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Int r oduction 

Th e Negritude movement is a lit er ary , cultur a l and socio - pol iti c­

cal mani fe s t ation whi ch t ook place Among i htel lectua l s of t he black 

Fr ench colonies i n the fi r s t ha l f of the twent i e t h century . I t i nvolv­

ed a r ea c t ion agai nst a ga~ t he Fr ench policy of cul t ural ass i milat i on , 

and t he a s s ertion of t he validity of African cultures , as well as t he 

defence of the di gni ty of Af r i can pe oples . 

The wor d ' n.e-gri t ude ' i s us ed variously t o denote the Negrit ude 
' I ·-~. 

mov ement , the comrn-J1ni ty of exper i enc e of black peopl e with r el atj_ on 
/ .,- . 

/ +lb to t he whit e ~orld , a nd t he mo r e abs 7a ct i dea (and s ubjec t t o di s -

cussi on ) of ther e bei ~ a body of i mr:anent cha r a ct er i s.tics co mmon to 

all ax Negro - Af ri can peopl es a nd their various cul t ures . Some theoriz­

ers of Negri t ude put f or ward t he highly doubtful assert i on tha t t his 

' negritude ' or s uppos ed spe ci f i city of the Afri can i s disc erni bl e in 

his l i t erary s tyl e even wh en he is wr i t ing i n Eur opean l angua ges . 

One of the lea ding poets o f t he Negritude movement i s Leon- G. 

Damas , born i n Fr en ch Guya na i n 1912 . Amo ng t he Ca r i bbean wri tjers 

t he theme o f, r a ce i ncl udes t h e s ub j ect o f slavery , and the idealiz ­

at i on of Afri ca , th eir an cestral country . The t one of Damas ' work is 

bitter r evolt a gainst the whit e worl d f or t he c r i mes perpetrat ed ag~ 

a gains t his rac e , with strong not e o f p rot es t against the cultural 

a s simi l at i on of the black man . 

The t heme o f race does not occupy al l of Damas ' poetry : hi s 

'Or k cont a i ns a bo dy of more per sonal po etry , ma i nl y love- poems . 

The bibliography gi ven at the end i s l i mi t ed , more or l ess , to 

works cons ul ted . Quo t ations i n t he text f or which no bi bli ogr a phic al 

r eferenc e is given ha ve been gat her ed from conv ~rsa tions wi th Leo n 

Damas . 

My sinc er es t thanks to Leon Da mas f or hi s as s is t an ce . 
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Chapter One . La Negri t ude 

occi dent al ement 
ava nc e mon ombr e 
pareill e a ma l egende 
d ' homm e- s i nge (1) 

The ques tio n as to whe t her a tiger shoul d f ind it nec es s a ry t o go 

about procla i ming his ' t i gri t ude ' ( Z) has be en r aised by nol e Soyinka , 

the Ni gerian au t h6r and pl a ywr i ght . ' Negr itude ' is to many a startling 

word , and many who fa i l or re f us e t o unders t and its s ignifica nc e dis ­

miss it as a bla ck br and of apartheid . 

But it is surely a phenomenon wor t hy of cl oser examina t i on 

when bl a ck men . - t o al l appea ranc es i ntel l i gen t black men - fe el 

the nee d to point out t ha t t hey are black? 

I t i s s i gni f icant tha t the moa t sarcas tic ri dicule and harshest 

attacks have come f r om another •camp ' as i t were of bl a ck men . For So­

yinka ' s wi t t icism underlines t he l ack of sympa thy on the part of British­

coloni zed Afric a ns for t his seeming ab errat ion on the part of their 

Fr ench - speaking coun t erpar ts . 

N~gri t ude , ori ginating among 7r ench West Indians and taken up by 

French Africans , created no s tir i n th e corres ponding Br i t i s h co lonies . 

An independent li terature has come quietly i nto being i n Br i t ish i est 

Af r i ca , while t he tw enti eth centur y has also seen a s t r i king l i t e r a r y 

awakening in the Britis h Caribbean , i n both ca s es without any appar ent 

need f or apolo gi a and t he pr eliminary blowi ng of t r umpe t s . The now 

thr ivi ng lit erature o f the French co l oni es , how ev er , was pr eceded by 

a perio d of i co nocl as t ic s elf - asser t_i on , t h e ,'f egri tud e J"!O Vement , taking 

pl a c e in the f irs t ha lf of the t went i eth century . 

(1) . . . wester ly 
weaves my shadow 
f orward 
in accordance with my legend 
ape - ma n (L .-G. Da mas , ' Par eille a la l egende ', Pi gments , p . 59) . 

(2 ) Quot e d by G. Moore , Seven Afri can writers , Londo n, Oxf~r d Unive r s ity 
Press , 1 962 , p . xvi . 
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There is a var i e t y of r ea s ons why t h e Fr ench Empire should have 

been the s etting o f a mani f es t a t io n of t hi s nat ur e . ~ 

~~,,~~~~~tftc~$~ 

2 . 

The French policy Gf ass i milat i on ha d no parallel i n the Britis h 

colonia l s ystem. Br:L t ai n ' s loose poli cy of ' i ndi rect rul e ' lef t a measur e 

of cultural fre edom, wher eas France , a cting under a self - i mpos ed mandate 

to spr ead Civilization , namely Fr ench cul t ure, pr oc eed ed to t ur n black 

' savages' i nto black Frenchmen~ 1 )a poli cy whi ch l ed t o th e angry pr otest , 
Vl 

i n the t went i e t h centur y , of a gener ation of thes e bl a ck Frechmen . For 
,\ 

it ha d dawned on t hem that t hi s a ct ion on the par t of t heir co l oni zers 

w~s an insul t, a t hrea t even , to their bl a ck ness and wha t i t r epr es ent ed 

in cul t ural t e r ms , their ' negri t ude !. 

In the wake of t he First World War, Euro pe • exper i enced a profound 

di s illus ionme nt a's regards her civilizat ion . For centuries European man 

had go ne fr om s t r engt h t o strengt h in t he spheres of s ci ence , phil os ophy 

and the ~ rt s , and his sel f -c onfidence had be en compl ete. There was pot ent ­

ially no pr obl em which he could not one -a~y s olve by the l igh t of his 

i nt ellec t . Then , in 1 914 , Euro pean man had f ound hi ms el f plunged into a 

war more bestial , more des t r uc tive t han any in hi s en t i re histor y . 

Civi l izat ion , then had f a i l ed . The reac t i on was to discredi t and 

mi strust the principle upon which t his civiliza t i on had be en b ui l t , 

th e almost exclusive r elia nce on Man ' s r eas on : 

(1) Bri t a in had no cultur al policy a t all wi t h r egar d to her colonies . ShE 
di d , of course , s ee t he nec es s ity of a mi ni mum of educat ion , enough to 
t ame t he nat ives , fo r t he ve r y pr a ctical purpose of co mmun:jjca t i on with thj 
rea dy- made l abour- force . The Fr ench , it might se em, were i dealis tic enougl 
t o envisage t hese na t i ves a s pot ential Men a nd equal s . 

The Fr ench policy of a s s i mi l a t i on cla i med to be bas ed on one of t he 
gr eat prin ci pl es o f th e Revolu t i on , that a ll men wer e equal - but only af t E 
t hey ha d been endowed wi th Fr ench cultur e . The Fr ench there fo r e dismi ssed 
as tho roughly worthl ess the cul t ures of t he peoples they col onized a nd 
undertook to' a ugmenter leur va leur d ' humanit § ' (rais e their human value ) ­
G. Hardy , Hi stoire de la col oni sat i on fr an9aise , Par is , Li brai r i e Larose , 
1938 , p . 323 ). 

Another vi ew of the pol icy of as s i milatio n i s that there was , t oo , a 
ce r tain measur e of expe diency in the cr eat ion of a ' buff er layer ' (ass i m­
i l ation was in t he fi na l anal ys i s reserv ed f or a minute perc ent age of the 
popul a tion , and the r a t e of li tera cy , f or exampl e , r emained r emarkabl y 
l ow in the Fr ench colonies ) of Fr ench - ori ent ed na tives in ev ery colony who 
were t ot al l y won ove r · t o the cause o f ' the s pread of Fr ench cul t ure ', 
otherwise known as Fren ch domination . 
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I la bati une civil i s a t i on a troce parce qu ' il es t devenu 
un mons t r e cer ebral avec hypert r ophi e des fa cul t es r a i s on­
nant es . ( l ) 
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(He ha s bui l t an a t rocious civi l i za t i on because he has become 
a cereb r a l monst er with hypert ro phy of t he rea s oning facul t i esJ 

mhe ant i -int el l ectual i st t r end wa s s trengt hene d by t he t heori es of Fr eud 

which point ed to t he repr es s i on of primor di a l i ns t i nct s as th e caus e of t t 

neur oses and frustraii.ons s o pr evalent i n Wes t er n civil i za t i on . 

Th e ' nobl e s avage ', unco mpl i cated primi t i ve Man , made a f resh entranc 

i nto the European i ma gination . The Surreal i st s , i nspi r ed by Fr eud , l a i d 

s tress on the s ub- cons ci ous as a wel~- s pr i ng of poetry . The a r t and vi sior 

of px±ooxxx~R the worl d of primi t i ve peopl es was pu t f o r ward a s bei ng more 

a uthenti c t han European a r t i n i t s ov er - i nt ell ectua l i ~lion . 

The beginning o f t he t we nt i e th century saw' l ' ent r ee des a r ts afri g cainE 

dans l e pantheon esthe t i que ' <2 ) ( t he ent r y of Af ric an ar t s into the ,pa nth ­

eon o f aestheti cs ) ha i l ed es pecially by Pi cass o a nd t he Cubi s t s . The Benir 

br onzes and i vory ca r vings ha d been brought to Europe s i nce 1897 . Et hnolo i 

i s t s had begun t o appl y a new approach t o t he s t udy of Af r i can cul t ur e$ . 

Frobeni us , f or i nst a nce , i n hi s ext ens ive wor k on the his t or y of Af ri can 

ci viliza t io ns , w~s t o a ffirm: 

L ' i de e du "Ne gr e ba r bar e 11 es t une invention eur opeenne 
qui a , par c ontre - coup , domi ne l ' Eur ope jus qu ' a u debu t 
de ce si e cl e .(3 ) 
(Th e i dea of t he "barbar ous Negro 11 i s a Euro pean invent ::­
ion whi ch has , i n r e t urn , pr eva i led upon Euro pe r i ght up 
t o the begi nning of t hi s century .) 

In Fr ance , t he Pri x Goncourt was awar ded i n 1 921 t o t he Fr ench Guyan­

es e Rene Ma r an , f or hi s wor k Batouala 1 veritabl e roman negre (~) Thi s t oo 

(1) M. Nadeau, Hi s t oir e du Surrealis me , Pa r i s , Seuil , 1945 , p . 29 . 
(2 ) J . Laude , Les ar t s de l ' Af r i gue noire , Pa r i s , Li brai r i e Gener ale 
Fr anc ai se , 1966 , p . 39 . 
(3 ) L . Fr ob eni us , Hi stoire de l a ci vi l isation a fri caine , Pa r i s , Gal l i mard , 
1952 , p .15 . Thi s was f irs t publ i shed in Fr ench i n 1 936 , t r a nsk lt ed from 
t he German wor k Kultur ges chi cht e Af rika s : Prol egomena zu ei ner hi s t or ic he1 
Ges t altl ehre (1 933 ). 
( 4 ) Thi s awa r d creat e d s omet hing of a f ur ore . Ma r an ha d be ~n a n a dmini st r• 
a t or i n a Fr ench Af r i c an colony a nd i n hi s novel lai d bar e t o t he Fr ench 
publi c t h e r ever s e s i de of t hei r ' oeuvr e civil i s a t r i ce ' in Af r i ca . He was 
ac cus ed of cal umny a nd Ba toua l a was pr ohi bited i n a l l t he Fr ench co l oni es 
as a ' danger ous ' book . I t i s consider ed to b e a f o r er unner of Negri t ude . 
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wa s the de cade of Blaise Cendr a r s ' Ant hologi e N~gre (1 921) and Petits 

Cont es N~gres (1 929 ), a nd of Gide ' s Voyage au Jongo (192 7 ) a nd its sequel 

Retour du Tchad (1928 ). 

The f r ican was de emed to posse~a reserve of unspoiled primi t ivity 

which could be a refreshing distra c t ion fro m t he hypersophis t ication of 

\i es tern cj_viliza tion . 

Thi s vo gue ex t ended not only t o th e Afri can in hi s ori gi nal habi t a t, 

but it was considered that even transplante d i nto the mids t of Wester n 

s ociety he r emai ned an oasis of ' natur lness '. 

For Europe was al so swept by a ' Negr o f ashion' which existed in the 

United State s in the 1920s . Ameri ca had f ound a ne·:r t oy in jazz and in 

egr o ent er t ainment in general. The s udden int er est V✓hich Am erica had 

begun t o take in i ts black ci t iz ens was not ltoge t her fl a t t eri ng t o these 

latter. Langston Hughes , Af r o- fi meri can poet, s ums up the spirit in whi ch 

whit e Am erica took to jazz : 

White peopl e came to Harlem in droves ... Nor di d 
ordi na r y Negr oes like t he influx of Vhites t oward Hatl em 
aft~r s undown , flo oding the little ca ba r ets a nd bars 
where fo rmerly onl y colour e d peopl e 1 ugh ed .nd sang , 

nd where now the strangers were giv en t he best r i ngs ide 
t ables to s it and star e at t he Negro cus to mers like amusing 
ani mals in a zoo. (1) 

Thi s era s a w t he ris e of fi gures lik e P ul Robeson , Louis Armstrong 

and J os ephine Baker. Jaz z was exported to Europe and was enthusiastically 

received . 

In this general atmosphere of appreciation , t he Afric a in the New 

Wor ld , who had long been t aught t o r egard his origins with s hame , now 

began t o se e Africa and his own connect ion with Afric a as a s ourc e o f 

pride . He set about salvag• ing th e r emnants of Af r i can cul t ure a ro und hi m 

In Cuba a movement known as ' Negrismo ' or ' Afro - Cub nism' t ook place 

in t he l ate 1920s . Thi s di f fe r ed f rom a ' Negr o Renaiss an ce ' proper in 

t hat it was r epresent ed l a r gel y by wri t ers who wer e not themselves of 

Afr i can desc ent. I t was a n a tt empt by Cuban wri t ers , influen ced by the 

pr evailing ' Nero vo gue ', to expl oit t he pot entiali ties oft ' e vi brant 

(1) L . Hughes , The Bi g Sea , London , I utchinson and Co., 1 940 , p . 170 . 
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li fe and fol kl ore of Cuba ' s black mi nority. The excesses of Negr i s mo are to 

be depl or e d . Carryi ng t o ex t remes t he primitivis t and anti - int ell e ctualist 

motivat ion f or European i n t erest in the African , muc h of thi s l itera t ure 

redu ces him to rhythm, animality and sexual abandon . 

Afro - Cuabnism pro duce d one black poet of note , Nicol as Guill en , born in 

1902 . Whil e he too glori f ies t he colour f ul a nd the ins t i nctiv e in Af r ican 

life, in hi s work thi s i s less of a f ashion, a f ad , as i t se ems t o be with 
. cc~ce~n 

the main body of Af ro-Cuban wri ting . Guillen al s o shows an i ncreasing;(for 

the s oci 1 and econo mic condition o f the bl~ck Cuban . I n his work Af ro - Cuban­

i sm r e joins the movements afoo t in America and in H iti . 

The ' Negro Renai ssance ' on the American cont inent can be said to have t 

begun wi t h the work of Marcus Garvey , who was born _ i n J amaica in 1887 a;rl 

emi gr a t ed t 6 the USA in 1916 . His movement , which included a project ed s cheme 

t o r epat riate bl a ck Americans a nd set up a new k i ngdom in Afri ca, h_ad a tre ­

mendous following . Garvey devoted hi s li fe to instilling self - r espect i nto 

hi s kind t hrough his organizat ion The Universal l\ egro I mpro vement _ s sociation 

He re cal led to hi s disci ples the pa s t spl endours of African civilizations . 

