INTRODUCTION

ere is a riddle about contemporary French
literature: which maverick of French academe proudly refers to his cannibalistic ancestors? Which
major surrealist poet has held a deputy’s seat in the French Assembly for thirty-seven years? Which
teacher of dead classical languages ended up creating a new one? What member of the world
intelligentsia makes himself totally and directly accessible to a constituency of underprivileged blacks?
Which major postwar poet is also a major playwright? Which French mayor and member of the
parliament commutes to his municipality over the Atlantic? What well-known statesman periodically
voices his skepticism about power? What apostle of decolonization once sought the status of a French
department for his country? Although each of these questions might have more than one answer,
together they could only receive one: Aimé Césaire. Over several decades, Césaire has worn many hats
and has been many different things to many people. No wonder, then, that as late as 1965, Michel
Leiris found it normal to open an essay on the Martinican writer with the question, “Who is Aimé
Césaire?”! We shall attempt to answer this question in the present introduction.

Aimé Césaire was born in 1913 in Basse-Pointe, a small town on the northeast coast of Martinique
which lies in the shadow of the volcano Mont Pelée. He was the second of six children. Aimé’s mother
was a dressmaker and his father a local tax inspector. Under the tutelage of his grandmother, Eugénie,
Aimé learned to read and write French by the age of four. While the Césaire family did not belong to
the class of illiterate agricultural laborers that made up the vast majority of black Martinicans, they
were poor. Unlike most Martinicans, however, the family made an ongoing effort to inculcate French
cultural norms. By the time Aimé was eleven, the Césaires had moved to Fort-de-France, the capital of
Martinique, where Aimé was able to attend the Lycée Schoelcher, the only secondary school for all of
Guadeloupe, French Guiana, and Martinique, until after the Second World War.

Creole is the first language of all black Martinicans but to be exclusively a Creole speaker shows an
inferior social position. It is indicative of the Césaires’ middle-class aspirations that Aimé’s father read
the children the French prose classics and the poetry of Victor Hugo instead of telling them stories in
Creole. Césaire, as a matter of fact, has never to this day envisioned Creole as a vehicle for Martinican
cultural expression.

The abundance of Martinican fauna and flora in his poetry probably has as its first cause the
influence of a teacher he studied with at the Lycée Schoelcher. Eugéne Revert taught geography and
attempted to interest his students in the peculiar geographical characteristics of Martinique at a time
when standard examination questions were based on mainland French history and geography. It was
also Revert who identified Césaire as a candidate for France’s highest liberal arts institution, the Ecole
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Normale Supérieure in Paris, and recommended him as well for the Parisian Lycée Louis-le-Grand, at
which, in September, 1931, he began to prepare for entrance to “Normale.”

While at the Lycée Schoelcher in Fort-de-France, Césaire had met Léon-Gontran Damas from
French Guiana, who would later join him in formulating the notion of negritude. At the Lycée
Louis-le-Grand in Paris, he was befriended by Léopold Senghor from Sénégal. In 1934 Damas and
Senghor started a newspaper, L’Etudiant noir, which intended to bring together students from
Africa and those from the West Indies and was to be a matrix for the concept of negritude. The West
Indians Léonard Sainville and Aristide Maugée and the Senegalese Birago Diop and Ousmane Socé
also belonged to this cénacle. In the circle of L’ Etudiant noir, Césaire met a young Martinican woman,
Suzanne Roussy, whom he married in 1937 and who would later participate as a full partner in the
magazine Tropiques. It is also during this period that Césaire took classes from Professor Le Senne at
Ecole Normale. Le Senne’s works on human and racial typology probably contributed to orienting
Césaire and his friends toward the concept of a black cultural archetype which transcended geograph-
ical boundaries.

Whereas a concise appreciation of American black poetry was not to appear until the July 1941
issue of Tropiques, two years after the Césaires’ return to Martinique, the Harlemn Renaissance was well
known to black students in Paris during the early thirties. Speaking of this period, Senghor, who went
on to become a poet and the President of Sénégal, has written: “We were in contact with these black
Americans [Claude McKay, Jean Toomer, Langston Hughes, and Countee Cullen] during the years
1929—1934, through Mademoiselle Paulette Nardal, who, with Dr. Sajous, a Haitian, had founded
the Revue du Monde Noir. Mademoiselle Nardal kept a literary salon, where African Negroes, West
Indians, and American Negroes used to get together.”? While the black writers of the United States
made a profound impression on Césaire, Senghor’s statement should be qualified: Césaire himself had
little contact with these salons “for reasons that are indicative of his own social origins and his future
evolution. He considered them too bourgeois, too mulatto—a term that described quite perfectly the
Martinican middle class at the time—and too Catholic.”?

The Jamaican-born Claude McKay appears to be the Harlem Renaissance writer who gave
Césaire the most to think about. McKay’s novel Banjo, published in French in 1928, offered an
explanation for the alienation of black intellectuals everywhere. McKay saw it in the loss of a folk
tradition, with its concomitant folk wisdom, as well as in the deep inferiority complex of blacks,
brought about by the need to imitate the “civilized” white, and to stifle in themselves anything that
might appear strange and unique. For McKay, such negativity had a positive aspect: the very
backwardness and unadaptability of the black race might be seen as preserving a vital resource, a close
biological kinship to the primitive earth. Although Césaire’s actual contacts with the black American
writers belong mostly to this early period, their timing was important as the Americans’ “primitivism”
gave a conternporary focus to ideas he was getting through Frobenius in an even more massive dose.

In Tropiques 2 (July1941) Césaire wrote an introduction to a translated selection of poems by
James Weldon Johnson, Jean Toomer, and Claude McKay, but his own poetry does not draw on their
forms of expression. As a writer who had repressed his own Creole background and was at this time
being influenced stylistically by the imaginative synthesis promised by French surrealism, he re-
sponded to the Harlem Renaissance writers mainly as a new collective black voice. They provided him
with a gate through which he could glimpse a sense of interiority and wholeness. He summed up his
feelings about the black Americans in the following way:* “From this poetry, which might seem like the
sort Valéry called ‘loose,” ‘defenseless,” written only to the rthythm of a juvenile spontaneity, at the exact
point of intersection between the ego and the world, a drop of blood oozes. A drop. But it is
blood. . . . There is its value: to be open to man in his wholeness.” And Césaire praised the new
generation of black writers in these words: “the ordinary Negro, the everyday Negro, whose grotesque
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or exotic aspect an entire literature is bent upon finding, the black poet makes him a hero; he describes
him seriously, with passion and the limited power of his art—Dby a miracle of love—succeeds, where
more considerable means fail, in suggesting even those inner forces which command destiny.” “The
spectacle of crude puppets,” Césaire concluded, “has been replaced by that of a new way of suffering,
dying, enduring, in a word, of carrying the sure weight of human existence.”

