s desire objectifies him in the way contemporary culture objec-
tifies and elevates celebrities, the emperor’s view of Zuleika is similar to 
Felix’s. She reminds Severus of a “desert girl in Londinium. So beauti-
ful,” and he feels a nostalgic connection to home in her presence.88 He 
promises Zuleika that he will “take [her] out of the city, many times” 
to “Greenwich,”  “Hyde “Park,” and “the jungle of Notting Hill,” but 
he can offer her nothing beyond a quick affair, leaving her vulnerable 
to  Felix’s jealousy and rage.89 Zuleika blinds herself to danger even as 
her verse reveals the emperor’s objectification of her. She thinks Severus 
will make her “world larger,” but this expansion is contingent upon her 
sexual availability.90 If Felix views her as his personal exotic re-creation of 
home, the emperor casts Zuleika as a sentimental vision of home. Felix 
and Severus cannot imagine who Zuleika is in their absence.

When Severus takes her to the opening of the new “Mithras 
Gladiators Training Academia” in Greenwich, the event is a boring job 
for him, but to Zuleika the suppression, submission, and sacrifice in the 
arena is a metaphor for the collective madness in her life.91 Zuleika’s per-
spective is a reclamation of Greenwich, not as a site of Great Britain’s 
control of global space and time, but as the place where the attempt to 
control time and space can most blatantly be viewed as depraved and 
mad. The opening is a chaotic event where the “ecstatic crowds” roar 
“Vivat Emperor Sevva!” to garner attention and feel part of the emper-
or’s visit.92 Like any good politician, Severus “smil[es] indulgently” and 
“swish[es] his toga like a toreador” at his constituents.93 Zuleika, part of 
“[h]is posse of the great, good and yours truly,” lives vicariously through 
the crowd’s adoration of their emperor.94 Her epoch-hopping slang 
recalls the chaos that ensues whenever Princess Diana or One Direction 
makes a public appearance. The horde’s uproar elevates everyone’s status 
and concretizes positions of power. Everyone is a supporting character in 
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the emperor’s visit—an appearance legitimizing the Roman colony as an 
important global metropolis.

Zuleika desires to “straddle [the emperor, and] send the masses into 
a frenzy” in order to concretize her own position.95 Her choice of the 
word “frenzy” does not signal the “degenerative” and “behavioural 
flaws”  found in women of the British empire, but does suggest that 
the ability to create a frenzy in others is one way to be noticed.96 This 
“frenzy” garners attention if not remembrance. Zuleika imagines her 
exhibitionism as a declaration of ownership, her “shiny, black, shimmer-
ing arse” hanging out for the entire arena to witness.97 This exposure of 
her backside, a sly recognition of Baartman, reveals her desire to be seen 
and the impossibility of that occurring. She craves the power she imagi-
nes her husband, her father, and her emperor possess, but she is unable 
to imagine a powerful female persona beyond sex or commodity.

In casting herself as an “objet d’art,” she declares her desire to legiti-
mate her connection to the emperor.98 She wants to “SHOCK [THE] 
NATION” in order to receive “recognition” and “commitment.”99 She 
wants to “straddle him” in public in order to see her name “sprawled 
all over the Daily Looking Glass,” an anachronistic reference to London’s 
Daily Mirror.100 The gossip and half-truths found in tabloids are a means 
of safety, even if an infamous act causes her visibility. Her daydream 
reveals her fear. She is not the emperor’s “official consort.”101 Whether 
visible or invisible, legitimate affair or not, she has been in danger from 
the moment Severus’s “desert eyes … roam[ed] over / [her] voluptuous 
corpus.”102 He made her body his temple during his stay in Londinium, 
which he views as “pigs’ ca ca in comparison” to the beauty of his home: 
the Sahara.103 He is, like Felix, solipsistic and does not recognize or 
care about the danger Zuleika faces once he leaves the Roman colony of 
Londinium.

When the gladiators are “marched / into the arena,” Zuleika learns the 
truth hidden from readers in tabloids, historical accounts, and branding 
initiatives.104 The well-oiled “Über-hunks” who were “Guests of Honor 
at feasts” are absent. Zuleika sees “old slaves, convicts, / Christians, pris-
oners of war and the poor.”105,106 She is surprised by “the back row [of] 
female[s],” “beast-fodder, several noticeably pregnant.”107 There is noth-
ing glorious about what happens to “beast-fodder.”108 These women’s 
appearances are not a marker of individual “degenerative” and “behav-
ioural flaws,” but society’s collective fear and depravity.109
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Zuleika has learned to internalize the irrational rationality of the 
power dynamic. She embraces her ability to dress as she wants and has 
happily purchased personal slaves—Valeria and Aemilia, “two ginger girls 
… captured / up north the freckled sort (typical / of Caledonians)”—
who resent her attempts to have them conform.110 But the women in the 
arena compromise Zuleika’s ability to hide behind the limited privilege 
of her marriage and her affair.

