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Introduction

I open my old copy of the 1956 Présence Africaine edition of the Cahier d’un retour au pays natal – ‘The Notebook of a Return to My Native Land’ – and scan the first page of the poem. Immediately, I am brought back to the first time that I read it. I am a final year undergraduate at the University of the West Indies, and it’s the year 2000. I am eager to understand, but bewildered, as I hold the book open in a dark seminar room lit by tungsten bulbs in Mona, Jamaica. So many of the words are unfamiliar to me. On the opening page, larbins, hannetons, délaçais, and tourterelles are only a few of the words that are underlined. The poetry seems obtuse and I despair that I’ll ever understand the ideas it expresses, or the mind out of which they have come. Something does open up when I hear the recording of an extract of the poem. It might be from the archives in France; I cannot remember. Somebody is voicing it; perhaps Césaire himself. I begin to connect with it. I hear the beating of the tam-tam, slow and fast. I feel the meditative, plaintive sadness and the surges of elation. But could this be enough? I hide my shame at not being able to connect with Césaire’s poem at the level of ‘thought’.

My second encounter with the poem, and the first time I properly understand it, comes about in Oxford in the autumn of 2011, the year in which I enrol for my doctorate there. I am in the midst of an experience of otherness, one with many colonial resonances. Along with three other people, I perform Return on the stage of a lecture theatre in front of an audience largely comprised of white British undergraduate students. There is a drum, played by an English drummer. Besides him, there are three people voicing the text: an amateur actress from France; a Frenchman who works as a secondary school teacher in Oxford; and me. We’ve chosen our parts, or have been assigned them, based on an audition conducted by one of the Fellows in French. My understanding of the poem grows. It’s an understanding not just of the words, but of their political significance – of the ideas that constellate around Négritude. Négritude is a term that Césaire himself invented. It reclaims and proclaims the cultural heritage of Black people throughout the world, affirming the value of African and Afro-diasporic history, and of African relationships to the natural and cosmic order. It bodied forth a political awakening. It was in this poem, Return to My Native Land, published in Issue 20 of the Paris-based magazine Volontés less than a month before the outbreak of World War II, that Césaire would immortalize the word.

In time, I became aware that this poem inspired movements of liberation and cultural assertion across Africa and its diaspora. But above all, Césaire’s poem was about my body. It was a sound in which my body was at home. This enchanting sonic power (its rhythms suggestive of the drum, of chanting, of ceremony) is hard to strip away. Still today, even now that I understand the meaning of nearly all its words, I connect with this poem through its sound. Meaning, I approach it not just with my mind but with my entire body: the modulations, the silences, the chanting, the lyrical declamations, the lulls, the mournful passages, the changes in volume and in speed. It’s a poem that must be spoken aloud to be appreciated for what it is, a dramatic poem. I had this realisation while deepening my knowledge of Césaire’s plays in Oxford and observing the ways in which poetry and theatre converge in his oeuvre. As a corporeal aliveness, the poem entered my body. I could feel, living within me, its anger, the pride of its affirmation of selfhood, and the shock constituted by the discovery of Négritude, the loud, visceral cry that emerged from the need to affirm Black humanity. I could close my eyes and be transported to Martinique, the cradle of Césaire’s Négritude, but I’d also be transported to the inner-city neighbourhoods of Kingston, Jamaica, to landscapes of spoliation and devastation, such as those Césaire describes in the opening pages of the poem, linking them to colonialism and its lingering imprint on the land:


the narrow streets […] where the gutter pulls a face among the excrement …

the river of life listless in its hopeless bed, not rising or falling, unsure of its flow, lamentably empty

A misery, this beach of rotting garbage, the furtive rumps of creatures relieving themselves



Besides this, I was struck by the exactness with which the poem conveyed a certain experience of muteness. Return makes us see how dispossession and generational poverty leave their traces as a form of muteness in the body, a subdued body so tamed and mastered that it has forgotten how to rebel: ‘this crowd so strangely garrulous and dumb’.

Indeed, I experienced a deepening connection with the poem in Oxford. It was an understanding of its sound, of its physicality, of its political power. Yet the meaning of Césaire on the University of the West Indies campus in Jamaica was not the same as his meaning in the lecture halls of Oxford, where there were no other heads like mine. In Jamaica I was surrounded by people who looked mostly like me; here on stage in Oxford, I was attempting to embody the poem in front of a white audience. I was grappling with my own arrival – that first, unsettling confrontation with the imperial centre – secretly, internally, alone with Césaire. It helped to bring home the meaning of the words I was saying.

Partir. I was hexed by this incantation. In the English translation, Anna Bostock and John Berger render it as ‘To leave’, yet in French the word is physicalized, a verb that’s more like a noun. In French, the infinitive, through its repetition, conveys the very experience of leaving; an experience that keeps being relived in the mind. Each time ‘Partir’ is uttered, one hears the poet making sense, thinking the phenomenon through. There are so many entry points to the poem, but I find that, at some level, it might condense itself entirely into this word:


To leave.

As there are hyena-men

and panther-men,

so I shall be a Jew man

a Kaffir man

a Hindu-from-Calcutta man

a man-from-Harlem-who-hasn’t-got-the-vote

Famine man, curse man, torture man, you may

seize him at any moment, beat him, kill him – yes,

perfectly fine to kill him – accounting to no one,

having to offer an excuse to no one

a Jew man

a pogrom man

a whelp

a beggar



I cannot help but feel, here, the resonance of another line from later in the poem, where Césaire characterizes the African Diaspora as ‘those whose only journeys were uprootings’ (ceux qui n’ont connu de voyage que de déracinements). Yet he reaches out to other peoples who have been cursed with the affliction of leaving: ‘a Jew man’, ‘a Kaffir man’, a ‘pogrom man’. If, in the eyes of Césaire, Négritude is the affirmation of Black humanity, it is also an affirmation of universal humanity. After all, the one implies the other, and Césaire is well aware that the original problem concerning blackness is the fact that it was invented by European thought.

Partir. This was the only word I could chant to myself, for a long time. This anaphora was enough. Because of the weight of partir. Because ‘to leave’ itself was a story, the story – of movements, uprootings, upheavals – of the African Diaspora. This is how the very history of the diaspora begins, with a forced leaving, but the African diasporic experience has always prompted further leavings: ones forced and ones dreamt. It entails movement as a condition of thriving: we learn that upheaval is part of our way in the world. In Césaire I saw the image of the poet and dreamer who has to leave home – or so he or she feels – in order to survive, to thrive. This was a figure I’d become familiar with from the moment I entered intellectual circles at the University of the West Indies. There’s something at an unconscious level that pushes a West Indian artist like Césaire to go away from his birthplace in order to better survey and understand the uncanny condition of the plantation society and the colonial system, which is still so present in the everyday life of Martinique, as it is in every other island of the Caribbean. These spaces become newly legible when the artist or poet leaves them behind, when they look back from places of exile. You may not formulate this as part of your intention
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