Césaire’s remaining years as a student can be briefly summarized: in the summer of 1935 he
visited the Adriatic coast of Yugoslavia with a friend, and while there, perhaps moved by the name of
one of the islands—Martinska—began his celebrated Notebook. He actually did return to Martinique
the following summer, but went back to Paris that fall, where he continued to work on the Notebook
while completing a Dipléme d’Etudes Supérieures on the theme of the South in black American
literature. By 1939, when he returned to Martinique for good, he had stopped short of becoming an
agrégé, but he had published the first version of the Notebook in the Parisian review Volontés, and had
assembled most of the ideological materials which would begin to be transformed in the poetry and
essays he published in Tropiques.

Thought of as a Martinican cultural review and printed in editions of five hundred copies,
Tropiques mixed Furopean modernism with a Martinican form of negritude. Within months of the
Césaires’ return, the French possessions in the West Indies felt the impact of the European war. Until
1943 Martinique was governed from Vichy, and Fort-de-France swarmed with thousands of French
sailors contained there by the United States Navy. It has been suggested that one of the explanations for
the surreal language in Tropiques is that only by such means could Césaire and his group express
themselves creatively and attack the Vichy regime, which controlled the island. The racism of the
sailors undoubtedly contributed to radicalizing Césaire and preparing him for a political commitment
to fight colonialism after the war, but it should be pointed out that his adherence to surrealism had
taken place before he left France.

The early issues of Tropiques reflect the interest Césaire and his collaborators had in Nietzsche.
Nietzsche’s theory of the will, as well as his ideas on the cycle of culture, were particularly attractive to
Césaire, as they reinforced surrealist attacks on the constraints of reason and affirmed the possibility of a
heroic rebirth of negritude. At this time, Césaire, writing in the fall 1943 issue of Tropiques (p. 8), also
admired the Nietzschean qualities in Paul Claudel: “Claudel, never so fulgurating as when he ceases to
be Catholic to become earth, planet, matter, sound, and fury, super ego, superman, whether he exalts
the will to power or opens the homicidal floodgates of a humor a la Jarry. ”® Such excitements echo the
often demiurgic tone of Césaire’s Notebook, for instance the strophe beginning with “I would
rediscover the secret of great communications and great combustions. I would say storm. I would say
river. | would say tornado.”

During that period, Césaire meditated particularly on Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy and on its
central concept of the voluntary sacrifice of the Hero so that the collectivity may live. Itis an interesting
coincidence—if it is one at all—that he was himself shortly to give priority to politics over poetics. It is
perhaps in this light that one should see his sudden election in 1945 as the mayor of Fort-de-France and
his subsequent involvement, as a surrealist poet commited to black particularism, with a colonial
branch of European communism.

Césaire’s involvement in politics developed out of a seven-month visit to Haiti in 1944. Through
the key figures of Toussaint L’ Ouverture and Henri Christophe, and in spite of their tragic fates, Haiti
symbolized for Césaire the possibility of a Caribbean political independence and cultural autonomy.
While there, he lectured on Mallarmé and Rimbaud, and absorbed what would eventually result in
two works dealing with Haiti’s history: the book-length essay Toussaint Louverture: la révolution
francaise et le probleme colonial, and his play La Tragédie du roi Christophe. According to Hale, “Upon
his return to Martinique at the end of 1944, friends active in the local section of the French
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Communist party asked him to give a series of lectures on Haiti. . . . Soon after, Césaire was invited to
run on the party ticket in the municipal elections. Although he shared Marxist principles with his
friends, Césaire had not given serious thought to full-time political activity. Before the war, the
Martinican Communists had been able to garner only a few hundred votes in municipal elections, and
thus it was more as a service to his friends than as a serious commitment to politics that Césaire offered
his candidacy for a seat on the municipal council (and by the party’s placement of his name at the top of
the list, for the position of mayor). But in an astonishing upset, the Césaire list won a majority of seats in
the May 27, 1945, election, and the next day the poet was formally elected mayor by his fellow
councilors. After election as a cantonal conseiller général (October 7, 1945) and as one of
Martinique’s députés to the Premiere Assemblée Nationale Constituante (October 21, 1945), Césaire
was sent to Paris to participate in the formation of a new constitution of the Fourth Republic.”®

A word on Césaire’s relationship with Marxism is in order here. His joining the French
Communist party during the war was primarily an act of patriotism, and in part a reaction against the
racist nature of the Vichy government’s administration of Martinique. There is no evidence of Marxist
influence in Césaire’s writing before he was elected to the French legislature. His second book, Les
armes miraculeuses (The Miraculous Weapons), published in 1946, is primarily concerned, theoreti-
cally speaking, with resolving an African world view with surrealism. In the same year he prepared the
following statement for a party brochure: “I joined the Communist party because, in a world not yet
cured of racism, where the fierce exploitation of colonial populations still persists, the Communist
party embodies the will to work effectively for the coming of the only social and political order we can
accept—because it will be founded on the right of all men to dignity without regard to origin, religion,
or color.”” In other words, his position was not far distant from that of other French intellectuals of the
postwar period who allied themselves with the Communists because, as Sartre said, having the same
enemies was more important than having the same friends.

Throughout the decade from 1946 to 1956, Césaire wrote most of the poetry to appear in his next
three collections, which to varying degrees accommodate the real world of contemporary history and
politics. Although at points the internal dialectic, synthesized from ethnography, surrealism, and
negritude, is influenced by dialectical materialism, it never indicates a total commitment to Marxism.

While the poet-mayor was able to improve the quality of life among his black constituents during
this decade, his successful struggle to change the political status of Martinique from a colony to a
department backfired. Civil servants imported from France replaced local people in administrative
positions, and black Martinicans realized again and again that they were still second-class French
citizens. Increasingly Césaire realized that the orthodox Marxist analysis of a capitalist economy did
not apply to Martinican conditions and, with Maoist China as a model, he argued for the creation of an
African brand of socialism. At the same time, he was involved with the most hidebound Stalinist party
in Western Europe. As Césaire came to see it, on a political level the Marxist dialectic was being used
to subordinate Martinican culture to the dominant culture shared not only by the former colonizers
butalso by the French Marxists. Literarily speaking, he realized that his poetry was essentially surrealist
in nature and that he could not conform to the party line on social realism.

Césaire’s official break with the party (signaled by his Letter to Maurice Thorez) came in 1956 and
coincided with the invasion of Hungary by the Soviet troops. It is difficult, however, to assign a specific
date for his change of heart. All one can say is that some time between his Commemoration of the
Centennial of the Abolition of Slavery (1948) and the notorious Discourse on Colonialism (1950)
Césaire must have begun to experience second thoughts about Marxism. Some sections of the
Discourse pay their dues to Marxist orthodoxy. Yet others suggest a tension between the requirements
of politics and those of poetics, judging by the fact that the Marxist argument in them seems little more
than the argument in “Poetry and Knowledge™® under a faint disguise.
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In spite of criticism by Martinican Communists, Césaire was able to carry the majority of his
supporters with him in the elections that followed, and in 1958 he became the leader of the
independent socialist Martinican Progressive party (PPM), whose emblem is the balisier so ubiquitous
in Césaire’s poetry. In April of that year, the PPM started its own newspaper; Le Progressiste, which has
become the main source of information on Césaire’s activities to this day. Since 1958, Césaire,
favoring a qualified autonomy for Martinique, has kept the PPM intact and has been returned to the
French legislature in every subsequent election.