At the end of the games, “five pacing lions were rolled noisily / across 
the sand by mules,” before the “five naked women,” like Proserpine 
emerging from the underworld, are led out of a trapdoor.111 They do 
not speak; they cannot since they are “gagged,” “chained at the wrists 
and ankles … [and] heavy with child.”112 Unlike the goddess, there will 
be no return for these women. They are not deity or human but animals 
led to the slaughter. They cannot compete against the lions; they are not 
meant to be a challenge. These women are the ultimate construction of 
devocalization and erasure. Only Zuleika’s phrasing, “heavy with child” 
is a reminder that the women are human.113 They would give birth to 
another human being: an infant, not a cub or a calf. Their “wild-eyed” 
demeanor is the only clue they are terrified.114 This fear is legitimate. 
There is no recourse or escape from the hungry lions. The crowd too is 
trapped—everyone must conform to and accept this equation. Sacrificing 
these women means survival for another day, especially for those at the 
margins of power like Zuleika.

The women’s annihilation occurs during the hottest portion of the 
day, when “[t]he amphitheatre was a brazier, / [making] it … too hot 
to look up at the sky.”115 The heat of the sun forces the crowd to set 
their gaze onto center stage. The entire arena, including the musicians, is 
silent for the first time since the games begin. The lion’s lunch could be 
an engrossing puppet show or temple ritual. No longer locked behind a 
bedroom door, Zuleika, like the masses, must watch as the lions devour 
the women. Only the lions chomping on “chunks // for the butcher’s 
block: raw tenderloin/ breast, brain, liver, heart” break this silence.116 
These women may be reduced to beef stew, but under the blazing sun 
Zuleika names their humanity. She transgresses what is normally hid-
den behind flowery language like glorious past and swamping. She details 
what remains of these women’s human features: “breast, brain, liver, 
and heart.”117 She names those body parts and organs that allow these 
women to nurture, to think and to feel. The last detail of their living has 
to do with their hearts, the organ that opens itself to love. Their deaths, 
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a phantasmagoria of horror and human remains, shore up her lover’s 
position and keep those who would climb higher in place.

The pregnant women’s sacrifice reveals the vulnerable position in 
which everyone lives. Their deaths are an acknowledgement of the power 
constructions that force the crowd to worship the emperor no mat-
ter what he does or does not do. No one turns away or raises a voice 
in horror or consternation—no one attempts to stop the killings. It is a 
collective madness designed to maintain the status quo. To negate the 
women’s presence as life and life force acknowledges the crowd’s posi-
tion both as decision-makers and the negation of real decision-making. 
The emperor’s presence forces everyone, including Severus, into a sub-
missive posture.

This scene is devoid of Zuleika’s joyous anachronistic declarations of 
a cool Londinium. Her couplets throw back the veil on the dehumaniza-
tion of females in and through global time and space. As the angel of 
history and kindred spirit of Proserpine, Queen of the Dead, Zuleika’s 
recording of this scene can be piled onto the endless number of slaves 
who have been erased from the annals of British history. No names, no 
histories, and in the case of slavery, no final scene or tableau—only the 
internalization of what has been lost by those who continue to lose.

Brody suggests that “the unspeakable cannot be rendered forever 
inexpressible; the most persistent mode of forgetting is memory imper-
fectly deferred.”118 Until the scene in the arena, Zuleika’s recollections 
minimize what has happened to her and what occurs around her. She 
has placed uncomfortable feelings in her “Pandora’s Box.”119 These 
women’s end unleashes Zuleika’s suppressed memories. The pregnant 
women’s total debasement and objectification mirrors Zuleika’s relation-
ship with her husband—how her father sold her, how her sister-in-law 
Antistia views her, how Felix and his sister treat their entertainment, and 
how she treats her personal slaves.