Those who had been gr eat once would be gr eat a gain . Ma ny i nv es ted in Garvey ' s 

pro jec t ed shi ppi ng company , t he Black St a r Line , which wo uld t ransport Afri ~ • 
mother-

ca ' s lost children back to t heir/\ count ry, ba ck t o glory. 

Nhen Ga rvey was eventua lly: .arr es ted and i mpri s oned f or f aud , and expell e 

f rom the count ry i n 1927, hi s i mpact was irrever s i bl e . This ha d been the f i r s 

grea t mass movement black Amer ica ns had known . Garvey' s movemen t had pro ­

mis ed t o millions of bl a ck Amer icans t he f ul f il . ent of t heir most pro f ound 

aspirat ions , an end to pr e judic e and oppr ess ion , t h e r estorati on of their 

human di gni t y . The Bl a ck t a r Line had never sent a s hi p a cros s the Atlantic , 

but the i mplications of the projec t r emained : a line ha d been drawn conne ct ­

i~g the t wo continents - the l and of exil e and s hame , and the glo rious 

mothe r -l and . 

I n Americ the Negr o vo gue sprea d into lit erat ure . Not onl y di d black 



6 . 

Ameri cans and t h ei r life be come t he subject of novel s ~l ) but bl a ck writ ers 

were of fe r r ed incr ea s ed a t tent i on . Bl a ck tm er ican writing was gr eet ed with 

an i ndul gync e whi ch fos t ered an unpr ec edent ed r i se i n their l i t er a r y pro ­

duction . 

Amont h e outs t nding bl a ck au t~ors o f t he 1920s were Cl aude Ma cKay 

(or i gi nally from Jamaica but general ly cons i dered run ong Ameri can writers ) , 

Jean Toomer , Count ee Cullen and L ngs t on Hughes . Some o f the t hemes of 

thi s l i t e r a t•re wee t o pass into t he Negr i t ude mov em ent . 

The a ttack ort Wes t e r n civilization , begun by ~~ur opeans , was t aken up 

by bl ack voices . The Afro - America n , bo r n i nt o a 1i': es ter n s oci e t y , cbndeinned 

t h e civi lizati on i n which he s a w hi ms el f doomed t o be a misfit , an outcas t . 

Wes t ern values wer e f orc ed upon hi m1 alienating him from hi mself , while 

Western so cie t y r efus ed to gr Ant hi m an eoual pl a c e : 

For civi l i zation had go ne ou t among t hes e na t i ve , ea r t hy 
peopl e , had des poil ed th em o f t hei r primitive s oil , had 
upr oo t ed , ench i ned , transplant ed nd t r ans f ormed them 
t o l abor under i ts l aws , and yet l a ck ed the spiri t to 
to ler a t e them wi t hi n its wall s . 

The grand me chanica l march of ci vil i za t ion ha d lev­
ell ed t he wor l d down to t he poi nt whe r e it s eemed t r eason­
abl e f orA~ dvanced th i nker t o doub t that what was goo d f or 
on e nat i on or peopl e w s l so goo d f or ano t her ... The hand 
of pro gr ess wa .s r obbi ng Lthi .§.7 eopl e of many pr i ni t i ve and 
beauti f ul ~uali t ies . (2 ) 

Depl or i ng th e at t itude of the educa t ed cl asses of black America ns who 

ac~ ep±ed t h e i mpos ed s cal e of val ues s o ompl et el y as t o ab dicu t e thei r 

r a ci al pri de ~3 ) MacYay gl or i es i ns t ea d i n iis Af r i cc n a nces t ry , t urni ng ~ 

(1) ' En Amer i que , l es ecri v i ns d ' nr es - guer r e , r evolt es a l a fo i s cent re 
l a machi ne e t co nt r e la pr uder i e vic t or i enn e qui domi nai t encore l a vi e de 
la pet it e vil l e , crur ent souv ent trouv er ns l e per s onnage du Negr e une 
s or t e de bon s auvage dont l a s pont an eit e pr i mi t i ve ava i t e t e epargnee pa r 
les hideur s de l a civilis a t i on qu ' il s co ndamnai ent .' (I n Ameri ca , t he pos t ­
war wr i t er s , r evol t i ng both agai ns t t he machi ne a nd t he Vic t or i an pruder y 
which s t i l l domine t ed s mall - town li fe , o f t en present e d i n t he pers onage of 
th e egro a ki nd o f Nobl e Savage whose pri mit i ve spontanei t y h d been sp red 
by th e ugliness o f th e civi liza t io n they condemne d . ) CJ . Wa gner , I es poe t es 
ne gr es des Et a t s - Unis , Pa r i s , Li br ~i r i e Is t r a , 196J , p . 175 , ) 
(2 ) C.~a cKay , Ban j o , a ·sto r y 1 i thout a plo t , New York , Harpe r , 1929 , p . 3~3 . 
(3 ) ' The colored i nt elligents i a l iv ed it s l i fe " t o have t he whi t e neighbours 
t hink wel l o f us " s o t hat i t co ul d r:10ve peac eably i nto ni ce "whit e " st re e t s . 1 

(C . Ma cKay , op . ci t ., p . 320 . 



to Afr i ca and not to t he fest f or s elf - identificat i on . I n hi s novel 

B n j o , th e ch a rac t e r Ray i s a b l a ck Am e r ican livi n g i n Fr a n c e , wh ere 

he c omes i nt o cont a ct with Af ric ns : 

He a l w. y s f elt humb l e wh e n he h eard the Se negal e~and othe r 
West Af rican tribes speaki ng their own languages with n a t i v e 
war mt h a nd f eeling . 

Th e Afric ans ga ve hi m a positive feeling of W1ol e s ome 
cont a ct with r a cia l roots . Th ey made hi m fe el t h a t h e wa s 
no t merely a n unfortuna t e ac ci dent o f birth , bu t t hat h e 
beliling e d defi nit el y t o a race wei h ed , t e s t e d and poised· 
in t he univ e r s a l scheme . (1) 

A c ertain n ost l gia for f r ica , f o r one ' s origi nal primitivity , b e -

c am e a fea ture of this lit eratur e : 

For the di m r egi ons whe n c e my f a ther s c a me 
My s pi r it , banda ged b y t he body , longs . 
Words fe l t , but n e v e r heard , my lips wo uld fr am e , 
My s o ul would s i ng f orgott e n jungl e songs . 
I woul d go ba ck to darknes s a n d t o p eac e ... ( 2 ) 

Langs to n Hu ghes , too , l a ments h i s a li enatio n : 

(1 ) 
( 2 _ 

(3) 

So l ong , 
So far a way , 
Is Afric a . 
No t e v en memories aliv e 
Save t hose t hat history books c r eat e , 
Sav e t hose that s on g s 
Beat ba ck i n to t h e bloo d -
Beat ou t of bloo d with wor ds sad- s u ng 
I n s tra n ge un-negro t ongue -
So long , 
So f ar a wa y 
Is Af r i ca . 

Subdued a n d time - los t 
Ar e the dr u ms - a n d ye t 
Th r ou gh s ome vas t mist of r a c e 
~here c omes t his s ong 
I do not und e r sta n d , 
Thi s s ong of a t a vist i c land , 
Of bi t t e r yearni n gs lost 
Without a l a c e -
So lo ng , 
So f ar a wa y 
I s Af r i ca ' s 
Dark f a c e . (3 ) 

C. M c Kay , o p . ci t ., . 320 . 
C . M _c Kay , S ~}ec t ~d ~ o~ms , Ne r York , 

L. \-\1.A5~e-5 1 S e.lectecl pMm»; New York, 

Book rnan Ass ocia t es , 1953 , p . 41 . 
A. ltviop•f, 1q5q, P· ~. 
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tiea nwhi l e i n Hait i a movement f or r ei denti f i c tion wi t h Afri ca was 

t aking pl a ce . 

The republi c of Hait i , whe r e i n ependence f r om Franc e had been f ought 

f or bi t t er ly and •,o n , s inc e 1804 , was s t ill , cul t ural ly , an outpos t of 

France . That i s t o say that t he l it er a te classes s t il l s wor e by ~ '◄ 'ran e e 

a nd al l things French . Ther e was no ques t ion , once po l i t i c 1 i ndependen ce 

had be en wr enche d fro m •ran e e , o f r elinquishing one i ota of t h e French her ­

i tage . 

However t h e cul t ural ma ni f es t ~t io ns of th e great mass of Hai t i a ns , thei r 

mus i c , fo l kl ore and r el i gion , were de ci dedl y Af r ican . ~he upper c l a ss es t ook 

a di m vi ew of t he obs t i na t e ' barbari t y ' and ' ba ckwardness ' o f t he Hai t i a n 

peas ant . 

Hai t i had gained vi c t or y ~v er t h e t hen gr eatest military power in the 

worl d . But even t h ei r r evol t agai ns t Fr a nce had be en i nspir ed by t he Fr ench 

Revolut i on ; and even i n t hei r pride a t being the f irst bl ac k r epubli c t hey 

continued t o aff i r m th eir a t tachment to French cul t ure . Hait i was to be ' l a 

Fr anc e noir e ' (i ) (black Fr anc e ) . Fre e Hai t i woul d serve to glorify the bl a ck 

r c e in t h e eyes of the wor l d by showi ng that i t was capabl e o f t hi s hi gh 

degre e o f ci vi liza t i on , French cultur e being t he archetype o f ci vilization . 

Thus even thei r na t i onalism and r aci a l pr i de to ok t he form o f a homage 

to France a nd French cul t ur e . Ant enor i r mi n i n his De l ' egal i t e des r a ces , 

i n stat i ng t hat ' Hai t i do i t ser vi r a l a r ehabilita tion de l ' Afr ique 1(2 )( Hai tj 

shoul d s er ve towar ds the r ehabilita t ion of Africa ) does no t f o r a moment en ­

visage t he f ost eri ng of Afric a n el ement s i n qaitian cul t ur e . I n the same way 

Hanni bal Pri ce in t h e ess y De ll. a r ehabil i t at i on de -ia ra ce noi r e (3 ) a t tacks 

vo odoo and other Afr ican s ur vi vals as being a blot on t he i mage of Haiti . 

The nr ench Cari bb ean pr esent ed an ext r eme pic t ur e of t h e e f f e ct s of cul t ­

ura l colo ni zat i on , due t o t he compl i city of a number o f s pe ci al ci r cumstanc eE 

Af r ica n slaves wer e brough t t ho us ands of mil es from t heir homes t o peopl e 

t er ri to i es wh er e no i ndi geno us cul t ur e existe d , th e or i gi nal i nhabi tant s , 

Ameri ndian peopl es , having been ex t er mi nated or driven i nto the s e cl usion o f 

(1 ) J . Michel e t , quo t ed by A. Vi a t t e , Hi s toire l i t t ~r a i re de l ' Am& r i gu e 
fr ans a i s e , Pa r is , P . U. F ., 1954 , p. 379 . 
(2 ) A. Fi r min , op . ci t ., Paris , 1885 , p . xi i i . 
(3 ) Port - au-Pr i nce , 190 7 . 
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t he bus h by suc c es s i v e waves o f ~u~ op ea n col oni s t s . The new Wes t I ndi a n s , 

many o f whom.had b een capt ure d u nawar e s and i n di v i dua l l y , a n d bundle d onto 

s l a v e - shi ps wi th a mini mu m o f c e r emony , a r r i ved empty- ha nded . The y were 

soon r e lieved eve n of their Africa names . Fami l y groups were s nli t u p 

a n d membe r s of di ffe r en t t r i bes were mi x e d t ogether o n eac h pl ant a tion as 

a measu re agai ns t t he plo tt i n g of e s cap e s o r r i s i ngs , so that r e g r oupi n g 

a n d cul t u ral con ti nui ty we r e r en dered diffi cult . Nec e s s i t y nd coerc i o n 

cause d t hem to abandon th eir own l angua ges and a dopt t hat of the slav e -.. 
mast er . The lat t e r ha d l it t l e di f f i cu l t y i n his t a sk o f denigra ting ( th e ,_ 

iro ny o f the word ) h i s s l aves ' original : cul t ures a n d i nstil ling in th em 

ho l y r espec t fo r h i s own : 

Au~ Anti l l es , comm e partout ail l eu r s , il f l l a i t t r es 
t ot compos er un al i b i r acial a ux bri g ndages et a la de-

e r s onna l isa tio n sys t emat i q u e du col mni se . En ~fi x ant dans 
l ' es clav e ne g r e la s omme des vic e s e t des t a r e s , l e colon ­
i s at eur se r es erva i t l e s t a t u t d ' Homme e t deguisait en 
mi ssi on phi lant h ro pi que ses r apac i t e s . Le negre antil l is 
deva i t ~tre par 8sseu x , l a id , l eger , v i ci eu x , s a l e e tc ., 
c omme ses f r e r es _ d1 Af r ique noi re ... ou d ' Al ger i e deu 
s i e cl e s p l us tar d . 

L ' affi rmat i o n de 1~ s up er io rit e a bs olue du Bl a nc ne 
peut se f o n de r qu e sur l ' af f i ; ma t i o n syst ema t i q u e , ab s u r de , 
de l a non- humanit e du negr e . (1 ) 

( I n t h e \i est In i es , as ev e rywh ere else , one h a d to inv ent 
as soon a s p os 3i bl e a rac i al al i b i f o r t h e plunderi ng and 
systematic deper s o nal i z a t i on of t he colo nized peo pl es . Fi x i ng 
i n the Negro s lave the sum o f vi c e a nd mor al taint s , t h e c ol on­
i z e r r ~ser v ed f o r hi msel f the s t a t u s o f Man a n d cov er ed hi s a ct s 
of ra a c i ty u n der t h e gui s e of a " phi l a n t hropi c mi ssi o n ". Th e 
'V e s t I ndi an was made out t o b e lazy , u gl y , aiml ess , d epra v ed , 
di r t y , etc., like h i s b ro thers of bl a ck Afr i ca . ... or of Al ­
geria t wo c ent u r i e s l a t e r . _ 

The affirmat i o n o f t h e ab o l u te s uperiori ty o f th e whit e 
ma n coul d ha v e no other bas i s · bu t t he sys t ema t i c , p r eposter ­
ou s affirmati on o f _t h e non - huma ni t y o f t he Ne gro .) 

Th e s ca le of values whe r eby the Ne gro was deemed to be bar barous nd 

i nfe~ior was t ransf erre d int a c t i n t o t h e mi 1ds o f Ne groes . F ran c e was t he 

c entre of t he Univ e r s e . At school b l ack c hi l dr en were t augh t t o r ecit e 

' nos ancet r e s les Galois . . . ' ( our a n c e s to r s the auls ) . 

( 1 ) Y. Leborgn e , ' Le cl hna t s o ci a l ' ( o n e of a ser ies o f a r tic l e s on. t he 
F r e n ch Ca r ibb ean ) , Esprit , ( No uvel l e s &rie) , No. 305 , April 1962 ,p . 539. 
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Coupl ed with th e effects of a s s i mi lation was , inevi tably , the econ­

omic f c to r . The s yst e s urviving s l a very was one in which the wealthy 

whit e pl ant er and pro pri etor oc cupi ed a posi tion of unas s ailabl e s uper ­

io r i ty , follo wed by th e privileged mi ddle class , the members of which 

wer e more oft en than not mul a t t oes ; f inally ther e wer e the gr eat major ­

i ty o f the peo ple , the il l it erat e , pov erty- stricken desc endants of, - • 

slaves , to all i nt ents and purposes still i n slaver y . 

Henc e the peculiar stra ti f ic t ion o f a society virt ually a c cording 

to degre es of pal l or or th e inv er s e . The suc cess of th e colonist was 

co mplet e . He ha crea t ed a s oci e t y of negrophobes compos e of Negroes 

and par t - Negroes . 