Césaire’s literary output in the sixties was mainly confined to the stage. With La Tragédie du roi
Christophe (1963), Une Saison au Congo (1966), and Une Tempéte (1969), he became the leading
black dramatist in the French language. All his plays deal with colonialism, liberation, and the
problems of political power.

In politics, he and his followers continue to press for greater autonomy for Martinique. An ally of
Francois Mitterand, Césaire had new cause for optimism after the Socialist landslide in 1981. Now for
the first time since 1947, he finds himself in the majority. But he refuses to press for independence in
the short run. He has repeatedly asserted in interviews that there must be a transitional period of
self-rule during which fundamental economic, social, and psychological changes take place in
Martinique.

Césaire sees culture as playing a key role in these changes. In the early 1970s, he launched the
Service Municipal d’Action Culturelle in Fort-de-France. The SERMAC holds an annual cultural
festival in the city, sponsors local theater groups and filmmakers, and invites companies from Africa
and Afro-America to participate. The SERMAC represents, in a sense, a contemporary approach to a
problem which Césaire first attacked with his early poetry in Tropiques during the 1940s.

II

Although Césaire was by no means the sole exponent of negritude, the word is now inseparable
from his name, and largely responsible for his prominent position in the Third World. This neologism,
made up (perhaps on the model of the South American negrismo) by latinizing the derogatory word for
black (négre) with an augmentative suffix, appeared in print, probably for the first time, in the Notebook
of a Return to the Native Land:® “My negritude is not a stone, its deafness hurled against the clamour of
the day / my negritude is not a leukoma of dead liquid over the earth’s dead eye / my negritude is neither
tower nor cathedral.” What was negritude then? A subsequent passage of the Notebook answered the
question: negritude “takes root in the ardent flesh of the soil / it breaks through the opaque prostration
with its upright patience.” In more prosaic terms, it signified a response to the century-old problem of
the alienated position of the blacks in history. Once upon a time, the blacks inhabited their homeland:
a whole continent. And then, there was the diaspora which all over the world left the blacks enslaved or
colonized, with neither a present nor a future nor even a language of their own.

The case of the Antilleans was particularly complex since they had been colonized for three
centuries and since—Creole being mostly an oral vernacular—they had no other way to express
themselves in print than in French. This frustrating situation was perceived by some as making them
the “bastards” of the father figure of Metropolitan France, which had a culture but no love, and of the
mother figure of their native land, which had love but no culture. In 1931 the Haitian poet Léon
Laleau had also described this predicament movingly, though in conventional verse, as “this despair
without parallel to tame with words received from France / This heart received from Sénégal.”'® A
relative cultural revival followed the 1915 American occupation of Haiti and gave birth to an
efflorescence of local publications such as the works of Jean Price-Mars and the Revue des Griots. Yet,
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up to the Second World War, most of the black intellectual world was still espousing (at least in their
writings) the cultural values and literary forms of the white world. Such exceptions as the prises de
conscience represented by the Haitian magazine Lucioles around 1927 and by the radical Paris-based
journal Légitime Défense around 1932 hardly altered the situation. What Damas was later to call
“tracing paper” poetry was the rule.!!

The negritude movement, therefore, set as its initial goal a renewed awareness of being black, the
acceptance of one’s destiny, history, and culture, as well as a sense of responsibility toward the past. Ina
later interview (1959) Senghor viewed it as the upholding of “the cultural patrimony, the values and,
above all, the spirit of the Negro African civilization.”'? While the public statement of these goals was a
novelty, however, the underlying concepts were not. As in other domains, Rimbaud had played a
prophetic role in choosing Africa as his ultimate destination as early as 1880. Even though former
slaves were still living in the shadow of their masters in twentieth-century Africa and the Caribbean, in
Europe times were propitious for a rediscovery and rehabilitation of the African heritage.

In France in the 1920s a number of unconnected but seminal works showed this trend. René
Maran published an almost scandalously realistic colonial novel, Batouala (Goncourt Prize in 1921),
and Blaise Cendrars a collection of African legends (1921). Maurice Delafosse’s volumes on the
African blacks (1922—1927) praised their ability to administer themselves, which they had demon-
strated in the past. The geographer G. Hardy’s Negro Art (1927) continued the revival of interest in
African art already present in Cubist painting. But the most important study for Césaire was undoubt-
edly anthropologist Leo Frobenius’ Histoire de la civilisation africaine, translated from the German in
1936. Subsequently, anthropologists were to be suspicious of Frobenius’ facts; but no one can deny the
importance nor the magnitude of his vision. He conceived of an African essence—or soul—permeat-
ing all aspects of black culture and responsible for its striking aesthetic dimension. That culture he
considered as the cradle of and a model for all others.

Such were but a few of the milestones along the road leading to the increasing decentralization of
Western culture. We tend to think of this movement as characteristic of our era. It is nonetheless clear
that the twentieth century’s eagerness to accept other cultures and to judge them by their own (and
non-Western) standards, goes back to the nineteenth-century travelers—anthropologists such as
Alexander von Humboldt—and even as far back as Rousseau’s Second Discourse on the Inequality of
Mankind. One should therefore not be entirely surprised to see Césaire give Spengler and a legendary
champion of white superiority like Gobineau their due. !> The leaders of the negritude movement read
Gobineau apparently more attentively than the public at large. It did not escape them that this
infamous “Aryanizer” extolled the profound quasi-biological fusion of the black race with nature—a
fusion which (in Gobineau’s opinion) accounted for an artistic sense more spontaneous and more
acute than that of the white race.

In the fifties negritude was to become as much of an arena as engagement had been in the 1940s.
In retrospect, there were deep differences in the way various people conceived it—too many to do more
here than just allude to some of the positions. Senghor was understood—perhaps wrongly—to
consider black culture as the product of a black nature. If as a result of some covenant with nature,
black Africans were a chosen race, they were bound to be both more secure about their roots and less
alienated than deported blacks. Senghor’s poetry and many contemporary African novels tend to prove
this point. Césaire seems to have shared Senghor’s view in the early part of his career—and he was later
to be criticized for it by a younger generation of black intellectuals. In an interview with Jacqueline
Leiner in 1978, however, he maintained that for him black culture had never had anything to do with
biology and everything to do with a combination of geography and history: identity in suffering, notin
genetic material, determined the bond among black people of different origins. If history had made
victors of the blacks, there would not be what he called elsewhere “a greater solidarity among black
people.”*
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But whether innate or acquired, the characteristics of black culture on which all interpreters of
negritude agreed were antipodal to the Western values of rationalism, technology, Christianity, and
individualism. They spelled not the control of nature by reason and science but a joyful participation in
it; not its control by technology but a coexistence with other forms of life; not the Christianity of the
missions but the celebration of very ancient pagan rites; not the praise of individual achievement but
the fraternity and communal soul of the clan, the tribe, as well as the love of ancestors. “A culture is
born not when Man grasps the world, but when he is grasped . . . by it.”'* Let us insert here that for
Césaire (as for many other non-African blacks) the African heritage had been acquired through books
and espoused spiritually—which made it perhaps an even more aggressive ideal.