She recognizes in their deaths her fear of erasure. When the orches-
tra breaks the silence, the crowd, including Zuleika, “stood / and 
roared.”120 The sassy girl disappears behind “boiling red drops” of tears 
as she remembers “the girl / who so long ago had been stillborn // 
inside the woman.”121 Like these women, she has been dehumanized. 
She has pretended that painful, violent sex is the only price for living in 
the “villa with its very own latrina.”122 When Felix returns home after 
each of his trips, she needs “months of recuperation” after the doc-
tor’s “sewing is undone” from her husband’s tearing of her genitalia.123  
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In the arena, Zuleika understands Felix will never recognize her human-
ity. As a Roman citizen, he does not need to humanize or empathize 
with her. Recalling the collective sexual abuse meted out by her husband 
as one endless string of nights where she “woke up … in the Kingdom of 
the Dad, Dead, Father,” Zuleika cries for the first time since her wedding 
night.124 More than the empathetic stance she takes upon hearing the 
children crying in her home, Zuleika understands how the lions’ appetite 
mirrors those around her. She is everyone’s prey.

Through her tears, Zuleika recognizes she cannot escape her husband’s 
depravity any more than those women could have triumphed over the 
lions. She wants to believe the emperor will protect her and disregards his 
inability or desire to intervene for the pregnant women. She ignores the 
emperor’s view of her. Theirs is a public affair—they meet at the theater, he 
invites himself to her home, he takes her to the arena—all of these things 
amuse him. She amuses him. Sexual intimacy allows him to indulge nostal-
gically for a place to which he will never return. He is a lion, momentarily 
sated. She will be forgotten the moment he leaves Londinium.

After the arena, he whisks her from Greenwich to Notting Hill for 
an overnight. This Notting Hill is not an affluent and upscale neighbor-
hood filled with trendy high-end shops and restaurants but an untamed 
“jungle” where the surrounding area must be cleared by the emperor’s 
“soldiers [who] … cut … a path with axes.”125 Severus is “Pluto,” driv-
ing “four furious stallions” “in an open carriage” “down the Strand,” 
“[up] the winding path of Haymarket,” “over the sloping grassland of 
Mayfair,” and “across the wheatfields of Hyde Park.”126 This shift in how 
she views her lover is the only indication of her doubt with regard to 
his intentions. Like Felix, Severus is god of the underworld. They arrive 
to a quiet domestic setup of a Bedouin tent with accouterments for a 
prolonged sexual encounter. There are soldier camps “stationed at every 
stage // of the journey … // and beyond to Kensington High and way 
out to Fulham.”127 The implications are clear—wherever the emperor 
travels, he sets aside time for extracurricular activities and makes sure he 
is safe and satisfied.

If Zuleika is Severus’s return to a nostalgic imaginary of home, she is 
also a receptacle for his sexual needs. She “squeeze[s]” and “massage[s]” 
his “tension” away—a tension perhaps created by the arena’s games.128 
Her witnessing of the women’s deaths shifts her demeanor and she 
becomes aggressive, tying the emperor’s hands. Severus views Zuleika’s 
action as a game of “slap and tickle.”129 His smile pushes his lover to 
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more aggressive actions and she “slap[s]” him, “kick[s him] hard in the 
ribs,” and forces him to crawl on his “tied hands and knees” through the 
mud.130 His response to her heightened aggression is to call her a “silly 
girl” and “laugh… / hysterically like a naughty child.”131 He cannot 
acknowledge Zuleika’s anger as hers, but views it as an act to heighten 
his sexual pleasure. Zuleika’s perspective reveals his edge; the emperor 
becomes hysterical when he is not in control. She forces Severus into 
a state of feminized disempowerment—the position the women in the 
arena held, the space Zuleika holds in her marriage. On the margins of 
the metropolis and in the wilds of Britannia, Zuleika refuses erasure.

If Greenwich is the site of death and destruction on a global scale, 
Zuleika inscribes Notting Hill as the site where she claims the fullness of 
her emotional expression. She moves from the margins of power to the 
central power, although it cannot be maintained. She repeats the question 
“who’s the boss now?” until the emperor stops laughing. Only when he 
cries, “you are the boss … // Don’t leave me now, come home / with 
me, // maman, take me home,” does she offer him sexual completion.132 
Zuleika, as Proserpine, unleashes her rage. Her fury reveals the god Pluto 
to be a lost boy searching for home. The emperor, the ultimate symbol of 
imperial and political power, only maintains control if he is not challenged. 
Zuleika, the symbol of the marginalized and erased black British female, 
acts out violently in the manner others have acted upon her. As the cou-
ple orgasms, their bodies covered in mud, Zuleika fantasizes a married life 
with the emperor “on the Palatine Hill” complete with a daughter named 
“Claudia.”133 Under her aggressive, angry stance is her fantasy, never spo-
ken, of being loved. This feeling is, perhaps, the first emotion hidden in 
her “Pandora’s box.”134 Growing up with parents who did not love each 
other, witnessing the lack of love in the relationships around her, and 
being married to man who views her as a possession, Zuleika suppresses 
any need for love. Her disorientation and confusion in Notting Hill ema-
nates from her knowledge that Severus, like Felix, is a Pluto who would 
dismiss her vulnerability and desire. Her rage is grounded in the knowl-
edge that she is lovable and deserves to be seen and heard.