The ali enat i on of t he bourgeoisie fro m th e bulk of the popul ati on 

was compar~ble to the gulf between ~hit e coloni s t a nd bl~tk s l ave . They 

renounced the Afric an part of t heir origins and were f ull ? f co ntempt 

f or the peasantry who in their turn were sunk de ep in a fat alistic r esign­

a tion t o the idea of th eir own inf eriority . The whol e ai m i n li fe of 
I 

thi s ' bourgeoisie le couleur ' (coloured bour geois ie ) was to es cap e the 

sti gm o f i denti f icat io n with the black masses . The bour g eois was c~r e­

fu l to s peak i mpe dc able Fr ench a t a ll t i mes , condes cending to speak 

Cr eole(l) only when ad dr es s ing servant s. Fr antz ~a non r eports t hat : ' En 

France on di t : parler comme un livre . En Martini que : parler comme un ~ -

B1anc 1 (
2 )(In Fr a n ce one says "to speak l ike a book" . In Martini que : 11 t o 

(1 ) Cr. : ole i s the dial ec t spok en in t he Fr ench Caribbean t er ritories. It i ~ 
in fact a ' di alec t ' wi th a vigorous exi stence of i ts own. The l i mited r e ­
sea rch so fa r carri ed out on i t r ev eals s i milarities with the syntax and 
morphology o f l anguages i n t hose r egions of Af r ica f rom which t he sla ves 
we r e brought . A per cent 0ge of the voc abulary , too , is African , but the 
gr eater par t of it is Fr enc - derived . Th re is a sprinkl ing of words from 
other European 1 nguages , a s i n all th e other di al ects of t he Caribbean 

r ea , whe r e , apart fro m t he i nevi t abl e lingui s t ic i nte r penetra t ion , over 
th e centuries t he l anguage of a population changed each- time a territory 
chr nged hands at a post - war confe r enc e in urop e . 

Its ro bus tness i s t es t i f ie t o by th e r ich s tore o f pr overbs , songs , 
ri ddl~s and stories whi ch compris e Cr&ole f olklore . Spoken by th t el ement 
o f s ociety which r a rely at t ained to l i t racy,it s devel opment has gone un­
hinder ed f or c ent uri es . ~any r el ega t e it t o t h e stat us of ' petit - n~gr e or 
1 pidt;i n ' French . But i f thi s can be pr es ented as a cl a i n/to i ts i ndependencE 
a met ropoli t an Fr enchman and an illit er at e f-~ a r t iniquan peasant are t oday 
mut ual ly i nco mpr ehensible . 
(2 ) F . Fanon , Pea u noi r e , masques bl ncs , Paris , Seuil , 1952 , p . 34 . 
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spea k like a White" . ) They went t o ridicul o us l eng ths to kee i n s t ep 

wi th t he colonizer . Th eir b ehavi our i s ca rica t ure d by Aime Cesa ir e : 

Ceux q ui _isent a l ' Euro pe : "Voyez , je s a is c o mm e v ou s 
fair e de s ~ou r b et t es , co mm e v ous p r esent er mes ho m~ a ges , 
e n s o mm e , j e ne s ui s pas di f f ~r ent de vous; ne f i t es pas 
att entio n a ma peau noir e : c ' est l e s ol e i l qui m' a b rul & ... 11 (1) 

( t hey who say t o Europe : "See , I know hm t o bow lik e you, to 
p y r e s p e c t s like you , a ll i n all, I a m no t d~ffer ent f rom you ; 

... ke ·.no notic_e._ _, of ' , my bla c k ski n : I ' m just s unburn t ... " ) 

Hi gh e educ a tio n was the mo n~ poly o f t he upp e r cl asses , th e would- b e 

a~si mi les . Th us th e l it erary pro du c t ion of th e Fr e nc h Caribb e a n wa dir e ct 

edJ!f~~g lines laid down in the s a lons of Pari s . The capaci t y to produc e 

poetry s i milar t o that writ t en by Fr enchmen p rov e d the ex tent of one ' s 

assi~ilatio n : 09e had completed the final leap of evol ution fro m the 
-the. 

s ub - regions of the Negro r a ce t o;\ pinnac les of whiteness . The Fr en ch 

C8 ribbean writ er a t his t i me ' s e f a i t u n point d ' hon n eur qu 'un l ane p uiss 

lir e tout s on li vr e s a ns deviner s a p i gmentat i on ' (J..) ( pri des h i ·ns elf o n th 

fa c t that a Whi te co ul d r ead hi s whole b ook through wi thout ~ue~~ 

his pi gment ion) . 

Such wa s thei r devoti on to the lit e r a ry t r e nd s of the metropolis t ha t 

they c a me t o indul ge in the r a m _ntic exoticism vii th \Jhich s ome F r enc h auth 

or s po rtraye a t he Caribb ean i slands . Much of t his l iter ature , in t he ~ 

strai n of At a l a , had been wri tt e n by peo ple who had never vi s t ted these 

pa r t s . But many a Fr ench \i est Indi c n a ut hor b e g a n t o se e hi s homel a nd a s 

the Garden o f Eden tr nspl n t ed . u guste Vi a t te i n h is study o f Fr ench ~ es 

Ind~8fi literatur e complains of their effort s : ' t r a p de coco tier s e t d ' ois ­

ea ux - mou ches et de cr eoles i ndol entes 1 (
3) (too many coc ~~¥! e es a nd hummi ng­

birds and languid Cr eol e belles) . 

The educa ted Fr ench e s t I ndian ' s view o f h i ms el f and o f his own count 

(1) 1 . Cesr ire , Cahi e r d 'un r e t our a u pays natal , Pa r i s , Pres ence Af r icain 
1956 , p . 85. Ce s ire ironicall y r ep ro du c e s , word for word (f r om the semi ­
colo n onwards ) , nar t o f t h e pa ssage of t he Old Te stament whic h begi ns with 
the f amous d e cl~ra t io n ' Ne gra s u m s e d formosa . .. ' (S on g of s ongs , I : 5 - 6 ). 
(2) E . Le ro , ' !'i s e re d ' un e po esi e ', in Legitime De f ense , No . 1 , Pal.r is , J Une 
1 93 2 , quot ed by L .-G. Damas , Po e t es d ' ex press ion f ran 9a i se , Paris , S euil , 
194 7 , p . 13 . 
(3 ) A. Vi at te , Hi s t oire litteraire d e l ' Ameri q u e fran9aise , P . U. F ., 1954 , 
p . 490 . 
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ry was thus limited to c1_ view hel d. by outsiders . The calamity l ay not in 

the fact that t h ese poets chose t o s ing t he bea ut y of t hei r undoubtedly 

beautiful i s lands , but that t his incompl ~te and sometimes inac cur a t e vi s io1 

falsif i ed and s o t ende ' to perpetuat e the more sordi d r ealities o f life on 

thes e gems o f th e ocean . Th e vision bec am e i nac curat e when t hey peopled 

t he p r adise i s l nds with lazy , cont ent e d nat iv es who bas ked i o the sun 

a nd picke d t h e i ~ meals off t r ees . For the ov er whelmi ng majority of these 

natives , j far f r om basking , t oil e d th eir lives away under a mercil ess s un , 

cul t ivating l a nd which belonged a l most oo tirely to a minut e s ect ion of 

t he po ul a tion , l abour f or whi ch t hey ea rn d a meagre daily br ead . 

Thus the very clas s of th i s society i n whose place it was to speak 

on behal f of the underpri vil eged tur ned a deaf ea r , s inc e it would hardl y 

do t o alienate t h e very elements whose f a vour and esteem one was s trivi ng 

t o main t a in . 

In Haiti the t op layer of t hi s society , the whi t e el ement , had be en 

r emoved i n th e revol ution of 1P04 . Thi s brought l ittl e c 1ange t o vhe col ­

oni zed mentali t y . The a s simi l es now move d i nto t he pl a ce left va cant by 

t h "" fleeing, r massa r ed Fr enc hm en , and Fran ce ' s pos j_ t ·ion a t the centre of 

t h e Univers e was not s erio usly shaken . 

In 191 5 Haiti was occu i e by American t r oo ps . Thi s oc cupat ion l asted 

for f ift ee n yea r s . The umili ting shock of s ubmitt i ng th ei r proud independ­

ence nd having thei r soil ov er r un by fore i gners (a large numb er of t hem 

with de e l y- bred r ac i a l pr e judic es ) produ ce d a r e co il a mong Haitian intell ­

e ct uals . The r e wa s s udden int erest i n t he f olkl or e of Haiti . They explo red 

a nd rev lued t he t e eming peasant cul t ure , t he customs , r el igious pr ac tic es , 

so ngs , dan ces , stories , ~ and ed rl own f om one generation to t he next since 

s lavery . 

The outst anding r epresent ative of t hi s movement was Dr . J ean Price- , a rs , 

Hi s f irs t work , a n essay , La vocatio n de 1 ' 6lite , publish ed i 191 7 , and 
7 

his l a t er Ai ns i par l a l ' oncle (1928 ) pl a ced him at t h A he d of t he new schoo: 

Pri ce- Xa r s dr ew the a tt ent ion of hi s generation to the r ic h vein of fo l k ­

lo r e which ex isted amon 0 the peas ntry , and encouraged wr it er s to dr aw on 

thi s . 

In continuing to disavow t he i r Afri can or i gi ns th ey were di s r egarding 

th e i mmens e cultural pot Pnt i ali t i es o f their peopl e a nd f orsaking thei r own 



authenti city : 

Nous n ' avons p de cha nce d ' etre nous - memes que s i nous ne 
r epudions a u cun e par t de l ' heritage anc estral . Eh bien ! 
Cet her i tage , il est pour les huit di •i~mes un don de l ' Af r i que. (1 

(We.have no ch . ne e of bei ng ours elves unl es s 1 ,e cling to 
every las t s hr ed of t he ncest ral herit ge . Well then , 

ei gh t y perc ent of t hi s he r itage is the leg cy of Af r ica . ) 

Educat ed Hait i ans s houl d cease to d eppise the Cr eole di a l e ct, voo doo 

and other African char acteristics of Ha itian cul t ure . Their literature w 
woul d r emai n s ter il e and uno r i ginal a s long as t hey pers i s it ed i n fol low­

ing Fr ench models a nd neglected to draw upon t he i r own resourc es . <2 ) I n 

another essa y he co nt ends : 

N' es t-il pas vrai que nous avons , nous aus s i , quel qu echose 
A o f f r ir au monde qui ne s oi t p s une mat i er e f r el a t e e ou 
un produi t d' i mi t .t ion ? Dans la me canis a t io n a cc el eree de 
l a Eran'etei, quand t out ne s e r a plus qu e vit es s e et s echeress e 
a s s oci ees , nous s erons encore pour l e r est e de l' uni v ers une 
des r es erves pf e t i cuses de poes ie , de Joi e e t d ' amour . (3 ) 

( Is it no t true that we too _have s ome t ing t o offer t o t h e 
world ot her t ha n bas tardiz e d or copi ed ma t ter? With the accel­
er t e d me chani z.a t- ion o f the pl ane t , when a l l is bu t s p eed and 
bar enes s in as s oci a tion , we rill ye t be f or th~ r est o f t h e 
unive rs e one of the precious res erves of poetry , j oy and love . ) 

Dr . Pr ic e - Var s r ous ed the enthus i asm o f the young generati on . The 

movement produc ed new r evi ews devot ed t o the e -pl or a t i on of Ha i t i an 

cul t ure , s uch as La Nouvell e .onde , evue indi gene , La Tr oue e a nd Revue 

des gr io t s . Dr . Pr i ce - r·a rs f ounde d t he (Ins t i tut d ' Et hnolo gie d I Hai t i 1 • 

Haitian li fe was exploit ed in t he peas ant novel , not a bl y by J a c~ues 

Roumain , Jos eph Zob el nd J a cques - St ephen Al exis . 

The poetyy of this s choo l for es hadowed t hat of t he l a ter Negr i ~ude 

poet s , especi l ly i n th eir nostal gi a for Afr ica a cros _ t hei r ' borr owed ' 

cul t ure : 

(1) J . Pric e- :'ar s , Ai s i pa r l a l ' onc l e , Compi egne, Ri bliotheque ,:Ia i t i enne , 
1 28 , p . _20 . 
(2 ) In r ev er se o f Atal a , it wa s no t unco mmon f or a \', es t Indi an pbe t ·_wlio 
ha d never lef t t he ;;; est I ndi es t o be ins pired in his i mag ery by sno~ 
a nd t he f lora and f auna of t empera t e count r i es . 
( 3 ) J . Pric e- ~·ar s , Forma t i on e tl'lnigue➔. , f ol klore e t cul t ure du peupl e 
Har t i en , Port - au - Pr i nce , 1939 , p . 145 . 



Ce coeur ob s edant , qui ne correspond 
Pas av e c mon langa ge et mes cos t umes , 
Et s ur lequel mordent , c omme u n c rampon , 
De s sentiments d ' emprunt e t des cout umes 
D' Euro p e , s entez- vous cette so u ffran c e 
Et c e desespoir a nul a utr e egal 
D' apprivoiser , ave c d es mo ts de Fr nee 
Ce co eur qu i m' est venu du Senegal? (1) 

(Thi s ob ses s ive hear t that answers not 
~o my language nor t o my co s tumes , 
This heart t ha t i s chafed , a s though b y a c lamp 
By f eelings a n d customs b orrowed 
From ◄ rop e , do you not fee l t his angui s h 
Thi s ho pelessness un equalled 
At taming wi th words from 1 r a nce 
This heart t hat .I have fro m Seneg l?) 

Ma ny reject ed th r eli gio
1 

hich Eu r ope ha d i mposed u pon them with her 

ci~iliz t ion - the Church was se en as a majo r a ccomplic e of colo nizat ion , 

conni ving at a n d ~erpet uating t h e subjugat i on of colo ni zed peo ples : 

Lacroix pre c ~de ou cco mp ,gn e t ouj our s le f usil . La 
d e x tre b~ni sseuse abs out d 1 avanc e les ~rimes per pe t res 
a u no m de l a civi lisation c hre t ienne , l es i n justi c e s 
du c api t alisme sans i me . L ' Egl i se ense i gne aux tgt e s 
cr epu e s e t courb e es av e c une p erfidie inegal able , l ' art 
leni f i an t de s o u f f r ir avec patienc e , la te chnique de l a 
r es i gn t i o n s ur cett e t e rr e da ns l ' e s poir de jouir un 
jour , par - de l ~ les tombeaux vides , d ' une beat i tude i nfi nie . (2 ) 

(Th e cro s s a l way s prec e des or a ccompa nies th e gun . The r i ght 
hand which blesses g r~nt s absolut ion in advan c e f or t he crimes 
perpetrat e d i n t h e name of Chris t i _n ci • l ~zation , the i n justices 
of c a pi tal i sm which has no s o ul . Wi th uns urpass ab l e perfidy, th e 
Church teaches t h e bowe d woolly heads t h e so pori f ic ar t of s uf fer ­
ing pRtient l y , t he t e chni qu e of r esi gna t ion o n this earth i n the 
hope o f en joying o n e day , beyon d t he e mpt y t omb , beati t u d e wi thout enc 

There was , too , a Commu nist st ream . Jacques Rouma i n i n 1934 f oun ded t he 

~a i t ian Com 1uni st part y . Anot her Commu ni s t wri ter of th i s s chool , Jean ­

~r a nGoi s Briere , was t o serve more tha n one p ri s on sent en c e for ant i - govern• 

mental a ctiviit ies . 

The n ew win was to r each a group o f Martiniquan stu dent s i n Pari s . 