The rallying motto of negritude had been conceived in the fervor of youthful militancy just before
the Second World War. It was further promoted during the war and the occupation of France when
Césaire and his entourage elaborated on these principles in the Martinique-based Tropiques. After the
war, their success resulted in the foundation—by Alioune Diop and other well-known intellectuals—
of a Parisian periodical and of a publishing house under the common name of Présence Africaine. The
idea was also to find a theoretician in the High Priest of postwar French letters, Jean-Paul Sartre. His
essay, “Orphée Noir” (“Black Orpheus”), which served as an introduction to Senghor’s Anthology of
the New Black and Malagasy Poetry (1948), gave negritude an existential and Hegelian imprimatur in
a period when every aspect of intellectual life had to be viewed in those terms.

In the framework of Hegel’s dialectics, Sartre saw the negritude movement as the moment of
separation, of negativity, that is like the “antithesis” following the “thesis” of the colonial situation and
preceding the “synthesis” in which not only blacks but all oppressed people would unite and triumph
over their oppressors. As ultimately “the song of everyone of us and for everyone of us,” negritude per se
was therefore to be transcended at some point in the future when the “recognition of all by all” is
achieved. Blacks would eventually have to put their blackness aside in favor of more universal ideals.
“Born from evil,” “pregnant with a future good,” and entertaining the thought of its own mortality, the
negritude ideal was itself a quasi-Dionysian passion in which dance and death were intimately mingled
in the best Nietszchean fashion. It amounted to a sacrificial ritual by which the blacks took upon
themselves the suffering of mankind as well as the sins of the white race. Since, unlike the white
proletariat, blacks were not fully integrated into the materialistic, objective Western world, the
expression of negritude should blend objective elements (the traditions of the black race) with
subjective ones (the essence of the black soul). In summoning this return of the blacks to their original
beings, their attempt to, at last, coincide with themselves, Sartre was describing the process of
naturation which Césaire had equated with poetry in his previous “Poetry and Knowledge.” Conse-
quently, the black writer was confronted with the necessity to de-alienate the means of expression, that
is, to systematically alter, even destroy, the language of the master race.

Sartre’s definition of negritude was not the last one. It was, in fact, to become the touchstone of
most subsequent definitions. Later exponents of the concept found Sartre too race conscious and not
sufficiently class conscious. What they wanted was a classless society in which all races would be equal,
and not a raceless society. Some (like Césaire himself more recently) felt that the concept of a black
essence reeked either of determinism or of mysticism and that negritude would cease to exist in a world
with more equitable economic conditions. The Marxists in particular (such as Adotevi) refused to
distinguish colonialistic from capitalistic exploitation. Others thought the negative aspect of negritude
encouraged the status quo: the validation of race, a useful notion at first, might become an artificial and
restrictive framework in the future. Still others said that the very distinction between “black” and
“white,” between prelogical and logical mentality betrayed an Occidental point of view: a black should
not have to wonder how to be black, just as in Wole Soyinska’s famous quip, the tiger does not have to
proclaim its tigritude. Others contended that negritude was but a slogan masking the reality of
profound and in fact desirable differences among the black groups. At issue in this debate (a more
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complex one than we can possibly demonstrate here) were some fundamental questions. Should
negritude be “serene” a la Senghor, or “agitated” a 1a Césaire? Was it a reality or a myth, a policy or a
passion, past or future, black or multicolor, that is for all oppressed people?

From our perspective, th=re is no easy answer: negritude is a dynamic concept. How relevant it
was and will remain in the future depends on the situation and history of each particular colonized
group. Politically speaking, as a number of African nations acquired their autonomy in the fifties and
sixties, negritude lost some of its spark. Culturally speaking the future is open. Possibly some black
literature will be written in native vernaculars; or, on the contrary, itis conceivable that young nations
might lose their inferiority complex to the point where using the literary tools of their former masters
will no longer be an issue. It is true that negritude was at its most potent in countries colonized by the
French, that is, in which there existed a rigorously structured and policed official language. Former
colonies in which the official language is English seem less sensitive to the problem. Some countries,
such as Cuba, have chosen to emphasize the hybrid aspect of the culture and to promote a mestiza
literature. Finally, black literature might be lured by its own success into joining the mainstream of
Western literature.

1

One may infer from recent statements'® that, although by 1979 Césaire had given up the word
“negritude” as an electrifying motto, his politics, the way he conceived the future of Martinique, were
still imbued with its main principles. But even if negritude has lost its practical raison d’étre, it has
changed the contemporary world in the same way as psychoanalysis, cubism, surrealism, structuralism
or, for that matter, the counterculture of the sixties and the American “Black Consciousness.”
Moreover, as a powerful agent of literary renewal, it will continue to affect our sensitivities long after its
historical moment has passed.

Naturally, the negritude poets do not come out of one single mold. While Senghor’s harmoni-
ously flowing style and ceremonious nocturnal lyricism might remind one of Vigny, Claudel, or
Saint-John Perse, Damas is concise, syncopated, ironical, and probably the most jazz-inspired of the
major black poets. To the extent that he is the least European, he is sometimes considered as the
“purest” in their ranks. In fact, some critics (Tougas and Jahn, for instance) deny that Césaire really
breaks away from the French tradition since he remains conceptual, that is, Western. Yet it is in his
poetry that the components of negritude found their most complex formal equivalents. For Césaire’s
avowed goal is to “marronner,” that is, to run away from accepted French poetry, as the maroons ran
away from their masters.'” Thus the question of the puzzling coexistence in Césaire of a militant
emancipator of his race and a thorny, erudite, often obscure poet becomes a moot point. The renewal
of poetic techniques that result in his esoteric style are an integral part of the negritude strategy.
Moreover, since both negritude and modernism share some of the same concerns, it is no surprise that
Césaire ends with what seems a revised (“cannibalized,” as Arnold says) version of modernism. The
reader of modern poetry who might perceive the forthcoming remarks on Césaire’s poetics as déja vu
should keep in mind that even when his goals coincided with those of his European antecedents, his
motivations were different.

He voiced his own art poétique in “To Uphold Poetry” (“Maintenir la poésie”), in various other
Tropiques pieces on poets (Lautréamont, Mallarmé, Valéry), and especially in “Poetry and Knowl-
edge.”'® While scientific knowledge “numbers, measures, classifies, and kills,” poetry provides the
way to a “replenishing knowledge,” Césaire wrote. In the same way Descartes used algebra to make the
physical structure of the universe intelligible, the poet will use the word to summon up “everything that
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ever was, thatis ever possible . . . all pasts, all futures in all fluxes, all radiations,” in brief, “the cosmic
totality” (p. 162). Such an all-encompassing concept of poetry was not new, but negritude gave ita new
look: in the hands of black poets, antirationalism became a political value. Césaire meditates atlength
on this sentence in Breton’s manifesto: “No fear of madness will ever force us to put at half-mast the flag
of imagination.” Moreover, for the “Wretched of the Earth” (to use Fanon 'S phrase) whom the modern
world had bypassed, the image could be a “miraculous weapon.” Through it, the world could be
returned to its original simplicity and unity for the image hadthe power to resolve contradictions.