Resituating the Word

In The Emperor’s Babe, Zuleika responds to madness, but that madness 
is not in and of itself hers. Her insistence on her right to exist and act 
is not a psychological instability due to “degenerative” or “behavioural 
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flaws.”135 She may, for a time, internalize the notions of inferiority 
pushed upon her, but even before she expresses her rage on the emperor, 
she has already asserted: “Civis Romana sum”—I am a Roman citizen.136 
This statement is legally untrue, but in mapping her history, she concre-
tizes her place as a female of the Roman Empire and a black woman of 
British history.

Zuleika’s use of the Proserpine myth foregrounds her freedom before 
marriage and details how a child-woman negotiates the space of marriage 
when she is subjugated. Zuleika’s narrative departs from Proserpine’s 
story not only by privileging the subjugated individual’s perspective but 
also by detailing her relationship with her mother. Ceres is a fertility god-
dess and sister to Pluto and Jupiter, Proserpine’s father. She searches 
for and fights to rescue her daughter from an untenable situation. She 
engages with her brothers in a battle, forcing them to return Proserpine 
to her. In fighting for Proserpine, Ceres expresses her agency. Zuleika’s 
mother is no Ceres. Her grief is a miasma of unending sorrow connected 
to the loss of her homeland.

In contrast to Toni Morrison’s Beloved (1987), where Sethe, as a 
combination of Ceres and Medea, is the main figure searching for under-
standing and forgiveness, Zuleika’s mother is a shadow figure who has 
no power or influence over her daughter. In Beloved, Sethe insists she did 
not abandon her daughter Beloved or her sons but commits infanticide 
to save them from the degradation of slavery. Sethe’s grief is central to 
Beloved’s visibility. Without Sethe, Beloved cannot and would not have 
anyone to whom she could return. Once Sethe connects to her commu-
nity and receives forgiveness for her actions, Beloved literally combusts. 
Beloved is the articulation of her mother’s need for forgiveness from 
her community. She is a ghost who haunts everyone’s freedom. In The 
Emperor’s Babe, Zuleika’s mother has no community to help her navigate 
her grief and isolation. She becomes a shadow figure in Zuleika’s narra-
tive.

If Ceres weeps until her daughter returns to her, Zuleika’s mother 
gives her a “loving embrace” at her wedding.137 Zuleika calls this last 
show of affection “a performance.”138 If her mother is distraught, 
Zuleika will never know. Her mother is caught in the underworld, 
married to her brother, both children to one of King Meroe’s concu-
bines. They are “a human chain, belonging to King Meroe, / with no 
breakages for generations.”139 Zuleika cannot unwind if her mother is 
“[her] aunt,” if she is her mother’s “daughter and niece,” or “[her] own 
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cousin.”140 The mother/daughter relationship has been tainted by the 
imperial construction of Meroe, but her mother is grief-stricken at the 
loss of that lineage. She is psychically damaged, which causes her to dis-
miss the needs and the safety of her daughter.

As a child, Zuleika watches as her father uses her mother’s “sweet 
cakes” to set up his first “kerb[-side]” business.141 Like Ceres, her 
mother is analogous to nurturance. In addition to mothering two chil-
dren, she feeds the people through her cakes. She receives no credit for 
her work and recognizes she cannot care about Zuleika since her daugh-
ter is a commodity to be sold by her husband. The only time Zuleika’s 
mother relaxes or shows affection is when “she rocked [her son] Catullus 
/ to sleep.”142 Zuleika cannot turn to this damaged woman, a victim 
who has internalized the inferiority of a maddened system, any more 
than her mother can reach out to her daughter.