In 1932 they start ed a r eview which t hey cal l ed Legitime De f ens e . They 

were a ll memb ers o f t h e " a rt iniquan b ourgeo isie de couleur , all but one , 

(1) L . Laleau , ' Trahison ', Musigue n~ gr e , Port - a u - Princ e , 1931 , p . 9 . 
( 2 ) J . Bl nche t et ~ - Pi qui on , Essa i s ur la culture , Port - au Prince , 1938 , 
p . 12 . 



their leader Bt i enn e Le r o , mulatt o e s . Th e s i gnal f o r revo lu t io n h d 

co me f rom within the r ank s of th e cl ass whi ch was t o be the chi e f t a r get 

o f the r e vo l u t i on ; 

The grou p at t acked t h e servili t y of the ir el der s , a n d thei r s t eril e , 

i mi tative li t e ra ture : 

L ' Antilla is , bo urr e a e ra u er de morale bl a nche , d e cul t u re 
bl an c he , d ' e uca t io n blanch e , de pr e juge s bl an cs , e t a l e dans 
s es pl aquet tes l ' i mage b oursouffl ee d e lui - meme . D' et r e un hon 
de ca l q u e d ' h omme p a le lui t i ent lieu de r aison s o i a l e a u s s i 
b i en q u e de r ai s on po et i q u e . I l n ' est jamai s a s on go u t ass e z 
d e c ent , assez empr ess e . - "Tu f a i s co mme u n negr e" , n e manqu e ­
t-i l pas de s ' i nd i gn e r s i , en sa p r e senc e , vo us c edez a un e 
exub er a n c e nat ur elle . Auss i b i en ne veut - il pas dans ses ve r s 
" faire comm e un n egr e " ... 

L ' e trange r cher cherait vainement dans cet t e lit e r atur e un 
accen t o ri gi nal ou p r o fond , l ' i mag i nat io n s ens uel l e et coloree . 
du Noir , l ' e cho des haines et des aspi r atio ns d ' un p eupl ~ opprime .(1 

(Th e Wes t In rl ian , s tu ff ed t o burs t i n g- point wit h ,:hit e mo r al i ty , 
w~it e cul t u r e , whi te educatio n , white pr e judic es , displ ays in 
hi s broc hures ~ blo a ted uic t ur e of i ms elf . To b e a goo d co py 
of a pal e ma n i s hi s ? Oci a l a s wel l a s h i s po e t i c jus ti f icat ion . 
He is ne v er s a tis f i e tha t he i s s uf f ici ently se emly , s uf f iciently 
up t o s crat ch o n fo r malities . - "You ' r e ca rrying o n like Ne gr o " , 
h e will not fa i l to remark wi t h i ndi gnat ion if i n hi s p r esence 
you give way to a nat ural exu b er a n c e . Li k ewise in hi s ver s ifying 
he has no de s ir e t o "carry o n like a Ne gr o " ... 

In vain will the outsider se ek in t his li t e r a ture a no t e of 
origina lity or p r ofundity , th e sensua~ a n d colour f ul i maginat io n 
of the b l a ck man , t h e echo o f t he hatreds a n d t h e h op e s o f a n 
o p pres s e d peo pl e . ) 

Th e c o n t ribu t ors of Legitime De fense h d b e en inspired by the wr it e r s 

o f th e Negro ena issanc e a n d b y t h e s c hool o f J ean Price - Mrs : 

Le v ent qui mont e de l ' Ameriq ue n oi re aura vit e f ait , esperon s ­
le , de net t oy er nos Antil l e s d e s frui ts a vortes d ' un e cul t ure 
cadu q u e . Langs ton I u gh es et Cl a u d e ~a cKa y , les deu x po e t es re­
vo l u t i on naire s , nous ont d e j a apport e , m rine s d ns l ' a lcool M 
rou g e , 1 ' amou r afri~a i n de l a vie , l a j o i e a f ri c a i ne de 1 ' amour , 
l e rev e afri ca i n d e l a mart . Et de j a d e j eunes po e t e s h l t i ens 
nous livrent des v e rs gonfl es d ' u n f u tur dynami sme . (f ) 

(Let u s h ope t hat t he wi n d ris i ng f r om bl ack America will make 
sho r t wo r k of wi ping our I s lands clea n o f the hal f - aked pro ­
ducts of a d e c a d en t cul t ure . Langs t on Hu ghes a n d ::::1 a ude MacKay , 

(1) E . Le r o ,' Mi se r e d 'une po~s ie ', i n Le gi t i me D& f e n s e , q uot e d by L .-G. 
Da mas , Po e t es d ' e r essio n f r a n9aise , pp . 1 2 - 13 . 
( 2 ) E . L 'ro , a rt . ci t ., pp . 14 - 1 5 . 
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th e t wo r evolut i onary po e t s , have already brought us , soaked 
i n r ed alcohol , the African lov e of life , the Af r i can joy o f 
love , the Af rican dr eam o f death . And a lr eady young Fai t ian poets 
a r e affording us verses swelling out wi t h a promi sed dynami sm .) 

Thie group announced their a dhesi on t o th e new Surrealis t mov ement . (l) 
' ' 

' hey w~ r e attracted by the extreme revolutionary spirit of the Surr ealists , 
~ .... 

Not only was i t the purpose of these J l·tte r to r evol u t i oniz e lit eratur e 

- which co r r esponde l with t he a i ms of t he s tu dent s r eact ing as th ey wer e 

against the lit erary tradition o f t heir own s ociety - but t he 3urreal ists 

proposed to carry thi s r evo l u t ion beyond the realm o f the int ell ect . 

Literature was no longe r to be purely contemplative - poetry was t o 

be a means of di s t urbing and r eshuf f ling the s o ci al order . It was pre ­

cisely a complate uphe v. l and r eorga ni zation o f the s ocial s t ructure 

of thei r country , and a r eforma ti on of th e mental i ty of t heir compatri ots , 

whi ch t he students envisaged . 

Li ke the ~urrealis ts , the youn g group s aw i n ~om~unism a wea po n of 

r evolut ion and o f l i be r at i on . In the foreword of Legi t i me Defense t hey 

anno unce d their al legiance to Uarxism. For t he ~arxi s ts made common cause 

with colonized peopl es against their ca pital i s t exploit ers , and Comr1 un -

i s t i deology pro claimed the br otherhood of. t he worl d prol e t ariat across 

the lines of race , condemning r acism. The s i t uat i on of bl a ck: pe9pl e 

vis- a - vi s the i r whi t e mas t ers corr esponded to t hc t o f the di spossessed 

working- cl asses wi th rela t i on t o the capit l ist . ~.any black i nt ell e ct uals 

had al r eady been a ttra cted to Communism , among whom we r e t he "a itians 

Roumain nd Briere alre - dy ment ioned , Ni colas Guillen and Langston Hughes . 

The .artini qua ns saw in Communi s m a r ~m edy t o t he econo~i c s ituation 

of thei r count ry . The con · t ion of the masses was mi s e r abl e . The ne cessi t y 

f or children t o earn thei r dai ly br ead perpetut ed t he il l i te r acy o f this 
t he 

clasa~nd the educ a t ed bourgeoi s ie al i gned i tsel f wi th/ruling cl ass . It 
I 

seemed a clos ed syst em ~hich only an upheav 1 as dras ti c as th t pro -

posed by ;,Tarxism c .Jul br eak down : 

Les blancs creoles a qui pro fi tai t l ' es clavage et au pro f it 

(1 ) L~~i t i me Defense was also t he ti tl e o f a publica tion of Andr e Br e to n 
vhich appeared i n 1926 . 



de qui , pri n i p lement , il exi st e encor e sous forme de 
salari at (le s ort des coupeurs de canne de 1932 n ' est 
pas meill eur que celui dPs coupeurs de canne de 1832 ) 
consti t uent une s ociete f ermee , i nexorable ... (1 ) 

(The Creole whites , to whose gain s l a very fu nct ioned , a nd 
~o whose gain , chiefly , si ave r y s till exi sts in the form 
M ~salari ed l abour ( the condi t ion of cane - cutt ers i n 1932 
i~ no bet ter t h n tha t of cane - cutt ers i n 1832 ) co nstitute 
a closed , unshake bl e society ... ) 

17 . 

Legit ime Def ense was to have be en a perio dical publi cation . But t he 

spirit of th e first nummer prov e d so uncomfor table t o the r e l evant se ct ­

ions o f = art i ni quan s ociety that the gover nment grant s of some of the 

students wer e sus pended n d t hey were for ced t o hold t he i r peace . Legi t i me 

De f ense was discont i nue d but the group cont i ~ued to e. j_st , and more i mport ­

ant 1 their mani fe s to had hel ped t o launch a movement t he r epercus s ions of 

whic h have ne ver s ubs i ded . 

A ne \. e;r o 1 'fas fo r med , consisting of Caribbean and African students . 

The le ders of thi s gr oup wer e th e now celebrated t r iumvira t e Leon- Gontran 

Dams o f f r ench Guyana , Ai me Cesaire o f M rt i ni que and Leopol d- Sedar 

Senghor o f Se negal . They fo unded i n 1934 a review known as L ' Et udiant 

Noi r (Th e B ack Student . 

The i mport a nce of the new m ni fes t tion lay i n t h e f a ct tha t Af ricans 

a nd i.' est Indians had joined : orces on a s i ngle pro ject . Thei r orientat i on 

di ff ered f rom t ha t of t he L6gitime Def ense gr oup i n that cult ure was given 

pr iority over pol i ti cs . They co nside r ed cul t ural liberat-i on t be a sine 

qua non of a peo pl e ' s i ndependenc e . Ther e was no whol esale a dh esion to 

any movement or ideology . They studi ed so i alism wi th a view to appl ying 

el ements of i t to the pecul i ar co ndi t io ns of th Air r es pe c t ive count r i es . 

PSaire was i nfluen ced by Surreal i sm nd w s to be 

ist p rty fo r many years . 

memb er of t he Commun-

L 1 Etu i nt Moir was a f ur ther r epercussion of t h e movement s begun 

earli er i n Ame r i ca and i n J ait t . During the ear l y thirti~s the fo un de rs 
black 

canie into close co nt act with the/ Ameri c;,n authors MacKay , Toomer , ::ugh es 

and Cul l en i n - ris . 

The first li terary e.pr es s i on of the new spi r i t was Leon Damas ' Pig-

(1) J . t,ionnerot , ' Not e tou chant la bourgeoisie de co ·1leur f arn;ai s e ' , 
i n Lhgitime DP ense , p . 3 . 
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mentf~) a collection of po ems~ Next was C~sai r e ' s Cahier d ' un r e to ur au 

pays natal : ( j)i•a r y o..f.:-a homeco ming ), a l ong po em:, parts of whi ch were publ ­

i s hed i n the revi ew Volontes i n 1939 but which went unnot ic ed un t il the 

poet was ' dis cov er ed ' by Andr e Bret on t wo . ears lat er . The wo r k was t hen 

. publ ish~ i n full by Bor a s <2 ) with pr e f ace by Br eton . I t was in thi s 

wor k tha t t he term ' Ne r i t ude ' was coined . In 1 945 Senghor published hi s 

Chant s d ' ombreF)a collec t ~on of poems he had writt.en be t we :rn 1936 and 1 945 . 

wo anthol ogies appear ed , Damas ' Pe e t e~ d ' expr es s ion frangaise (1 947 ) 

and Se ghor ' s Antholo gie de l a nouvell e po es i e negre et malgache de langue 

franga i s e (1948 ) f or which S rt r e wr ot e an i mpo rtant pr e f ace , Orphee oir . 

In 1947 as founded ~resAnce Afr i caine , r evue cul t ur elle du monde noir , 

publ ished s i multaneo us ly in Paris and in Dakar . The r eview was launched 

under the di st i nguished pat r onage of Andre Gide , Jean- Paul Sartre , l bert 

Camus , hichel Lei ris and others . 

The Negritude mov em ent was a r evolt ag inst th e basic assumpt i ons con­

cer ning Africans whi ch were t he ju ti f icat ion of s lav~ry and a ssimilat ion . 

The African had nothing t o of fer and was entirely a t the di sposal of Eur­

ope mostly to be a beast of burden or on t he other hand to be el evate d to 

the Stat us of humani t y by ½eing endo we d with European cul t ure : 

T•t ce pays cr ia pendant des s i ecl es que nous s omm es des 
b etes br utes ; que l es pulsa t ions de l ' humanit e s ' arretent 

ux portes de l a negrerie ; que nous s ommes un fumier ambulant 
hi deus ement prometteur de cannes tendres et de co ton s oyeux 
et l ' on nous marquai t au fe r r ouge a t nous dormions d ~s nos 
excrements et l ' on nous v end_a i t s ur les pl aces e t l ' aune de 
dr ap angl ais et la vi ande salee d ' Irl a nde co utaient mains 
cher que nous , et ce pays eta i t · c2l me , t r anquille , di sant que 
Dieu etai ent dans ses actes . <4 ) 

(And t hi s l a nd shri eked f or centuries that w . are brute 
b easts ; that the pul sat i ons of humanity stop at th e ga t es 
of the barr co on ; that we a r e a wal ki ng dunghill hideously 
po t ential in tender cane and sil ky cot t on and we were 
stamped wi t h t he hot i ron nd ,e slept i n our e~cr ements 
and we were s ol d in th e mar ke t - pl aces and a l ength o f 

( l )P r i s , Guy L~vi ~ano , 1937 ; re - edi t i on ; Pa r is , Pr es ence Afri cai ne , 1962 . 
(2 ) - Re - ~dited by Presence lfric a ine , Paris , 1956 
{3 ) ·p ris , ~S~uil , _1945 . 
(4 )A. C~saire , Cahier d 'un r etour au pays nat a l , aris , Pr &sence Afri c i ne , 
1956 , p . 61 . (Al l quotati ons from the Cahier will be from t hi s edi t ion . ) 



E glish cl oth and saltme t fro m I r eland wer e ch eaper than 
we , and t hi s land was calm , at peace , saying that God 
wa in it s rt oi ngs . ) 

C~sa i r e announc es t ha t hi s r a ce wi ll now de f y its mentors : 
I'll 

Acco~ ode z - vous de 

h . 1 l Make way fo r me , e wi l 

I'll/" moi , je ne m' a c cqmode pas de vous ! ( l) 

I am not maki ng way f or you ! ) 

19 . 

and/gl or y in all that f or t hem cons t i t ues hi s bar bari ty , hi s inf eri ority : 

Je de cl e mes cri mes et qu 'il n ' y a rien a 
dire pour ma def ense 
D nses . ~Irtol es . Rel aps . Moi aussi 

J ' a i assassine Di eu de ma paresse de 
mes parol es de mes ges t es de mes chans ons 
obs cenes . 

J ' a i porte de s pl umes de perroqu et des 
depoail l es de cha t musque 
J ' a i l a ss e la pa t ience des mi ssi onnair es 
i nsult e les bienf i t eurs de l'humani te . 
Defi e Tyr . Defi e Si don 
Adore l e Z nfbe~e. 
L ' e t endue de ma perver s i t e me confond ~ ( ~) 

( I de clar e my cr i mes a nd that there i s not hi ng to be 
sai d in my de f ence 
Dances . I ol s . Rel aps es . I too 

I have assassi na t ed God with my lazi n~ss wi t h 
my words wi th my ges tures ~ith my s ongs s o 
obs cene . 

I have wor n parrot - f eather s the 
remai ns of the mus k -cat 
I ha ve e oded the pat i ence of mi s s io nari es 
i nsult e t h P benefac t ors of humani t y. 
Defied Tyr e . Defied Si don 
Vorshi pped the Za mbesi . 
The ext ent of my perve r s i ty con f ounds me !) 

Ei pour ceux qui n ' ont j ama i s r i en i nv ent e 
pour ceux qui n ' ont jama i s r i en explore 
pour ceux qui n' ont j amai s r i en domp t e (3 ) 

(' _ay f or those who have never i nvent ed a nything 
f or those who ha ve never expl ored anyt hi ng 
f or those who have never conquered any thi ng ) 

(1) A. Ces ire , op . ci t ., p . 55 . 
(2 ) A. C'.sai r e, , op . ci t :, : p . 50 . 
(J ) A. Ce sai re , op . cit ., p . 71 . 