The image exposes the conflicts, obsessions, phobias, fixations of the self—and then goes farther.
It descends in time: “I whistle yes I whistle very ancient things / as serpents do as do cavernous things”
(“Lost Body”). It taps not only the ancestral vein but a universal one in which African, Greek, and
Asian myths have their common source: “As for me I have nothing to fear  am from before Adam I do
not come under the same lion / nor under the same tree [ am from a different hot and a different cold”
(“Visitation”). In the end it bypasses the “secondary scattering of life” to reach “the gnarled primitive
unity of the world” where the antinomy between man and nature no longer exists. The absence of
Christianity in this perspective is conspicuous. Whenever Césaire alludes to Christian myths, he
handles them ironically, as, for instance, in “The Virgin Forest,” or substitutes a pagan content for the
Christian one as in “Visitation.” Evidently, in Césaire’s eyes, Christian myths were not as old, not as
universal as others and, moreover, inseparable from the culture of the Western colonial powers. In
retrospect, one can say (as Arnold does) that this was a mythic view of the past and that the collective
soul of the black race, even more so of mankind, has a questionable psychological reality. Neverthe-
less, the fact that Césaire’s works belong to the era of Jung and Freud as well as of modern cultural
anthropology helps place this eccentric poet in the mainstream of modernism.

For him, poetry was nothing less than “insurrectional”: “The truth is,” he wrote, “that, for almost
a century, poetry has been hell-bound . . . that our heritage is one of fevers, of seisms, and that
poetry . . . must never cease to lay claim to it: with its raven-like voice, its voice of Cassandra, of
Orpheus, of violent death.”*® It was urgent to return the world to its primordial chaos and order to
disorder so that a truer, more just order might be born. In this respect Césaire was indeed a disciple of
Sade and Laclos, the contemporary of Bataille, and of the same spiritual family as those writers whom
Malraux, giving a different meaning to the color, gathered under the banner of “the black triangle.”

Césaire praised Lautréamont as the inventor of a modern mythology. He himself had been much
influenced by Greek tragedy as the most basic embodiment of the tragic principle, as well as by
Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy. His first African drama, And the Dogs Were Silent, took its form from
Sophocles and Aeschylus. He meant his poetry to be a mythopoeia. Myth was to serve as “a dynamic
plan, a catalyst for the aspiration of a people, and a prefiguration of the future, precisely because it is
capable of mobilizing the emotional energy of the collectivity.”?* And his own poetry came to be the
locus of many myths. The Earth-Mother is venerated in the form of Omphalus, the earth’s navel (“Lost
Body”), and as providing the phallus with an access to cosmic unity. The sun’s horses stampede in the
opening lines of “The Thoroughbreds.” The phoenix appears often enough as a symbol of the rebirth
of the Self and of the black race for critics (Kesteloot, Songolo) to refer to Césaire’s “phoenicism.” The
poet labors as Hercules in “Lost Body,” challenges the eagle devouring his liver like Prometheus
(“Ferment”), sustains the Gorgon’s assault in “Perseus Centuplicating Myself.” But, as in the case of
Christian myths, Césaire adapts the classical ones to the context of black history and culture. His
Prometheus and his Perseus dwell less on their triumphs or their inventions than on their agony—
perhaps even with the shrewdness of the weak, aware of the extent to which the torturers depend on
their victims for their own ontological fulfillment.

Most myths imply transformation, especially the cosmogonic ones. Césaire’s poetry conveys not
only the substance of this cosmogony but its dynamics. For the images often ignite one another, set off
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a chain reaction, and climax in moments of total incandescence, silence or void especially in The
Miraculous Weapons and Solar Throat Slashed: “Behold— / nameless wanderings / the suns the rains
the galaxies, / fused in fraternal magma / pass by toward the safe necropolises of the sunset / and the
earth . . . blewout/. . . the earth makes a bulge of silence for the sea / in the silence / behold the earth
alone . . . / empty” (“The Thoroughbreds”). The latter poem is a particularly rich example of
Césaire’s personal mythology. A cosmic death and rebirth parallels that of the hero-narrator who
accepts the dissolution of his self to be reborn as a plant-man totally connected with the cosmos. “The
Thoroughbreds” offers a, so to speak, “passive” version of the hero’s quest and sacrifice, an Orphic
version since the poermn ends with a recreation of the world by the word (“And I speak and my word is
earth / and I speak / and / Joy / bursts in the new sun”). Critics have indeed pointed out several
Christlike figures in Césaire’s works, such as Toussaint Louverture awaiting a white death amidst the
snows of the Jura Mountains (Notebook), the Rebel in And the Dogs Were Silent, or Patrice Lumumba
in A Season in the Congo. But to find models for this structure he did not have to depend on either
Greek or Judeo-Christian mythology. The mysteries of Ogun of the Yoruba culture or the dead-alive
Zombi of Haitian voodoo stood for similar concepts. Likewise the Africans had their own version of
Orpheus or of the biblical Word in the form of the Nommo, the magician’s word empowered to create.

Passivity and resignation are not the only aspect of the hero. Many pieces demonstrate a truly
Dionysian violence. The Bacchantes are at work in Césaire’s poetry, making it a perpetual scene of
dismemberment and mutilation: “Everything that was ever torn / has been torn in me / everything that
was ever mutilated / has been mutilated in me” (“Lay of Errantry”). There are no fewer than nineteen
poems in this volume of which the first line or the title conveys a violent and bloody assault. There is
some disagreement in the critical response to these structures. For instance, while Kesteloot and
Kotchy felt urged to make a graphic representation of the development of the poems showing that they
oscillate between depression and elation, always ending on the upbeat, Arnold emphasizes the tragic
consummation of the hero in a true Nietzschean tradition. He prefers to think of the rebirth as
spiritual, the self having renounced itself and therefore any temporal presence in order to play the game
of the cosmos. This latter reading is, no doubt, more to the taste of a period obsessed with entropy. It is
also confirmed by Césaire’s recent interview (Le Monde, December 6, 1981), in which he states that
the will to power has never been a motivation for him.?! Nevertheless, the poems frequently end on an
opening—if not on a lifting, such as: “My ear against the ground, I heard Tomorrow / pass” (“The
Thoroughbreds”), or “a melody nevertheless to be saved from Disaster” (“To Know Ourselves”), or “a
child will half-open the door” (“In Truth”). A child of course, but also a child only; for it seems that
following the violent convulsions of Miraculous Weapons, and intermingled with the exultant African
celebrations in Ferraments, Lost Body, and Solar Throat Slashed, an elegiac voice makes itself heard,
reflecting perhaps the gap between idealistic hopes and political realities and, like Orpheus, resigned to
triumph by the word, not by the sword.