Zuleika is left alone to negotiate how to survive the lion’s den of 
Londinium, but this solitude forces her to claim her place in the metrop-
olis. Zuleika, at 11 years of age, cannot comprehend the psychic dev-
astation from which she and her mother suffer. Her mother is married 
to her brother in a loveless marriage, far from anything or anyone who 
is familiar. She hides behind “voluminous / black robes over her head, 
slumped / into a corner, still as a sack of potatoes.”143 She is caught in 
the in-between and “yearn[s]” ceaselessly “for the city of Meroe, and 
safety.”144 She cannot comprehend how Meroe is not a safe space any 
more than Zuleika is able to ask for help. Only her father—who states: 
“When you’re a slave you dream of either / owning slaves or freeing 
them”—is glad for his ability to create his own destiny after “a famine, 
plague or flood,” killed the king and allowed him and his wife/sister to 
migrate with Zuleika.145 As a freed male, that is her father’s birthright, 
but Zuleika and her mother’s choices are narrower.

Zuleika maintains a practicality regarding her marriage. She views it 
as a business transaction for her husband’s pleasure and her father’s eco-
nomic gain. This male privilege highlights how those with institutional 
power are cognizant only of their “desire,”  whether carnal, materialis-
tic or political.146 The women become minor voices in the weaving of 
the dominant script. Like Proserpine, her arranged marriage forces 
her to mature quickly. The upward mobility of which she and Alba 
dreamed turns out to be far from fact. They imagined that they “were 
gonna steal from the rich, // give to the poor … // live in one of 
them mansions // with a thousand slaves feeding us cakes.”147 Instead, 
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Zuleika’s married life clamps down on her freedom. She cannot spend 
money, take a walk, or visit with friends without Felix’s permission. She 
doesn’t have a thousand slaves who wait on her lovingly. She wants her 
personal slaves, Valeria and Aemilia, to be her “devotees,” but instead 
Valeria insists that her “Mammy an Faither were chieftens.”148 Zuleika 
dismisses her claims with a “where had I heard that before,” but wor-
ries that “these wretched girls will play [her] / like a lyre.”149 After she 
denies their request for “manumission,” she feels “pure odium ooz-
ing out of every freckled pore / in their bodies.”150 They view her as 
“Public Enemy Numerus Primus” and they turn on her once her lover, 
the emperor, is dead (The Emperor’s Babe 209). In exchanging informa-
tion with Felix about her affair with Severus, these women gain their 
freedom and flee Londinium. They refuse to play by Zuleika’s rules and 
reject her view that “life began for the girls when we met.”151 If Zuleika 
embraces her role as their master out of some sense of wanting to control 
someone’s life, they refuse to accept her colonization of them. Zuleika 
uses these females to give herself a sense of privilege, but she forgets that 
her position is a temporary one gained, ostensibly, through her body, like 
theirs, being sold to the highest bidder. For her slaves, Zuleika’s affair 
becomes information to be traded for freedom.

Felix’s discovery of her affair unleashes a misogynistic and classist rant. 
He believes that he “created a lady / out of a sewer rat” and her affair 
has made him a “laughing stock.”152 His outrage echoes Enoch Powell’s 
“Rivers of Blood” speech where Powell suggests that in order to avoid 
a “preventable evil”—“a black man [having] the whip hand over the 
white man”—it would be best if Commonwealth Black citizens did not 
migrate to England since allowing them any legal sanctions was akin to 
giving them the upper hand.153 Gilroy argues, “[Powell’s] horror was at 
the prospect of blacks being afforded limited legal protection and it was 
this debasement of the legal sanctions which appalled him rather than the 
issues of mass migration itself.”154 Similarly, Felix rethinks his placement 
of Zuleika in a high position within his household. His idea of trust, like 
Powell’s desire to control the movements of the Black Commonwealth 
citizen, is to lock Zuleika away and allow her in public only when he 
deems necessary. He is “utterly humiliated” when he realizes his cage has 
not held her.155 He has no understanding of how she was able to gain 
closer access to the emperor than he ever did. Zuleika has learned what 
it means to be a “victim,” she refuses the trope and now she is a “threat” 
to Felix’s manhood and privilege.156
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Antistia has made Zuleika feel subordinate since the Roman siblings 
“had dined with the emperor’s children, [while Zuleika’s] father spoke 
pidgin-Latin, / [and they] ate off [their] laps in the doorway,” but this 
couplet belies the fact that Felix has never met the emperor.157 Felix rec-
ognizes too late that the Libyan born emperor Severus has played him 
a fool and sent him “to lead a trading / expedition to India” in order 
to fuck his “Illa Bella Negreeta.”158 His rage is directed not at the affair 
proper, but at his lack of control over her person and his awareness of 
misreading his wife’s character. Despite his “selfish[ness],” emanating 
from the fear he has married beneath him, he feels he has been bested.159 
If he had set up their meeting and orchestrated the emperor sleeping 
with Zuleika for profit, he would not be angry. It is not about the sex. 
Felix has not recognized that his “knock-out objet d’art” has a power 
and intellect separate from him.160 She has been able to reach further, 
without the proper pedigree, than he ever could.