. .. ,, ) 

- ' 



And Leon Damas l ament s the i ndi gni t y of .a .•se cond- hand ' culture : 

J ' ai l' i mpres s ion d ' et re r i dicul e 
d ;, ns l e urs s ouliers 
dans leur smoking 
dans leur pl as t r o n 
dans leur fa ux - col 
dans leur mo no cl e 
dans leur melon 
.... . ................. 
J ' a i l ' i mpr ession d ' etre ridi cule 
av e c tout ce qu 1 ils racontent 
jusq u ' i ce qu ' ils vous s e rvant l ' a p r ~s - mi di 
un peu d ' eau cha ude 
et de s ga t eaux e nr hume s ... (1) 

( I feel s omehow foolish 
in their shoes 
in th eir dinn e r - jacke t 
i n t he±r s hirt - f ront 
in th eir colla r 
i n the ir monocle 
in t h eir bowle r 

I f eel s o meho w foolish 
wi th a ll th eir claptra p 
do wn tot ei r h a bi t o f s e rving i n t h e af t e rnoon 
a lit tl e warm wa t e r 
a n d s notty cake s i n wet s pirits ... ) 

He claims again hi s Africa~ hetitage : 

j' i au t oit de ma cas e 
jusqu!ici gar:d e 
l ' ances tral e f oi conique ... ( 2) 

(I hav e . kept t ill now 
in the roof of my hut 
the coni c fai t h of the a nc es tors) 

It i s t hi s Afri c a , · Da ma s ' l ost c ontin ent , which his African f r i end 

woul d r e call . For S en ghor Africa i s W& very much a live , his e xil e i s 

only temporary : 

20 . 

(1) LTG. Damas , 1Solde ' - ( Han - me4downs ), Pi gments , Pari s , Pr e sence Af r ~­
ca ine , 1 962 , pp . 39-40 . ( All quotat ions from Pigments wi l l be f r om thi s 
e ditio n , unl ess other wi s e s t a t e d . ) Po em q uoted in f ull in Appe n di x , p . 
(2) L .-G. Da~as , ' Shine ', Pi gments , p . 63 . 



Joal ! 
Je me r appel l e 

Je me rappelle l es signares a l'ombre ver t e des verandas 

1
Les s tgnares aux yeux s urr eels comm e un clair de l une sur 

la greve 

me r appel l e l es f as t es du Couchant 
Ou Koumba N1 Dofene voulai t f air e tailler s on mant eau royal . 

Je me rappel l e l es f es t i ns funebres f umant du sang des troupeaux 
egorges 

Du bruit des querelles , des rhaps odies des gr i ots . 

Je me rappel l e les voix pai enn es r ythmant le Tantum Ergo , 
Et les proc es s ions et les pa l mes et les ar cs de tri omphe . 

J ~ me rappelle la da~s e des f i l l es nubil es 
Les choeurs de lutte - oh ! l a dans e f i nale des jeunes ho mmes , bust e 
Penche elanc e , e t l e pur cri d ' mour des f emmes 
- Kor Si ga ! 

J ~ me rappell e , j e me rappell e ... 
Ma tet e ry t hmant 
Quel l e marche lasse l e long des jour s d ' Eur ope ou par f ois 
Apparai t un j azz or phelin qui sangl ot e s anglot e sangl ot e (1) 

(J oal ! 
I recal l 

I r e call the signoras i n the green sha de of t he verandas 
The s i gnoras wi th eyes sur real l ike moonli ght on the shore . 

I r ecall the pomp, 0f t he Sundown 
When Kumba N' Dof enn woul d have hi s royal mant l e trimm e d . 

I recall the fun eral fea s ts steaming with the blood of the 
s l aught er ed f locks 

The nois e of t he s qua bbl es , the rhaps odi es o f t he griots . 

I e ~al l the pagan voices i ntoni ng t he Tant um Ergo 
And the pro ces s i ons and the p l m- fronds and t he triumphal 

ar ches . 

(1 ) L.-S . Sengbor , Chants d ' ombr e , i n volume Chants d ' ombre s ui vi de 
Hosties Noires , Pari s , Seuil , 1956 , p . 19 . 
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I r e call the dance of the nubile girls 
The chorus es o f wr Pstl e r s ~ oh ! t he f i nal danc e of th e young men 

torsos 
Leaning ove r , t h rus t, nd th~ pure cry o f lo ve f r om the women 
- Kor Si ga ! 

I re ca ll , I r ecall ... 
My head marki ng t i me 
To what weary march a l ong the days of Europe where now and then 

omes jazr t h e orphan sobbing s obbing s obbing ) 

Th e a i m o f the movement was to i ns tigat e the r eh a bil i t a tion of the 

Afri c n cultu res th ey had been t a u ght t o ■ des pis e , and to d e f e nd t he 

dignity and ri ghts of their peoples . Leon Da ma s published a book of :xtx 

f ol k tales f rom Guyan e (l) and a collection of African tradi t ional poetry ~ 

S en ho r wrote a number of cultural studi es and also t r a nslat e d S erer(3) 

poems . Ne gritud e l i t e rature is a co mmi t ted one . The three lea ders were 

also to o ffe r their s ervi ces to thei r r e s p ect ive coun tri es in the field 

o f active poli t i c s . Dama s and Cesa ire were t o s i t in t h e Fr ench Nation-

al Ass embly a s d e pu ties for Guyan a a n d Martiniqu e respectively , with 

S enghor l eading S @ne gal to i ndepend ence and becoming its f i rs t p r esi d ent . 

h uch of th e unchar i t able cr i t ici sm of Negritude s prings f rom the 

fa c t that the t e r m, which Sart re describes as ' u n co mpl ex e r ebelle ~ 

l ' analys e ' <4 ) ( a c omplex which resis t s analys i s) , o f fers a wide r ange 

of int erpretat ions a nd thus b r e e d s 'cros s purpose ' discuss i on . 

Ther e is on the one han d the ~e gri t ud e movement . which took place in 

t he firs t hal f o f this cent ury . 

But there i s the word i t s e l f ,' Ne g r i t u de ', an~ abstr ct noun which 

came into being in the gestat ion o f a poem. 

The te rm i s us ed t o s umm a rize the objective situation o f African 

peo pl es , whose his t ory has created a co mmu ni t y o f experience . For many 

(1) Veill ees Noires , Pari s , S t ock , 1943 . 'rhe French na me ' Guya na ' '.1Till 
b e used henceforth for t he s ake of brevity . 
( 2 ) Po ~m~ s .n~gres s ur d es a irs afri cains , Pari s , Guy L~vi Mano , 1948 . 
(3 ) Thi s i s the name of the S§ ne a lese t r ibe of which S e nghor is a membe~ 
(4 ) J .-P . Sartre , Orphe e Nair , in L .-S . Senghor , An t holo gie d e la nouv­
ell e po esie n~gr e e t ma lga th e , p . xliii . 
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t his is th e only plaus ible defi ni t i on of Negri t ud e as a col lective t er m, 

t he co mmon fe a tures of the bto.d.i 's s i tua t io n in the world , a s itua t j_on 
·, 

c r eat ed by centuries o f col oni z t i on or s lavery , cul t ural sub juga tion 

and continuing oppr ession and prejudice . (l) 

But Negr i t ude a s s ert s a f urther co mmon i denti t y bas ic t o t he whole 

bl a ck race , a c er tain s peci ficity charact erizing Af r i cans of Africa (H wt/l c:1 

thos e who compris e t h e di as pora . 

Senghor's f amous defini t i on of Negri t ude i s ' l ' ensembl e des va./ u s 

cul t urel l es du monde noir 1(2 ) ( t he s um of the cul t ural valu es of t he 

bl a ck worl d ) and i n es s y a f t e r essay he pro ceeds to analys e ' Negro ­

Af ric an poetry ', point ing out distinct i ve charac te r i s tic s whi ch he 

cla i ms t o f i nd i n- ,po etry wr it ten by bl ack men be they Senegalese , Congo­

les e or Amer ican . He a nalys es what he cal ls t he essent i al l y ' Af r ica n ' 

ual i t i es of thei r works , s uch as the pecub:a r s i gnificanc e of t h e i mag e 

and ot h er mys tical t rai t s whi ch pl ace on the wri ting of t he bl a ck a uthor 

th e ' se e u de l a Negri tude 1(3)( the s t amp of Negri t ude ) . I n a n es s a y on 

bl a ck Ameri can poetry he a f firms t ha t ' La Negritude r es ide , plus que M 

da ns l es mot s , dans la qua l i t e ·singuli er e de l ' emo t ion e t du sty1i4 ) 

(Negri t ude l i es no t so much in t he words a s i n t he unique qual ity of 

emot ion and s t yle ). 

Janheinz J ahn a nd Pe tar Gub er ina in their s t udies on t he modern 

lit er a ture of Af r ica ns all over the world wr iting i n ·~ur opea n langua ges 

woul d a l s o seem ~o be appl ying a priori crit er ia of ' Afri can lit erary 

va lues '. Jahn s ugges t s that a t horough a nalys i s of fri can writing woul d 

revea l t ha t a l l t he a ut hors a r e un cons ci ously dr awi ng on a common lit ­

er ary tradition and using t he s t ylistic met hods t o be fo un d i n tradit ­

iona l Afri can or al li t er a ture : 

(l)'I think it may be s ai d t ha t poli t ics: i s the only ground f or a univ­
ersal Negr o s ympathy .' ( G. Lamming , ' The Negro writ er and hi s world ', 
Pres ence Af r i cai ne , Pari s , Jos . 8- 10 , Jvne - Nov . 1 956 , Numer o special : 
Le~l er Congres I nternational des Bcr iv ins e t Ar t i st es - oirs , p . 320 . 
( 2 L .-S . Sen ho r , Negri tude et Humani s me , Par i s , Seuil , 1 964 , p . 9 , • 
an el s ewher e i n hi s wr itings . 
(3 )L .-S . Sengho r , ' Lay e Camara e t Lamine Ni ang , ou l ' a rt doi t etre in­
carne ', i egri t ude et Humani s me , p . 1 74 . 
(4 ) L.-S . engho r , i n op . ci t ., p . 119 . 



"L1~7 poesie ' neo- a f r icaine " 1~ poesi e africai ne de langue 
franGaise , l a poesie a f r icaine de langue angl ai s e , la poesie 
afro- a mer icaine de ~angue fran Gais e , anglaise , es pa gnol e , ' 
hollandai s e et portugai~e ... cons erve des l i ens vivant s 
a vec l a tradition poetique et r eci tative a f r ica i ne par le 
f ait qu ' elle utilis e de s prec edes stylistiques el abores par 
celle- ci. l a ma gie incantatoi r e des i ma ges s ' ordbnne s elon un 
rythme spe ci f i que - poesi e et prose s ont enga gees , en poesie 
ly ~i que l ' el ement i n a n t atoi r e a le pas s ur l ' el ement des~ 
cr i ptif ... (l) 
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( "neo - a fr i can poetry " , l1 f r ican poet ry i n the French language , 
Afri can poetry in the English l anguage , Af ro - American poe try 
in French , Engl ish , Spani s h , Dutch and Port uguese ... pre ­
serves l iving ties wi th the Afri can t radi tion o f poetry and 
reci t ation by th e f a ct t hat i t empl oys styli s t i c devi ces 
developed by thi s tradi t i on . The i nca nt a t ory ma gi c of th e 
i ma ges is orde r ed a ccording to a s peci f ic r hy t hm - poe t r y 

nd pr os e a r e f un ct ional , in lyricn po etry t he incant ato r y 
el ement pr evails over t he des cript i ve el e nt . ) 

And Jahn mana ges to de t ect a ' l i gne melodique des cendant e • (2 )( desc end­

i ng mel odi c line ) , s uch as i s to be f ound i n Af rican l anguages , in t he 

works of s ome bl ck aut hors , notwithst anding the fa c t tha t th ey wri te 

i n a European l a ngua ge . 

In a s tudy cal l ed ' Struc t ure de l a poesie noir e d ' expressio n f ran­

Gai s e ', Pet a r Guberina analys es ' Negro poetry ' from the point o f view 

of the poetic i mage and a r rives a t the conclus io~ tha t 

Les po~tes noi rs ant leur pro pr e co ncept ion du r apport 
entre les choses et les hommes , et c ' es t ~ part i r de 
cette co nception qu'ils cr e ent des i m ges poetiques . (3 ) 

(Bl ack poet s have t heir own concept ion o f th e rela t ion 
be t ween things a nd rn en , an d it i s a ccording to th i s 
concept tha t they creat e poetic i ma ges . ) 

He anal ys es i n detai l t he es s ent ial cha r acteri stics o f vhat he t er ms 

' bl a ck poe t ry ' a s oppos ed to ' white poetry ' and poi nt s out \ide dif fer ­

ences i n t heir int er pr et a t ion of certain poeti c symbol s s uch as the 

sun an th 8 moun t ain , and the esse~t i a l l y ' African ' us e of words . 

The obs ervat i ons of these critics are doubtless the r esult of de ep 

(1 ) J . Jahn , 1 Sur l a litt era ture a f r ic aine ', Pres ence Af ri caine , Paris , 
4e tri mes tre , 1963 , p . 155 . 
(2) J . . ,Jahn , op '; , ci t . , - p . . 157 . 

(3 ) P . Guberina , op . cit ., 'Pr esenc e Africaine , Pari s , No . 5 , De c . 1955-
Jan . 1956 , p . 55 . 
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s tudy and a r e perhaps no t to be di s mi ssed whol esale . But there a r e points 

whi ch coul d e rais ed which cast i n t o doubt the whole ques t i on of the r e­

lation between race nd lit erature . 

In the firs t place l the degree of cul t ural unity whi ch th9ir remarks 

s ugges t is not vali d even for Afri ca alone . The African continent i s vast ---~ 
er than Europe where t he nat ional cultures of the component cul t ures va ry 

so a ppr ec iably in det ai ls . One ca n subs cribe to t h e i dea of onl y a very 

basi c core of co mmo n ' Afri ca n cultura l values ', mu ch in the way that one 

r efers to a ' European civilizat i on ' wi th a cer tain number of r ecognizably 

constant char acteristi cs . But one s uspec t s tha t one ca nnot s afel y speak 

of ' l ' i mage noire ' (l)( t he black i ma ge ) o~ ' la mytholo gi e noire • (2 )( black 

mytholo gie) without creating arbit rary umbrella concepts . 

ia : 

Jahn in effect ass erts tha t th ere are no purely r acial l iterary cri t er-

I have be en pro t es ting in Germany f or years a gainst th e use 
of ter ms lik e 11 bl a ck li t erature 11 , 11 negro. lit er a tur e '' , 11li t-
erature o f th~ black rac es '' , be CftUSe th ey s how tha t t hose 
who empl oy t hem believe tha t t he colour of a writer ' s s kin 
automati cally deter mines hi s lit erary genre and is enough 
to clas s ify hi m. (3 ) 

Poet r y writ ten by a Bl ck bo rn and br e d in Germany wi l l belong to the 

German lit erary tradition and no other , yet : 

On thP other ha nd , an Afro - American poet ry does exi s t be cause 
its author s a r e not isola te d Africans who arr ived on th e Am­
erican continent and i nserted themsel ves into a f or ei gn cult -
ur e ; they a re Africans who arrived together , br ingi ng with t hem 
de finite traditions vhich they k ept before thern , and these trad~ . • 
i t ions are r efl ect ed in their poetry and a r equi te dist i nct fro m 
t he Euro - Amer ican traditions . (4 ) ' 

This i s no mor e acceptable than the deception he i s seeki ng to Res troy . 

There is no question , fo r the black writer of the Hew World , of any auto ­

mat ic nd unconscious us e o f African l i t erary methods . African culture 

has surviv ed i n va rying degrees in the African co mmunities o f Ameri ca . 