It must be pointed out here that Césaire’s revolutionary position remains rhetorical. It is never
clear, in fact, in his poetry at least, whether he expects the neocolonial situation of Martinique to
change. As Amnold remarks, “the violence that frequently precedes the renewal of the self should not be
confused with a socially revolutionary activity. It is the violence of repressive desublimation, to use
Marcuse’s felicitous term. The goal of this project is not social in the usual sense; it is meant to sustain
the wounded self, which an unjust oppressive, social and racial system has alienated from itself.”?2 The
validity of a common African ethos rested on oppression. Césaire’s Prometheus had to remain bound
and be daily devoured as well as to wrest his survival by his wits. It is not therefore surprising that, other
than for a handful of topical pieces, Césaire’s poetic production decreased at the end of the fifties when
numerous African states became independent new republics, and that he turned to a different media,
the theater, through which the dialectics of emergent power and its consequences could better be
explored.
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Mythology also entails metamorphosis. Césaire’s poetry exemplifies and expands Rimbaud’s
famous pronouncement in the Lettre du voyant: “1 is someone else.” Here again, Césaire had behind
him an African folklore and culture that gave to this abstract philosophical Western concept a curiously
vivid concreteness. For examples of metamorphoses, he could draw from a rich tradition of African
and Caribbean folktales such as those collected by Lafcadio Hearn (to which he gives credit in a poem
in Ferraments), or those one finds nowadays in the works of Birago Diop and Bernard Dadié.
Moreover, the structure itself of some African languages encouraged him in this direction. His friend
Senghor had pointed out that in some of these, comparisons could be made without using a
comparative device; that words could change grammatical categories and were, in a way, relieved from
any rigid function. For instance, in Wolof, there is no basic difference between a verb and a noun.
“Thus,” B. Cailler points out, “the deletion of the verb . . . goes truly in the direction of a return to an
original unity,”? since the chasm between action and acting subject, that is between the I and the
world, is bridged. Césaire conveys a state of complete participation in nature with startling lines such as
these in “Lost Body”: “I who Krakatoa /. . . who Zambezi or frantic or rhombos or cannibal . . . ”

The type of metamorphosis most frequently suggested by Césaire’s poetry is that of human into
vegetal objects. It is once more in Frobenius that Césaire found—or at least understood—that the vital
force of the black races (what Frobenius called paideuma) was biologically founded on a polarized
perception of nature: Hamitic culture identified itself with animal symbolism, Ethiopian with vegetal
forms of life. The special place Ethiopia will continue to occupy in the personal mythology of
negritude writers is clear enough from poems like “Ethiopia” in Noria and from the title of Senghor’s
collection, Ethiopiques (1956). As an ancient kingdom, Ethiopia embodied the dignity lost to other
African people. But, more important, the founders of negritude had recognized themselves in
Frobenius’ plant man. In Tropiques (no. 5, April 1942), Suzanne Césaire described the Martinican as
without any desire of harnessing nature, lazy, docile, but also “trampled alive, dead, but growing
back,” and “free, silent and proud” like a plant.

A mere leafing through Césaire’s poems shows the pervasiveness of plant imagery: “I grow like a
plant / remorseless and unwarped . . . / pure and confident as a plant” (“The Thoroughbreds”). In “I
Perseus,” the metaphor is continuous and provides the backbone of the poem: in spite of the attacks of
the beak on the bark, and of the slow destruction of termites, the poet finds nourishment and growth in
the invulnerable sap. To a dispersed race the tree offered the advantage of being rooted in telluric
solidity and security while reaching for the sky. It had both the openness to the cosmos that constituted
the special gift of the blacks and the strength necessary for survival and regeneration. It partook of the
Orphic quest and of the Apollonian triumph, or death and joyful life. Finally, in its horizontal
dimension, the tree could also allude to the fraternity of the black world, of mankind for that matter.
Perhaps its fusion of opposite but complementary principles solved man’s existential dilemma. Césaire
had written once (in “Poetry and Knowledge”) that the weakness of many men was that they did not
know how to become a tree, how to say “yes” like a tree. And that is why man did not flower. One can
see that in contrast with the Western need of control and assertion (think of the pitiful role played by the
vegetal objects in Sartre’s imagery), Césaire’s position was tinted with African wisdom; and the passive
principle was as much a part of his ideal as the active one.

However, the leader in him continued undoubtedly to be spurred by the necessity for action.
Such a tension may explain the recurrence of oxymoronic images which Sartre (in “Black Orpheus”)
traces back to André Breton’s “exploding-fixed” metaphor. Breton saw in it the fusion of contradictory
principles, a type of transcendence only poetry could offer. In Césaire they are often conspicuously
placed at the close of stanzas or poems, as, for instance, the “firm conflagration” and the “immobile
veerition” (see below pp. 77 and 85) of the Notebook, or the “bloody eagle disentangled jolt of dawn” of
“Ferment.” They also create in the reader a state of indecision and suspense symbolic of the period of
transition in which black history finds itself.
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The identification with plants is the most important but not the only metamorphic process.
Animal dynamism (as in Lautréamont) counterbalances vegetal life. To give just one example, a poem
like “The Thoroughbreds” runs the complete gamut of animal orders. On his way to the cosmic fusion
and obliteration of the ego achieved in becoming a plant, the hero-narrator descends the echelons of
animal species (from ancestral primates, to fish, to primitive sea creatures) in the same way Roquentin,
the narrator of Sartre’s Nausea, descends into the hell of pure existence, but without Roquentin’s
Western resistance to the relinquishing of his individuality. All in all, what we have here is a sort of
generalized metamorphosis of universal scope. Rocks can turn into plants, then into flesh: “And roots
of the mountain / raising the royal descent of the almond trees of hope / will blossom through the paths
of flesh” (“Survival”), or coal mines revert to forests in lines from “New Year” (eliminated by Césaire
from the version printed here). At the end of the quest, the poet leads us to “the sacred / whirling
primordial streaming / at the second beginning of everything” (“The Thoroughbreds”). At his side, we
watch “the shivering spawn of forms liberating themselves from facile bondages / and escaping from too
premature combinings” (“Wifredo Lam”).

As often with Césaire, what might have remained intellectual games for other writers rests on a
concrete background. Next to “Remarks on Lautréamont” in Tropiques (no. 6—7) we find an article on
mimesis, that is, the biological ability of some organisms—many of which were common in the
Caribbean—to take the appearance of other animal or vegetal forms. In another domain, obvious
rapprochements are to be made with totemism, of which Frobenius again had given an anthropologi-
cal view, and with a number of religious rituals: the Eshu and Legba cults in Haitian voodoo and the
African Yoruba beliefs which Wole Soyinka’s Myth and Literature and the African World later made
known in the Western world. But equally true, the motive of metamorphosis can be put in the more
general framework of the quest for an identity or the desire to dissolve an unwanted one. Césaire shares
this motive with contemporary writers other than ethnic ones. Did not Artaud leave us the famous
“Here Lies”: “I, Antonin Artaud, am my son, my father, my mother and myself.”?2* Does not Genet’s
insistence on his characters (in The Blacks) wearing masks and buskins and exaggerating their gestures
partake of the same desire?