He reasserts the only control he has ever had over her—the power 
of life and death. He forces his servant Tranio to poison Zuleika with 
“arsenicum hidden in spicy sauces.”161 Like Proserpine, Zuleika unwit-
tingly eats food that will send her to the land of the dead. Felix’s privi-
lege allows him to run away and clothe himself in the falsity that he is the 
one who has been wronged. He leaves before the poison takes full effect, 
rendering him innocent of Zuleika’s murder and travels to Severus’s 
funeral in Rome. Felix must act as if he is ignorant to the emperor’s cuck-
olding of him, but he is not the victim as Mr. Darcy is constructed. Felix’s 
behavioral flaws of pride, selfishness, and depravity are presented as a 
counter to Zuleika’s integrity. She refuses to ask her friends Alba or Venus 
for assistance in escaping since she knows: “Felix would hunt [her] down 
and make them pay.”162 She cannot “be angry with [Tranio]. … Because 
he had not spilled the beans, / as he should have” (The Emperor’s Babe 
243). She refuses to escape her “fate” and views “the actual act of dying 
[as] mere procedure.”163 She suggests, “Felix isn’t a bad man …. He’s 
the person he was brought up to be,” which is, ironically, a bad man and 
a mad man.164 Her ability to place her friends’ and servants needs over 
her own and to have compassion for her husband, negates Felix’s passive 
aggressive reassertion of his power over her. His right has nothing to do 
with Zuleika’s humanity. When he sees that she is not mere ornamenta-
tion, and that he could have a real relationship with her as his partner, the 
lifeblood of Londinium, he instead views her agency and self-definition as 
an insult to his position. He chooses to destroy her.
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Zuleika avoids the “crisis of genesis narratives” where contamination 
is connected to “the race that strays too far from its proper place.”165 
She has not strayed from imperial constructions of power; her hus-
band has not seen her humanity—he is the one who is mad. She has 
not strayed, but accepts her place as a trophy wife and mistress to the 
emperor; her husband has ignored her humanity—he is the one who 
is mad. He cannot fathom how high she has flown within the imperial 
construction of power. Her residence in the “villa, grander than any 
[she] and Alba / imagined” is a place of outward beauty, but inward 
degeneration.166 Greenwich and the arena are the eye of the storm, 
but what occurs on the block with the “white stucco villas” is marked 
on Zuleika’s map of Londinium as the dark side of town. The heart 
of Londinium is not where the expensive houses and pampered people 
reside; it is located where people, in all their permutations commingle. 
Her remapping of the city forces Felix to recognize her humanity or 
destroy her. Like Proserpine, Zuleika’s “metamorphosis,” initiated by 
her abductor and acted out with her lover, acknowledges the madness 
of desire—her husband’s, the emperor’s, and, by proxy, the Roman 
empire’s.167

In The Emperor’s Babe, Zuleika cannot avoid the psychic devastation 
of ongoing abuse and marginalization. Once she “articulates” her posi-
tion within her husband’s household and becomes cognizant of her rage 
and need for love, she succumbs to some of the pleasures her position 
enables, but this agency compromises her husband’s sense of control.168

Zuleika’s negotiation of the power dynamics within her household 
reveals the depravity and double-dealing necessary to maintain hier-
archal models of success. At the same time, her epoch-skipping verse 
upends notions of present-day homogenization and purity in London. 
As Londinium’s mapmaker, Zuleika decimates the false strength of those 
in power in Rome, but as the angel of history, she smashes notions of 
Cool Britannia and London’s role in the continued oppression of the 
Commonwealth’s black citizens. Her narrative is a transgressive and radi-
cal act of self-formation pushing against erasure and marginalization. Her 
life is an indictment of those, like Thatcher and Blair, who view history 
through a monochromatic, sentimental lens of lies and obfuscation. She 
upends Millennium celebrations that whitewash British expansionism and 
writes herself into the annals of British history. She maps her life—a life 
that may not change legal policy but serves as the lifeblood of the global 
metropolis.
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