But the wri t ten l it erature of Wes t Indi a ns , of Afro - Ame1 icans , of Brazil~ -

(1) P . Guberina , op . cit ., p . 58 . 
( 2,) P . Guberina , op . cit ., . 57 . 
(3 ) J. Jahn , ' Rhythm and style in Afri c n poetry ', i n African li tera t ur e 
and the Univers i t ies , ed . G. lroore , Ibadan , 1965 , p . 51. 
(4 ) J . J ahn , op . cit ., p . 52 . 
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ians i s the v1ork of int e lP t uals_, tha t is t o say , men who by t he f a c t 

of thei r educa t i on a r e t wi ce r emove d f rom any original Afric a n a rchetype , 

men who will h ve st epped out of the line o f any Af r i ca n l i t er a ry tradit ­

ion . Tha onl it er a t ur e which mi ght show t r a c es of Afr ican desc ent a r e k 

t he s ongs a nd tories o f t h e popul ar cul t ure , t h e f olk-lore o f thes e count -.. 
-( 

ries . Because ' Educat ion '. cons ist s of traini ng in a Gr e co - Lat in or Anglo -

Saxon t r a di t ion a s t h e ca s e mi ght be , t he l i t er 4r y f o r ma t ion ·o f the wri t ­

er i s not Af rican . And t h . me r e f a c t t ha t he i s wri ting i n ~rench or Engl ­

ish places his work to s ome ext ent in t h e line of th e li t erary tradi t io_;ris 

of t hese languages , ex cep t \ h en he is quit e del i ber a t el y drawing on a n 

Af . t d . t . t h t • ~ Af • li ter a yt · • Af rican ra 1 ion or e ex ens ion 0 1 an r ican/ t r a 1 i on in an r o-

Ameri can cul ture . If he ,ri t es in Fr ench then he is as subj e c t to the 

dem ands of r r n ch s yntax and morphology as any Fr ench a ut hor . It may be a 

commonpl a ce to sta t e , but -r,, cnch is French - there is a limi t to the lib ­

erties which ca n be taken with any language , or the modi f i ca t i ons , conscious 

or uncons ciou '\\/h'ich ca n be per formed upon i t and still leave it r ecogniz ­

able . It is fO r this reas on that Cr eole i s no longer Fren ch . 

Thus i f we mi ght pr esume to rever se Sengho r ' s s umma r y s tatement t ha t 

' ce ui f a i t la negritude d ' un po em e c' es t moins l e theme ~ue l e s t yl e '( l) 

{the ' negri tud ~ o• a poem cons i s t s no t so much i n its theme a s i n i t s 

styl e ) , we would af firm, on th e con t r ary , that it i s almost onl y the 

s ubject - ma t ter of this body of lit er ture which br i ngs · it under any co mmon 

headi ng . Th ere is no obvious a nd cons t ant s t ylisti c t ouchston e whi ch i dent -

.i f ies po etry writt en by men as f a r a f i el d as Haiti , Guyane , Senegal and 

Mada gas car a G being ess ent i ally ' Negro '. A perf e ct i llus trat i on of this 

is t o be f ound in e • compari s on of the work of the t hree lea ding fi gures 

o f t he ouememt . For i n t~e poetry of Senghor , Dama s a nd Cesaire we f ind 

thr ee utt erly di f f erent expr ess ions o f si mi l a r t hemes . 

There is no t hing rac i al a bou t s t yl e . Where t he char a cteristics o f an 

aut hor ' s wor k a re t o be tra ced to th e t endenci es of a coll ecti vity , this 

collectivity r emai ns a na r r ow one . Se ehor ' s poetry , f or instance , i s 

emi nently ' Af r ican ' in that it i s full of Serer i nfluences ; but the Serer 

(1) L.-S . Sengh or , Antholo gi e , p . 1 7} . 
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t r ibe i s but one t ribe of Sene al , whi ch i s bu t one regi on of Af r i ca . I t 

never occurs to anyone t o analys e a Fr ench poem from t h e point o f view 

o f i t s ' blanchi t ude '. To wha t extent can one speak of ' t he Ar yan i mage ', 

or an ' As i a tic s tyl e ' ? 

It i s an unde r s t andabl e excess that i n the desi r e t o a s sert the one-
-. . 

ness of A:fri can peopl es , s ome shoul d go overboa rd and s eek to es t ablish 

point s in common nd bonds of similari ty even i n a r eas where thes e canno t 

exist . I t w s Eur ope who f irs t f ixed the whol e of Afric a and i t s peopl es 

i n t o one homogeneous lump . Perha ps . there woul d have been l es s l i k elihood 

of any mani f estation such as 1regri t ude or Pan- Afri cani s m taki g place 

he Zurope not ci r cums cribed the entire r ac e with it s a t titudes of mi s ­

unders t ndi ng and pr e judi ce : 

Le colonialisme , qui n ' a pas nua nce ses e f f orts , n ' a ces s e 
d ' a ff irmer qu e le negre es t un s auva ge , et l e negr e pour 
lui n ' e t ait ni l' Angolais ni le r i geti en . i l parlait du 
Negr e . Pour l e colonialisme , ce v s t e cont inent et ait un 
r paire de sauvages , un pays i n f es te de s upersti t ions et 
de f a natisme , voue a u mepri s , lour d de l a mal edi ct ion de 
Di eu , pays d ' a nthrophages , pays de negr es . La condemnation 
du coloni a l i sme est con t inent2le . L ' a ffirma t ion par l e 
co l oni al i sme que l a nui t humai ne a ca r ac t e r i se la periode 
ante-col oniale concerne l ' ensemble du continent a f r icain . 
Les e f f or t s du colonis e pour s e r ehabi l it er et echapper a 
la mors ure coloniale , s 'ins crivent l ogi quement dans la 
meme perspec t ive que cell e du coloniali s me ... 

.. . Le colonialisms n ' a pa s cru d voir perdr e s on t emps 
a nier res unes apr es les autr es l es cul t ures des di f feren t es 
nat ions . Aus si l a r eponse du colonise ser a - t -il d ' emblee 
co nti nental e .( l) 

( Coloni alism , whi ch has never taken t he t roubl e to i nt r o ­
du ce nuanc e i nto its work , has co nt i n ual l y affi r med t hat 
t he Negro i s a s a va ge , and th e Negr o f or him was nei t he r 
t he Angolan no r t he Ni gerian . He eant The Negr o . In the - J 

eyes of colo nialism, this v s t cont inent 1:a s a lai r o f -
s avages , a l and i nf es t ed wi t h super st i tion a nd f ana t icism , 
doomed to contempt , weighe d down wi t h the mal edic t i on of 
God , l an d of cannibals , l a nd of Negro es . The condemna tion 
of colonialism is continent a l . The affirmat ion by coloni alis m 
t hat th e ni ght of hum nity cha r a ct er i zed t he pre - coloni 1 ~ 

period conc erns the whole of t he African cont i nent . The effort 
of the colonized man t o r ehabil i ta t e hi ms el f a nd fo rce hi s 
way out of the cl p of col oni zation l ogically a dop t s t he 

(1 ) F .Fanon , Les damnes de l a ter re , Paris , i· a spero , 1961, p . 159 . 



same perspective a s coloni alism ... 
... Coloni alism did no t t hi nk fi t t o waste its time 

belying one by one t he cul t ures of the various nations . In 
t he same way the repl y of t he colonized man will automat ­
ically be continenta l .} . 
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Negritude i s a r e flec t ion , or more properly an a t t empt by the bl a ck 

man t o arre ct t he r efl ected i ma g e of hims elf which he r ec eives f r om the 

whit e world . ' C' es t le blanc qui cr ee le n~gre ' (l)(It is the white man 

\. ho crea t es t he Negro }. I n a negative sens e t he Vegro thereby continue s 

t o be influenced by Europe ' s a tti t ude t o him - he is s t ill reacting un­

der the stare of t he Other , even if this s t a r e no lo nger hypnotiz es him 

into a ccepting tha t he and his cul t ure a re inferior . And i t is int er es t ­

ing t ha t Negritude and t he simila r movements out of which it aros e were 

preceded by a Euro pean trend towar ds the r eval ua t ion of Af i can culture . 

Europe h d r elegated this to a posi t ion of inf r io~ity , and be cause of 

her pr est i ge Euro pe ' s judgemnts we r e irreversibl e ex cept by herself . 

One of the dangers of mamif es t tion such as "[egri tude - a pitfall 

which , for t unately , has been avoide d - is that it might lead t o t he 

setting up of o. e lit erary ortho doxy . The black writ er does not automa t ­

ically f ollow an Afr i can lit er a ry t r adition as a ~renc jman follo ws (or 

r ea ct s a gai ns t ) his li t erary t r adition whi ch he inheri t s by t he fact of 

going to s chool . On the contrary , because t he Afri can writer went to 

school the cont inuity of his tra dition is br oken , an d to r e join it across 

a f orei n l anguage mus t involv e a co ns cious r e turn,.Some au thor s a tt empt 

th i s su cces sfully , but it could easily mak e for arti f i ciality . I t rn uld 

be mos t unfortunate i f the writ er came to f eel t hat he should make hi s 

work ' s ound Negro ' at all costs . 

Janheinz J ahn is among t hose 1ho a ,voca t e t hat t he sooner t r a di t ion­

al Afric an literature is brough t into school s t he be t t er . But one canno t 

be equal l y ent husi asti c about another suggestion which he makes : 

~ ue des po~t es africa ins commencent i s oumet tre_l eur l angu e 
d ' a dop t ion i des tentatives d ' afri canisat ion , et il en r es ult -
a a un do ubl e benifi ce : primo; l a langue europe nft africanisee 
s er a mi eux i m@me d ' a pprehender l a vi e a fricaine e t de l ' exprim­
er plus po etiquement , et s ecundo , l ' ecart qui s epar e la l i ngua 
f ranca euro peenne de l a langue ver na culaire diminuer a . (2 ) 

(1 ) F . Fanon , L' an V de l a r evoluti on a lgerienne , Paris , i• aspero , 1960 , p .i'f, 
(2 ) J . Jahn , ' Sur l a lit ter t ure afr icain e ', p . 161 . 



(Let Afri can poe t s begin t o s ubmit their adoptive langu­
age to attempt s at Afri ca ni zat i on , an d the r esul t will 
be a double advantage : first , the Afr icanized ~uro pean • 

language wi l l be better f i tted to capturi ng Afr ican - • 
li fe and expres s ing i t mo r e poetically , and secondly , 
the gul f betwe en t he European lingua franc a a nd t h 
vernacular tongue wi l l be narrowed . ) 

29 . 

There ~ists Afri can l i t erature which is i n f a ct t he suc cessful product 

of this cr os s in g , s uch a s Senghor ' s poetry in which he swell s out the 

~r ench l anguage with unfami l iar i magery , ~nd Amos Totuola ' s ' English ' 

pervaded by its strong ·oruba flavour . But on e sho ul d b eware of se t t i ng 

it up as a duty to ' afri caniz e ' or 'cr eoliz e ' Engl ish or French i n one ' s 

wr iting : 

Cultural nationalism 1ura: t oday has potent forc es of persuasion 
a t i t s di sposal; t hose concerned with the wel l - being of liter­
atu re must take thei r s t and de f ensively , on the i nal i enable 
right of the writ er t o be himself ... Some wri t ers may possess 
an int eri or nationality; others do not an d a r e not the worse 
f or that reason ; a nd y et othe r s stand at the confluen ce of more 
than one t radi t ion , and ar e the ric her be caus e of it , drawing 
their s trength from t he tension betwe en cul t u es . To demand 
conformity to a collective pat t ern , ho wever c refully t hat 
patt ern is extracted f rom a c tual achievement , i s to violate 
the writer ' s ti t l e t o his ow n spee ch . (1) 

No autho r shoul d be expe ct ed to sprinkle hi s wor k wi t h ' l oca l colour ' 

f or its own sake , for this soon becaomes t iresome exo t icism, or liter a ture 
-...I 

be comes an anthropological or soci olo gi ca l tr eat i s e . The search for 

cultural identity shoul d not lead t o to ur is t - bro chure lit er a t ure : 

S ' il y .a chez ces ec rivains vo lonte de rupture a ve c les formes 
l i tteraires liees 4 l ' enseignement of f ici el , cett e volont e 
t endue vers un a veni r plus a er e ne s aurait r evetir une a llure 
f olkloris nte . (2) 

( I f t hes e writers a r e desiro us of br eaki ng with the lit erary 
forms conne cted with of f i ci a l e ducat ion , this desire which 
looks t owards a mo r e open f ut ure canno t t ake on a f ol klo r i s t ic 
_character . ) 

We quot e the heal thy prot est of t he Sout h Af rican wri t er Ez eki el hphalele : 

' I r efuse to be put in a Negro f il e - for socio l ogists to come an d exam­
i ne me 1 ( 3 ) 

(1) ' ~nglish as highway or as bar r i er ', The Times Lit er a r y Suppl ement , 
London , Sept . 16th . , 1965 , p . 796 . 
(2 ) H. Lei r i s , ' J:"'art inique , Gua el oupe , Hal ti ' , Les Temps -foder nes , 
Pa r i s , No . 52 , 1 950 ; p . 1347 . ~ 

(3 ) E. Mphal el e , ' A reply ', Af r ican l i t e r at 1J r e and the Universi t i es J ~.2b. 
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The Ti mes Lite r ary Supplement contributor who af f i r ms tha t ' as an ex­

peri ment in li t er r· arm t he mov em ent has proved a isappoi nt ment ' (l) i s , 

we a r e incl ined t o t hink , of f t he mar k . Despit e t he th eoriz er s of Te gri ­

t ude , the mov ement was no t ~n experiment i n l it er a r y fo r m' . One need onl y 

cho os e a f ew poems a t r andom f r om Senghor ' s n tholo gy for inst ance to be 

as s ured that wri ting coming under the headi ng of Negr i tude i s a s va r ied 

nd i nd ependent i n form f r om one wr it er t o x1n1x1u1xx anothe r a s these writ ­

ers are di ffere nt men . Negr itude , like the Surrea l ist movement t o which it 

wa s a t tached in i t s beginnings , was essentially a movemen t of liber a t ion . 

I n practic e i t di d not es t ab lish any cr i teri a of s tyl e or f orm, ev en as 

ther e is no standard Surr ealist poem. To pl ace i t ba ck i n the stri ct 

cont ext o f a distinct lit erary and cul tural movement , it was ori ginal l y 

a r e ction by French ~est I ndi a ns a gains t the s e rvil i ty of Fr ench Caribbea n 

literat ur e t o ~rench models . It did not r e ject the formaliza t ion of lit ­

erary school s to i mpos e a new tyranny o f form. Leon Da mas , i n t he i ntro­

ducti on t o hi s ant hology of French coloni al poet s , obse r ves : 

Bien qu ' ext r emem.eir.t di f fe r ents entre eux , il s n ' en ont pas mains 
en commun un grand desi r d ' i ndividualis me . ca_ cha cun d ' eux 
manifes te s a per sonnal it e a vec ind&p enga nce , farou chement . Et r 

nous pensons , en part iculier , a ceux qui ont toutes nos prefer-
ences , ceux de l a j eune gener ation ... (2 ) 

Ave c eux , fini l e r ~gne de l'imita t ion , de l a de calcomanie ! 

( Al though very di f fe r ent one f rom another they yet h ve thi s in 
common - a gr eat desire f or i ndividual ity . For ea ch of them 
a s s er t s his personali ty with fier ce i ndependence . ~d we are ~ • ' 
t hi nking in par t icul a r of t hos e who h ve bur greates t pr efer- ·' -~ 
ence , those of t he young generation ... 

With them, out goes t he reign of i mi t t ion , of transf e r -copy ! ) 

Ther e is no questio n of uniformi t y o f stylistic characteri sti cs , unc on­

scious or del ib erate . 