Pushed to its extreme, metamorphosis could take the form of cannibalism. In response to the
facile exoticism of previous Caribbean poets, Suzanne Césaire’s splendid manifesto in Tropiques 4,
January 1942, had ended with the lapidary sentence, “Martinican poetry shall be cannibalistic or shall
not be.” When a recent critic (Arnold) shows Césaire as “cannibalizing” Western myths—that is
giving them a countercultural twist—should we read this as a pun? Perhaps so, since Césaire himself
claimed cannibalism as part of his de facto African heritage (“We claim kinship / with dementia
praecox with the flaming madness / of persistent cannibalism,” he wrote in the Notebook). It was a
matter of pride instilled with the ontological necessity to assert oneself. Genet describes the same
motivation in The Blacks: “Liet Negroes negrify themselves. Let them persist to the point of madness in
what they’re condemned to be, in their ebony, in theirodor . . . in their cannibal tastes.”* Césaire is
prompt to point out that the white man can be just as cannibalistic and with much worse reasons. The
narrator of the Notebook fantasizes that an English lady is being served a Hottentot skull in a soup
tureen. In the midst of bloody political repression in Madagascar, the Ivory Coast, Indochina, and the
French West Indies, Césaire castigated in Discourse on Colonialism (1967) “the scenes of anthro-
pophagic hysteria” he had witnessed in the French Assembly, concluding with this apostrophe:
“Shucks, my dear colleagues, I take my hat off to you (my cannibal’s hat, it goes without saying).”%®

It would be of course grotesque to say that in Césaire’s mind the word is used concretely; but to
relegate it to a mere rhetorical use also falls short of the truth. It may be the most comprehensive label
for the obsession of this otherwise most dignified poet with the inside of the body, with devouring,
swallowing, licking, spitting, viscera, and (occasionally) excrement. See, for instance, “The Virgin
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Forest,” or the opening of “Magic,” of “Debris,” the title “Viscera of the Poem,” the last few lines of
“The Tornado.” It is certainly part of the mythology of blood, of fertility, menses, painful birth, violent
death, and sacrifice. In this regard, it may be that, as in the case of Rabelais, the genital belly associated
with cosmogonic myths is not always easy to distinguish from the digestive one. Going one step farther,
cannibalism carries to its fullest degree the idea of participation; it symbolically eradicates the
distinction between the I and the Other, between human and nonhuman, between what is (anthropo-
logically) edible and what is not and, finally, between the subject and the object. It goes insolently
against the grain of Western insistence on discrete entities and categories. An economic interpretation
has even been suggested, at least for similar patterns in Haitian poetry, that in underdeveloped
countries everything is validated by becoming food. Ultimately, in a political frame of reference,
cannibalism may summarize the devouring of the colonized country by the colonizing power—or,
vice versa, the latent desire of the oppressed to do away with the oppressor, the wishful dreaming of the
weak (the scolopendras of “The Miraculous Weapons”) projecting themselves as warriors and
predators.

All this does not make for an easy poetry. Negritude writers are aware of their dilemma: as
spokesmen and educators of their people and committed to bettering their lot, should they not be
intelligible to everyone? Some think so. Others consider that finding their inspiration in the people and
being called to express their destiny are not synonymous with lowering their aesthetic standards. Their
duty as black intellectuals is to reach the outside world by the most effective means. Césaire is among
those. Moreover, he claims (in the Leiner interview) that simple people understand his poetry as well or
better than intellectuals. By this he means that there is another way to perceive it than conceptually,
such as through its thythm. So here again, the commitment to the black world results in formal
characteristics.

One of Césaire’s seven Propositions poétiques (in “Poetry and Knowledge”) states that “the music
of poetry . . . comes from a greater distance than sound. To seek to musicalize poetry is the crime
against poetic music, which can only be the striking of the mental wave against the rock of the world”
(p. 170). Indeed, to the fluidity of traditional poetry Césaire opposes the exotic rthythms of African
tom-toms, a word he uses in the title of three poems. His percussive effects are definitely influenced by
African dances and voodoo rituals. But they also affect us somewhat like a mantra technique designed
to weaken the resistance of the intellect. The accelerated repetition of some words or phrases often
permit an entry into the poem other than the rational one.

Yet, although most of his critics touch on the subject, they tend to become evasive when enjoined
to analyze the rhythm. Even Arnold’s excellent phonemic analysis of “Lost Body” in terms of
immediate physical effects of this poem is less successful when it comes up to thythm per se.?” The fact
is that, no matter how much Césaire meant to rape the French language, it was not in his power to give
it a tonic stress or vowel lengths that would accurately imitate a tom-tom. If the much glossed over
seven lines of “Lost Body” give a simulacrum of explosive and barbaric violence, it is not so much by
their rhythm itself as by a succession of syntactic ruptures and incongruities. But it would be equally
wrong not to recognize the impact of this poem and of many others as immediate and physical.
Césaire’s skill in manipulating the physical elements of language results in what Arnold calls “a hybrid
prosody,” that is, one stretching the limits traditionally considered as those of French prosody. This is
what Césaire meant by his early promise of creating a “rupestral design in the stuff of sounds.” Thus the
language that has become his trademark displays the same recombination of elements characteristic of
his cosmic vision.

For instance, in “Batouque,” the repetition of the title word reproduces the brief punctuation of
hands clapping and draws attention to the next musical phrase or dance figure. The acceleration of the
repetition parallels that of the dance. Elsewhere, the repetitive structure of short lines as “standing in
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the rigging / standing at the tiller,” building up to “standing / and / free,” or the “Dove / rise / rise /
rise /” (Notebook) creates climactic effects. In “Miraculous Weapons” the recurrent three syllables of
“scolopendre” with its initial consonantal stress seem to crush the black race flat against the ground,
deriding it for its lack of dignity. The thrice-repeated “we will strike” at the opening of “Perdition”
sounds like the stamping in a warriors’ dance. The alternating of hard and soft explosive consonants in
the French of “Tom-tom II” (“a petits pas de . . . ”’) conveys cautious progress; the accumulation of
sibilants in the opening lines of “The Thoroughbreds” evokes a pressure system about to explode.
Often, Césaire establishes a strong beat with the mere repetition of a single word (“Kolikombo” in
“High Noon”), or with onomatopoeia (“voum rooh oh!” in the Notebook, “bombaia” in “The Verb
‘Marronner’ ”). Nevertheless, some of his most powerful effects are also the most subtle and depend on
syntax rather than sounds. What he does amounts to returning the syntax to what should be its
privileged function, that of espousing human breathing and, in the long run, human feelings. The
strategic disposition of “nous savoir” (“To know ourselves”) creates an introspective mood as well as
suspense on the threshold of some astonished reckoning; that of “who then” (“Who then”) gives
urgency to the question. To turn a complicated and heavily latinized French syntax into the vehicle of
powerful emotions, that is true hybridization, that is true savoir faire!

1\Y

No wonder, then, that some scholars (Tougas, for one) deny Césaire’s Africanism and insist he is
not different in his inventiveness from other poets of the French tradition. Certainly, negritude does
not tell the whole story. Who would contend that this alumnus of the prestigious Ecole Normale
Supérieure, whose father read Hugo aloud in the evenings, had not totally assimilated this tradition? In
the Leiner interview, Césaire recognized that he had the same ancestors as the surrealists: Rimbaud
and Mallarmé, the Symbolists, Claudel and Lautréamont. Elsewhere he claimed Leconte de Lisle and
Verhaeren as predecessors. For that matter, he is also indebted (as we have suggested above) to some of
the components of the great intellectual vortex one calls modernism, such as Marxism, psychoanaly-
sis, and existentialism. Consequently, for a complete study of Césaire’s sources, we have to refer the
reader to the comprehensive works acknowledged at the beginning of this essay. All we hope to do here
is suggest with a few examples how Césaire connects with the mainstream of French poetry.

To all of it, starting with no less than Hugo, Césaire owes his concept of the poet as Seer and
Spokesman. With many of the masters of modernism, he has transcended a painful personal situation
through the dignity of the written word. And the commitment against logic also goes back a long way.
The praise of folly is an ancient theme that has coexisted with rationalism during the centuries of
Western humanism, from Horace to Erasmus, Rabelais to Romanticism, and from Shakespeare to M.
Foucault. All the same, in “Poetry and Knowledge” (p. 159), Césaire takes the year 1850 as the
cornerstone of modernism: “France was dying of prose” when all of a sudden, “with all weapons and
equipment [it] went over to the enemy” (that is, the forces of a beneficial madness). Which ones of
these “miraculous weapons” and what articles of the baggage found their way into Césaire’s poetry?

Any answer to the question should start with the founding father of modern poetry, Baudelaire.
Césaire shares with him a vision of the universe as a network of interlocking signs, except that (as
Arnold points out), Césaire’s correspondances do not allude to some vertical Platonistic hierarchy. On
the contrary, their profusion implies an anarchistic equivalent in which black countervalues keep in
check the traditional Western ones. Both Césaire and Baudelaire are concerned with social and
economic outcasts (Césaire quoted Baudelaire’s “The Ragmen’s Wine” in his Discourse on Colonial-
ism). And both have a special talent: that of extracting from the most ordinary language its maximum
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poetic charge by creating around the words a zone of silence in which they seem to take on a renewed
and startling value. The first stanza of “The Griffin” unfolds with the same ceremonial simplicity as
some of Baudelaire’s famous sonnets, for instance “Spleen” (“J” ai plus de souvenirs que si j'avais mille
ans . . . ”): “Jesuis un souvenir qui n’atteint pas le seuil / et erre dans les limbes ot le reflet d’absinthe /
quand le coeur de la nuit souffle par ses évents / bouge I’étoile tombée ot nous nous contemplons” (“I
am a memory that does not reach the threshold / and wanders in the limbo where the glint of absinthe /
when the heart of night breathes through its blowholes / moves the fallen star in which we contemplate
ourselves”). If this stanza is also reminiscent of Nerval (the first line of “El Desdichado”), the last line of
the first stanza of “Redemption” which echoes (parodies, perhaps) the famous last line of “Harmonie
du Soir” could (mutatis mutandis) pass as Baudelaire’s: “Le bruit fort gravite pourri d’une cargaison /
désastre véreux et clair de soldanelle / le bruit fort gravite méninge de diamants / ton visage glisse nu en
ma fureur laiteuse” (“The loud noise gravitates rotten with cargo / wormy and bright wreckage of a
soldanel / the loud noise gravitates a meninx of diamonds / your face glides naked into my milky
frenzy”). Since Césaire’s “Baudelairianism” seems to occur when he uses Alexandrine (or other
regular) meters, it is of course difficult to preserve its flavor in translation.

The influence of Lautréamont is more obvious and more prevalent. In Tropiques (no. 6—7,
February 1943, pp. 10—15), Césaire, punning perhaps, referred to Lautréamont as the “fulgurating
Prince of Caesarian sections” and celebrated him as the first to have understood that poetry begins with
excess, with a lack of measure, “with forbidden quests, amidst the great blind tom-tom, in the
unbreathable absolute void, [and goes] as far as the incomprehensible rain of stars.” Later, in the
Discourse on colonialism, Césaire will praise Lautréamont’s boldness in denouncing capitalism, this
“anthropophagic brain-snatching ‘creator’ . . . perched on a throne made of human excrement and
gold!” Itis, indeed, in the text of Isidore Ducasse that he found his first model of an organic and cosmic
violence, of vehemently repetitive structures (“Vieil Océan” in the first Canto of Maldoror). But
Lautréamont’s marine imagery finds a more realistic arena in Césaire’s Caribbean landscape. The
motive of the whirlwind which is symbolically descriptive in Lautréamont corresponds to Césaire’s real
Caribbean “strom.” The explosive force in Miraculous Weapons is that of volcanos—not merely of
adolescent rebellion.

More important, it is to Lautréamont (as well as to the surrealists and, according to Arnold, Freud)
that Césaire owes his concept of “humour noir,” or black humor. Humor could be a strategy denying,
on one hand, the unacceptable reality that was the lot of the blacks, and on the other hand, the
patriarchal values of seriousness, purpose, and reverence. “He was the first,” Césaire wrote of Isidore
Ducasse, “to have understood the shattering demiurgic value of humor” (Tropiques no. 6—7, p. 15).
And elsewhere, “Itis humor, first and foremost, that assures Lautréamont—in opposition to Pascal, La
Rochefoucauld, and so many other moralists—that had Cleopatra’s nose been shorter the face of the
world would not have been changed” (“Poetry and Knowledge,” p. 165). Humor made it possible to say
that “2 and 2 are 5” (Notebook) right under the doctors” noses and without penalty—but then, one had
paid the penalty for centuries! A reading that does not take this dimension in account would betray
Césaire’s intentions.

His irony lashes everyone: the colonizers for their pompous monument to Joséphine de
Beauharnais (Notebook); the blacks for their servility (“pay no attention to my black skin: the sun did it,”
again in the Notebook); himself in “NonVicious Circle” and in “Trite.” Sometimes, his irreverence
amounts to a thumb-to-the-nose gesture: in an anticlimactic moment of “Batouque,” a ship lets fly “a
volley of mice / of telegrams of cowries of houris,” while a Wolof dances on points at the top of his mast.
Quite often the translator encounters devilish and usually untranslatable puns: “tirer a blanc” (in
“Noon Knives”) puns on blank (bullets) and white (people); “soleil, aux gorges” (in “Batouque”)
enjoins the sun to go for the jugular . . . or into the canyons; “nos gueules claquantes” (in “The