Whil e one i s s ceptical about t he otion that l it erar y tradi tions , 

which are nec essarily l earnt and not t rans mi tt ed by s ome sort of bio l ogic ­

a l heredity , ca n s urvive int ensifie a ccu l t ura t ion as i n the cas e of bl ack 

int el lectual s o f the Ne • World , or that whate ve b si c uni t y t here mi gh t 

be t o Af ric n cul t ures extends i nt o t h e - per s on~l l iterar y creat ions of 

(1) ' Twili ht o f a dark my th ', T. L . S_ , Sept . 1 6th . 1965 , p . 805 . 
(2 ) L . - G. Damas , Poet es d ' expres s i on fran 9ai se , p . 9 . 



i ndividua l s aili l ov er the globe , yet one woul d a l s o hes ita t e to accept 

t he ca t egori cal a s s er t i on by our T . L . S . contribut or that 
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The plain t r uth i s tha t t h e onl y thing which an unempl oyed , 
pol ice- hounded Ha rl em Negro has i n co mmon with a West Afri can 
cocoa- gr owing t r i beman i s t he , colour of his skin . (1) 

In s upport o f t hi s s t a t ement he dr aws a t t ention t o t he f a c t that ' Harl em 

Negr oes have l i tt l e affectio n f or t h e Wes t I ndi a n i mmi grants t hey encou~ ­

er i n New Yo r k '. ( .?. ) As i f th e possibility of traits i n co mmon had ever 

be en known to be a gua rantee of mu t ual aff e ct ion . 

Perhaps t he who l e ques t ion of racial charact eri s t ics belongs s trict ­
-the, 

l y inAf i el d of anthr opologi c 1 s t udy . Lilyan Kes tel oot off er s t he very 

ap t s ugges t i on t hat what co ns t i t ut es the s peci f i ci t y of th e Af r ican is 

moins .une a f faire de race que de civil i sation , qui ti ent mains 
a la coul eur de la pea u qµ ' au cli mat cul t ural dans lequel les 
Noirs d ' Af rique a nt ba_i gne de longs si e cl es . ( 3 ) 

(not so much a matter o f r a ce a s o f ci vi l i zatiolj. , \1hic h has 
not s o muc h to do wit h th e colour of t he s kin as with t he • 

cultura l climate i n which the Blacks of Afri ca have basked 
f or l ong centur i es .) 

On e ca nnot dismi s s a l t ogether th e idea t ha t t he s me f a ctors \.hi ch pro ­

duce culture , or the pur ely external t rappi ngs of cus to m, e t c ., do 

event ua l l y a l s o produc e a t emperame tor coll ec t ive genie . 

Those who t ake Negr itude to task because it draws a t t ention t o r a ci al 

ff f erence a t a t i me hen it i s one of the mos t obvious i mpera t ives o f 

huma n progress t ha t racial ba rrie r s be di s s olved , are perhaps co nfus i ng 

f ra t erni t y wi t hs meness . The harmony which i s built on t he premi s 4 of 

uni f or mi t y - which t oday t oo o f t en means uni f ormity wit h Ves t ern pat t erns 

- i s a s peci ous one . Negri t ude i s one ant i dot e t o t he tendency of modern 

ci 1i liza t i on t o crus h cul t ural di v er s ity . 

If the part i s ans of Negri t ude a r e agai ns t t he submer s ion of th eir 

indi vi duali t y it i s not th eir pur pos e t o set u p a r eb el ki ngdom wher e 

t hey maj cont empl a t e their Negri t ude a t will . I f t hey s t ep a s i de a nd 

a s s e r t t heir uni quenes s i t i s in orde r t o r e join t he res t o f humani ty on 

a new ba s i s , the bas i s of equa lity . For as l ong as t hey a r e ac cept able 

(1) ' Twi light o f a da rk myth ', ' .L . S ., p . 806 . 
( 2 ) Op . cit . , p . ~o (o , 
(3 ) L . Kes t cloot , Les ecrivains noirs de l a ngue frans ai s e , Brus s el s , 
Ins t i t ut de Sociolo gi e de l ' Univers it e Li br e de Br uxelles , 1965 , p . 114 . 
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only to the ext ent of th ei r confo r mi ty , only in so f a r a s the y consent 

to be du t i f ul carbon copies o f a Eu opean pr ototype , f r a ter nity remains 

a hollow s logan . S enghor assures us tha t 

La Negritude n ' e s t done pas ra ci s me . Si ell e s ' e s t f a ite , 
d ' abord , r a c iste , c' e tait pa r a nti - rac i s me , co mm e l ' a re ­
marqu e Jea n - Paul Sartre d n s Orphe e Na ir. En v eri te , La 
Negri t ude est un Humanisme . (1) 

(Thus Ne r itude is no t r acism. If i n · the be gi nning it . 
took on a r a cis t c harac ter , t hi s was out of anti - r a ci s m, 
a s J en- Pa ul Sartre h~s pointed out in Bl a ck Orpheus . I n 
effect Negri tude is a fo r m o f Humanism . ) 

An the aim of its propos ers is .,.., 

... l a p r esent e r a u monde , co mm e une pierre d ' angl e dans 
l 'edifica t i on de l a ci v i l isation de l ' Un i v e r sel, qui ser a 
l ' o euvre co mmune d e tout e s. les r a ces , de t o u tes les civil ­
isat ions di ffer e n t es -- ou nt sera pas . (2 ) 

( ... to present it to the world , as a corner- stone for 
t h e buil di n o f the civilization of the Universal , whic h 
will be t h e c ommo n vork of al l t h e rac es , all t h e civil~ -
i za t i ons - or will not be .) 

There a r e n o short cut s t o u ni v e r s a lity or a t any r a te we do not a rrive 

at g enuine uni v rsal i t y by al l t akin g t h e obvious r oute , a route already 

t r odden by o t hers . Howeve :f' ._. divergent t h e pa ths o f indi vi dual human 

cul t u r es , pu rsued far enough they al l lead ul t i mat ely and i n evi t a bly to 

a co mmo n centre : Man . And indivi dua listic art , moving faxxkRx even f ur t h ­

er awa y f r om conformi ty , is even more appreciabl y uni v ersal: 

- ·· l e s o euvres l es plus huma ines , c ell e s qui demeur en t 
d ' i nt eret l e pl u s gen eral , s ont aus s i bi en les plus par t ­
icul i eres , c ell es ou se mani fest e ~le plus spe ci alement 
le g enie d ' une r o ce ~ t r avers l e genie d ' un i n dividu . Quoi 
d e plus na t i onal qu ' Eschyle , .)a nt e , Shakespe are , Ce rvant es , 
,oliere , Goethe , Ibsen , Dosto1 e vsky? Quoi de plus ge neral e ­

ment humain? Et aus s i d e pl us i ndi vidual? - Car i l faudra it 
en f in compr e ndr e qte ces t r ois terme s s e s upe rpo s ent et 
qu ' a ucune oeuvre d'art n ' a d e s i gni f ic a tion un i v e r selle qui 
n ' a d ' a bord une s i gnifi c t ion na t ional e ; tfJflk n ' a de s i gnif~ ­
ication na tion a le qui n ' a d ' abord une s i gni f ica tion indi v i d ­
uelle . (3 ) 

( ... the works th t a re mos t human , whos e i nterest ~~ r ema i ns 

(1) L .-S . Sen ghor , N~ gritude et Humani s me , p . 8 . 
( 2 )1 .-S . Sengho r , op . ci t ., p . 9 . 
(3 ) A. ide , ' Na tional i s me et l itt ~r a t ure ', Oeuvre s ompl ~tes , N. R .F ., 
1 934 , Vol . VI , p . 4 . 



most general , are al9o those tha t r e mos t parti cularized , 
t hose tha t ma ni f es t mos t speci f ically the spirit of a r a ce 
through the spirit of a n indi vi dual . What coul d be more " • 
nat ional than ii Aeschyl us , Dant e , hakespea r e , Cervant es , 
Molier e , Goe t he , Ibs en , Dos to1evsky? .'lha t co ul d be more gen;ii, 
eral l y human? And also mor e i ndivi dua l ? -fo~r i n fact i t mus t 
be unde rstood that t hese thre e t erms a r e/\ supe r i mpos ed one 
upon the other , and that no work of art has a univer~al 
significat i on unl ess it fi r st has a national s i gni fi cation ; 
no national signi f icat i on tinl ess it f irst h s an individual 
signifi cation . ) 
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As for defining precisely what const i t utes ' africanity ' on the r r -

individual level , it was , as we have s aid , pe r haps not the wo rk of poets 

to undert ke to analyse t his . And it was beca use a grea t deul of thei r 

regritude r emained a s ubj ectiv e thing tha½Joe try was the f a voured med-

ium. The t ension between the •a cqui red ' personality and t he ' authentic ' 

sel f was a potential source of poetry . 

Perhaps Negritude wr i t ing does contain a cer t a i n measure of super-

fluit y , because of t he need which the black writer felt to obje ct ify 

and give expres s ion t o the i nt angi ble , to draw attentio n t o what ot her s 

could take f or gran t ed , as r r . Soyinka an d hi s · t i ge r doubtless t ake 

thems elves f or gr anted . (l) ' C' est a u choc de la cul t ure bl 8nche que {i~ 

negri t ude est passee de l ' exi stence i mme iate a l ' eta t r e flechi ' ( 2 )(It 

is ,1i t h th e i mpact of whit e cul t ure t hat negri t ude has moved fro m i rnm ed­

i te exper i ence i nto t he sphe r e o f contemplation ) , obs erves Sartre . The 

only way to s ve thei r Negri tude was to externalize i t a nd make it mani ­

fes t . 

( 1) Perh ps the f inal answer to .r . Soyinka ' s tiger joke , k e eping t he met ­
aphor in t he ani mal kingdom, is thi s quo ta t ion f r o m Cesairc ' s Cahier d ' un 
retour a u pays nat 1 : 

•et t ous zebres se secouent a leur mani ere pour f aire tomber l eur s 
zebrures en une rosee de 1 i t fr a i s ' ( p . 85) 

(and eve r y zebra shakes himsel f after t heir f ashion f or his z cbr -
s tripes t o f 11 away in a de - of f r es h milk . ) 

Cesaire ·s referr ing t o the anxie t y: With whi ch th e Fr ench Wes t Indian 
ass i mil e seeks to shed hi s Negri tude . It was i n r eaction to this that Ces ­
a i re and hi s col l eagues f ound it nec es s3ry to go about pro clai ming their 
~egri tude . Mr . ~oyihka has of course never come a cross the case of a t i ger 
who ha d r easo n to believe t hat hi s stripes wer e in peril . 
(2 ) J .-P . a rtre , Orph ee Noi r , p . xv . 
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It wa s in this spirit that t hey undertook to r ehabilita t e Af ric an cul t -

ur es and brin 0 t hem to the notic e o f t he world , a s one means of manifes t ­

ing ' l ' ame noire' ( t he bl a ck soul ): ' La Negritude fo ur nit une repons e au 

monde negr e da ns s a r ech er che angoi s see de s a propr e i ma ge '(l)( Negr i t ude 

suppli es a res onse t o the Negro world i n its anxious sear ch for i ts own 

i ml'!ge) . 

Sadl y eno ugh , t h e nat ive cul t ur e of t he ass i mil e i s t o some extent 

reduc ed t o t he sta t us o f ' fol klore ' in hi s own eyes . So t hat th e r ehabil­

i ta t ion of t hes e cul t ures is l a r gely a n obj ec t iv e stock- t* ing - the int ell ­

ec t u 1 i s now looking a t his culture r a th er fuore tha n partici pating i n it , 

and nuc h o f the t r a di t i onal cul t ure t he educa t ed Af rican can no longer in 

all hon es ty parti cipat e in : 

. . . l a si tua tion cul t ur ell e dans les p ys co l oni aux es t tragi que . 
Par tout ou l a colonisation fai t i r rupt ion , l a cul t ure indi gene 
commence a s ' e tio l er . Et , par mi s es ruines , prend naissanc e non 
pas une cul t ure , ma i s une s ort e de s ous - cul t ure , une s ous - cult ­
ure qui , d ' etre co ndamnee a r est er ma r gi nale par r appor t a l a 
cul t ur e eur opea~ ,~ e t d ' etre l e lo t d ' un pe t it gr oupe d ' hommes , 
"l ' eli te0 pl a cee dans des condi t ions a r t i f iciell es et privee du 
conta ct vivi f i ant des mass es et de l a cul t ure populaire , n ' a 
~ucune chance de s ' epanouir en cul t ure veri t abl e . (2 ) 

(th e cul t ural s i t uat ion i n the co l oni zed countries i s t ragic . 
Wherever col onizat ion br eaks in , t he i ndi genous cult ure begi ns 
to crumbl e . nd , amon~ i t s rui ns there s prings up no t a cul t ure , 
bu t a kind of sub- ciil t ure , a s ub- culture which , since it i s bound 
t o remai n ma rgina l 'l i th re l ation to Euro pean cultur e and to be 
t he por t i on of but a tiny group of men , "the elite"pl a ce d a s it 
i s in artificial circumstances and deprived of s timula ting con­
tact wi t h the mass es and t he popular cul t ure , has no chance o f 
openi ng out i nto a t r ue cul t ur e . ) 

To r emedy t his , t he t ask must be und ertak en of s a t i sfa ct oril y r e i nt egrating 

el ements of the tradi t i onal cul t ure int o moder 1 li fe . The Negri tude move­

ment i ns t i ga t e the buil ding of a new culture whi ch woul d bri dg e t he gap 

be t ween t h e Wes t ernization the spr ead of e ucatio n wwouid ' bri ng , and the 

(1) T . Melone , De l a Neg i t ude dans l a li t t er a t ure n egro- africaine , Pari s , 
Pr esence Afri caine , 1962 , p .17 . 
( 2 ) A. Cesaire , ' Cul t ure e t col oni s tion ', Pr &sence Afr icaine , Par is , Nos . 
8_10 , June- Nov . 1956 , Num&ro sp~cial : Le l e r Congr~s Int ernational des 
Ecrivai ns e t Artis tes Noi r s p . 203 . 



35 , 

tradit i onal cul t ure . They has t ened t o dr aw att ent ion to and s o cons erve 

th e African values s o that the r e woul d be less question , i n the f utur e , 

o f alienation . ii hereas for i nst ance Europea n cul t ur es evolved automat icall: 

di s ca r di ng el em ents as t hey were ' out grown ' and absorbing in a natural and 

unforc ed manner el ements of othe r cul t ur es , the Negr itude generati on were 

f a ce d wi th th e ne ces sity of fu s i ng t o ~t he r a pa st which was in danger of 

exti nc t ion and a pr esent which t hey coul d not co nceivabl y deny . Tk~t 

which elsewhere was t he r es ul t of cent ur i es of na t ur al growth (l) 10uld 

be t h e tas k o f one or t wo gen erations : 

Not re r ole n ' es t pas de batir a pr iori l e plan de 1 f u t ure 
cul t ur e noire ; de predire quel s ele□ents y s eront i nt egr es , 
quels el ements en seront ecart es . Not r e rol e , i nf iniment 
plus humble , es t d ' annon cer la venue e t de pr epar er l a venue 
de celui qui detient l a r eponse : l e peuple , nos peupl es 
liberes de leurs entra ves , nos peuples et leur genie cr eat eur 
en f in debarrasse de ce qui l e contrarie ou l e s t er ili s e . 

Nous s omm es aujour ' hui dans le chaos cul t urel . No tre rol e 
.es t de dire : lib er ez l e demiurge qui seul peut org nis er ce 
chaos en une s ynthese nouvelle , un e s yhthese qui merit er a el le 
le nom de culture , une synt hese qui sera r econcilia t ion e t de ­
pass ement de l ' anci en e du nouv ea u . (2 ) 

(Our r ole i s no t t o draw up an a priori blu eprin t f or the black 
culture of the f u5-t ur e ; t o pr edict what elements wil l be i ntegr a t ­
ed into thi s cul t ure , which ones will be di scarded . Ou r rol e , in­
f i nit el y humbl er , is to hail t he advent and t o pr epa r e t he advent 
of t hos e wi th whom t he a ns wer r es t s : t he peopl e , our peopl es f r eed 
o f t he i r sha ckl es , our peoples nd thei r creativi t y ri d at l ast of 
al l that thwa r t s nd s t e r i l i zes i t . -To day we ara i n a st a t e of cul t ural chaos . Our role i s t o s ay : 
l i berat e the demiurge who a lo ne can organiz e thi ~ chaos i n t o a 
new synt hesi s , a syn t hesis ~hich vil l t h en be worthy of the na· e 
culture , a s ynthes is which will r econc'i. l e and tr ns cend the old 
and the new.) 

(1 ) ' Le gr .nd r epro che que l ' on es t fonde a faire a l ' Euro pe c ' es t d ' a voir 
brise dans leur el a n des i vi l isc t ions qui n ' a vai ent pa c en core tenu t out es 
leur s promes s cs , de n e l eur a voi r pas permi s de devel opper et d ' ac complir 
tout c l a r i chess e des f ormes cont enues a ns l eur tete .' (A. Cesaire , ' Cul t ­
ur e et coloni s a tion ' , p . 195 , ) cr~he great r eproach that on e i s justi f i e d 
i n bringing agains t Europe i s tha t of having trun ca t ed th P i mpetus of civ ­
iliza t io ns which had no t yet f ulfilled all t ha promi se the · held , of de­
pr i vi ng t h em of the oppor t uni ty t o develop and r ealize all the wealth of 
the pat t erns still l ock ed a way in t hei r heads . ) 
(2 ) A. es aire , ' Cul t ure et coloni sation ', p . 205 . 
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There is no question o f r et urning to dwell among th e excava t ed r elics 

of pr ecol onial Af ric a . Cultural crossi ng i s not onl y i nevi table , but 

desi rabl e , nec ess a ry ; but in the words of Senghor vhi ch have b ecome a 

s lo gan o f Negritude , the object is ' ~ss i miler , non etre ass i mil es ' ( l ) 

(A8 s i mi lat e , not be as s i milated ) . 

A ~eliber at e mov ement o f t his sort was apparen t l y necessar y in the 

Fr ench colonies t o brea ~ the rigid polar i ty t owar ds the met r opolit an 

cultur e , wher eas Bri t i sh- coloni zed Afric ans , less a l ienated from thei r 

indi genous cul ture , have gone on to forge t he ne ces:jary s ynt hes is with­

out loud announ cemen t s . Ma ny hav ~ s ugges ted t hat thes e l at t er wer e i nfl u­

enced , too , by th e more pr agmati c att itude of the i r coloni zers , whereas 

t he Negri t ude movement was as much a product of French culture a s a re ­

act ion a gB i ns t it : 

... t he t ast e f or l i te r a r y 11movenent s 11 i s much mor e Sallie 
th n ngl o- Saxon , and there qan be l it t l e ~oubt tbit the. 
i n t ellectual a t t i t udes o f the coloni a l power s hav e a f f e cted 
their former s ub jects profoundly . (2 ) 

At a ny r ate there seems to ha ve bee n l ess need in British Af rica for a 

des perat e salvagi nf; of the nativ e cultur e : 'LThe Br i t i s h,7 love Afric ns 

in museum cases , so t hey l eft much of Af rican cul ture i nt a ct . , (3 ) 

e that a s it may , it is to be r ememb e r ed t 1~t r: egri t ude was 

original l y a Cari bbea n mov ement . The r e t he combined e ffe cts o f s eparat ­

ion f ro m Afri ca , slaver ana as s i milat ion were deep - rooted , and i t was 

ne cessary tha t s omeone shout fro m the hill - t ops tha t 

i l - es t - b e r- u - et - bon- e t - l egit i me- d ' etr e - negre (4 ) 

(i t - i s - a - r i ght - and- good- and- proper - thing- to - be- Negro ) 

T~us Ne ri tu e f :tom the ve ry ::J egj_nni ng rr. eant some i" h j_ ng r . ther di ffe r ent 

on ei t her side of the .tl a nti c . Fo r Sen~hor Afri ca i s no fa r - away Pro ­

mi se d Land , a nd the ma tt er o f fin ding his r oots wa s no t a s mu ch of a 

pil grima ge f or hi m as it was f or t he : est I ndi a ns . 

(1) 1 .-S . Sen ho r , Negri t ude e t Humanis rne , p . 39 . (Wu es s ur l ' Afrique 
noire , ou · s s i mi ler , non etre ass i mi l es ' titl e of an art i cl e firs t publ ­
i she d i n 1945 , and els ewhere in hi s writings . 
(2 ) G. Mo or e and U. Bei e r , ~ode rn poe try f rom Af r i ca , Londo n , Penguin , 
1965 , p . 18 . 
( 3 ) E. ~~phalele , in Afri can lit er a ture and the Universities , p . 26 . 
(4 ) A. Cesai r e , Cahi e r , p . 90 . 
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The C ribbean wri t ers a r e often a ccused of i ndul ging in ro manti ci s m 

about thei r ' l os t homeland ' instead o f t urni ng and a ccepting the r ea l i t y 

of t hei r nev circums tanc es as citi zens of New World countri es . These 

rit i ci sms ar e most un f a i r in the case of men who have s o co mple t el y 

i denti f i ed th ems elves wi th thei r i mm edi a t e s i t uat i on as t hei r poli t i cal 

involvement and thei r l i t e r ary camp i gns on behal f o f their peopl e s ugges 

No one who has r ead Da mas ' Re t our de Guyane(l )or Ces aire ' s Cahier d ' un 

retour au pays natal can a ccus e these men o f escapi sm : 

'~a bo uche s era la bouche des malheurs qui n ' ont p s de 
bou che , · ma voix , 1 libert e de ceux qui s ' a ff aisent au ca ­
che t du des espoi r . " 

Et venant j e rile dirai s a moi-meme : 11Et sur to ut man cor ps 
a us si bi en que man Ame , gardez - vous de cro iser l es br a s en 
l ' att i t u de s t eril e du s pe cta t eur , ca r la vi e n ' es t pas un 
spe cta cle , ca r un e me r de douleurs n ' est pas un pr os ceni um, 
car un homme qui crie n ' es t pas un our s qui danse ... "( 2 ) 

( 111-1y mouth s hal.l be the mouth of i ll s t hat have no mouth a t ~ 
all , my voi ce , the l i bert y o f those de e ying i n the j ail- cell 
o f despa ir . " 

And co mi ng I woul d s ay t o mys elf : " And a bov e all my body 
even as my s oul , beware of foldi ng your arms i n th e st er il e 
posture o f t he spe ct a t or , for l i f e i s not a spectacle , f or a 
sea of woes is no t a pros cenium, f or a screaming man is not 
a dancing bea r ... " ) 

They coul d no t b e mor e passi onat ely conc erne d with the f t e o f th ei r 

respe ctiv e peopl es . D mas i s bunted by the poverty of the grea t mas s of 

his count r ymen : 

Ceux que ma m~moi r e 
re t r ouv e encor e en Exil 
a s s i s de no s j ours s ur le pas de l a cas e en bambou de lattes 

tressees 
qui i ns ul tent au s ol eil ec l a t ant des Ant i ll es - Heur euses 
d ' etre a jamai s es claves ... (3 ) 

(They whom my memory 
i n Exi le stil l encounter s 
s itti ng to thi s day on t h e st ep of t he bamboo- hu t o f plai t ed 

laths 
i nsul t i ng the glari ng sky o f the Hapny- Cari bbean 
wi th that t h ey r e f or ever sl ves ) 

(1) Pari s , orti ~ 1938 . 
(2 ) A. esai r e , op . ci t ., p . 42 . 
(3 ) L .-G. Damas , Bl a ck - Label , Par i s , all i mard , 1956 , p . 21 . 



38 . 

And he s p eaks loudly on ~ behalf o f his i mpo v erish e d , neglec t ed country , 

this 

.. . Pays de ~uyane a ma n co eur accroch e (1) 

(Land o f uyana fast ene d to my heart) 

,le s hal l s e e i n t he st udy o f Da mas ' vro r k h ow i mpor t ant r eidentifi cat -... 
ion wi th Afri c a was t o peopl e ·v ho had had the round cu t f rom under then1~ 

who had inherit ed the co nvi c t io n that their r a ce had a c complish e d no thing 

and had no pl a ce i n his t ory . For the Cari bb ea n po ets , ~egri t ude i s a jour ­

ney of s e l f - dis cov er y , a symboli c ret urn t r i p t o 1fr ic a bringin g back r e ­

i nforc emen t s : 

Je v oi l ' Afrique mul t i ple et u ne 
ver t ica l e da ns la t umultueus e p e r i petie 
ave c s e s bourrel e t s , ses no du l e s , 
u n p eu a part , Bais a por t e e 
du s i o c l e , comme un coeur de r es e r v e 

Et je re di s : Hoo me r e ~ 
et je l e ve ma f orc e 
i nclinant ma f a ce 

Oh ma t erre ! 
qu e je me l ' emi e tt e douc ement entre pouc e et index 
que je m' en f ro t t e l a poitrine , l e b ras , 
l e b r a s gauche , 
qu e j e m' en cares s e le br as droi t . 

Ho o ma terre est b onne , 
ta vo ix a ussi est bonn e 
ave c cett e apai sement qu e donn e 
un lever de so l eil ! 

Terr e , forge et s ilo . Terre enseignan t nos routes , 
c ' es t i ci , u ' une v erit e s ' avise , 
taisant l ' orip e a u du vi eil e clat cru el . .. (2 ) 

( I see Afric a miltipl e a n d on e 
vertic a l i n the tumul t u ou s peripety 
with its folds , i t s no dul es 
a lit t le apar t , but within rea ch 
of the c entury , like a r es erve - heart 

(1 ) L .-Dama s , Black- Label, p . 21 ~ 
( 2 ) A. Cesaire , ' Pour s a luer le t i ers ~o n de ' ( A greeti n g to the _Third 
Uor l d ) , Ferr ement s , Pari s , Seuil , 1960 , p . 83 . 



And I s ay a ain : Hoo mother ! 
a nd I rais e my st rength 
bowing my f a ce 

Oh my gro und ! 

1 Let me crumble it gently between thumb a nd f ore f inger 
l e t me rub it on my br east , m;y arm , 
my 1 ft arm , 

7:et me s troke my r i ght a r m wi th it . 

Hoo ny ground i s goo d 
nd your voic e to o i s goo d 

like that s oo thing brought 
in a sunrise ! 

Groun d , fo r ge and s ilo . Ground showi ng us our paths , 
it i s h ere th ta truth is glimpsed , 
s ilencing th e tawdriness of the old cruel gl ar e .. . ) 

39 . 

Sartr e obs erves t ha t ' l a Negritude est pour se det r uir e , el l e est 

passage et non aboutissement , moyen et non find rni ~r e ' (l) (Negritude 

i s self - annihilat ing , i t i s tra ~si t ion a ncl not f inali ty , a means nd 

not an ul t i m te end ) , an . tha t the African i s ' c elui qui marche s ur un e 

cret e ent re l e particul r isme- passe qu ' il vi ent de gr avir et l ' univ er s ­

al i s me f utur qui sera le crepuscule de s a negri tude ' (2 ) (a man walking 

along a r i dge betw een the former p rticulari t y that he ha s j us t climbed 

up and the f ut ure universality which will be the sundown of his negri ­

tude ) . He predicte~ t hat t he stage of ' se ces ~ion ' and self- as ser tion 

woul d necessarily pass . 

Negri tude has in fac t l a rgely spr ea d out i nto a f lour i s hi ng Fr ench 

Afri ca _li t er atur e . I t has pr oved to be not t he litera ry mo rass t hat m 

m ny f eared it woul d be , but the beginning o f a new stream en t eri ng 

worl d literat ure . 

(1 ) J . - P . Sartr e , Orph e e Nair , p . xli . 
(2 ) J . - P . Sartre , op . cit . , p . xlii . 
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Chanter Two . Leon-1 . D mas : Bi ographica l sket ch 

... voila 
voila 
voila 
q u 'il r e co~nence 
qu ' il r e comm en c e a di re 
Me r de (1 ) 

As his writing announces , Leon Damas i s an unco mpro mi s i ng man , u n ­

apol ogetic , s tooping to endeF r hims elf t o no one , least of all to crit ­

ics . Mhu s h i s r eaction , or r ther t he absehce so far o f a reac tion on 

hi s par t to th e charge of racism a o compla c ent l y l evell ed agai nst h i m. 

' Vo us savez bien , n ' e s t - c e pas ,' he s u ddenly volunteers with a mock­

gravity tha t onveys his amuse~en t , ' quR dAns t ou te cett e affa ire , mo i 

je s uis 1 b6 t e no i re , l e f ameux raciste !' (You know of course don ' t 

you , that in thi s ,•hole bus i ness I ' m the bla ck bo g ey , the f Amous racist !) 

Dama s has never r epli ed to these accusers for who m he is the nigge r in 

the woodpil e of Ne gri tude , those for example of th e species he c a lls 

the 'negrophagest (negro-eaters) - who baulk at the bitter f are xk~x 
which has been Damas' revolt. 

It is cert ain howe v e r that the cha rge of racism has be e n damaging 

to his r eputation, fo r the embarrassed hush which surr oun ds Da mas ' 

name in much of the voluminou s babel that Negritude has r eleased de ­

tra cts attention fro m a work of ve r y real litera ry value, and from the 

fact that Damas , who wro te as early as i n 1930 some of the poems which 

wer e to become verit able ' r e f e rence-poems ' of Negri tu de - for example 

the famous 'Ils sont v enus c e s oir' - i s , i n t e r ms of chronology a s well 

as of leadership, the first poet of Ne gritude. Damas began t o publish 

hi s poems in 1934, while S enghor, for example, began t o write in 1936. 

(1) 

Dam~was born on the 28th. o f March, 1 91 2, at Cayenne , French Guy -

there 
there 
there 
him again 
him a gai n saying 
Shit 

(L.-G. D~m~s , Black-Lab el, p . 29_) 
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a na. His t win-sister Gabrielle,named after their mother , lived for about 

six months , while Le on-Gontra n r emained bed-ridd e n until t h e age of six 

years , stricke n with infanti l e ast hma , They wer e the last o f six child -
I 

r en . Damas ' mother , wh~ as known as ' Ma - Gabi ', was a mi xtur e o f Africw 

and Amerindian strains , and his father was mulatto . 

The family bel mng ed to the bourgeoi s ie of t he colony, this cla ss for 

whom th e a s s iduous observ an c e of French bourgeois r u les of conduct was 

a means of s epa rating thems elves fro m the bl a ck lower classes a nd bely-

ing t h e i r own Af ri can a n cestry. Damas as a chi l d suffered bit te r l y from 

the exaggerated res p e ctability of his fami l y , their de t e r mination to 

direct hi m away f rom identifying or bein g influenced by the bl a ck s oci e ty 

s urroundin~ i m, and t h e r e s t r ictions they i mposed upon him in this en­

deavour - for insta nce he was forbidden to s p eak Creo l e . Damas ret ains 

t h e memo ry of a co n fine d and c onstri cted chi l dhoo d , du e as much to the 

ov er- p rotection af f or ded a si ckly child s to the cons t raint of his bour , ­

eois u pbrin ging . He rec a ll s for instance tha t he di d n o t sp eak until the 

age of five , partlj _ on a c c ount of his illness , bu t a lso out of a cer t ain 

resentfulness at bein g continually surrounded and watche d by sollicitou s 

gro wn-ups. 

In 1 923 he went to For t -de -France , Mar tiniqu e , (l)to th e Lycee S choel­

cher, where he was the fello w- pupil of Ai me Cesaire . Da mas r e c a lls tha t 

it was her e in Martinique t h a t his ra ci a l consciousnes s began . For he 

was s tartle d by the resounding discr e pa ncy reveal ed in the fact that 

whereas squalor a nd degradation we re the norm for th e bla ck mass e s of 

th e i s l and , he , s on of a bourgeois family, thorou ghly r eh earsed in French 

manners , was acco r ded a kind of h ono r a r y whit enes s in Mar t iniqua n so ci ety 

by virtue of hi s -wku.B'~IHHI: as s i milatedness . In h i s native Guyan e r acial 

compl exes we r e s omewh a t mo di f ied by th e ex i s tenc e of the notorious penal 

s e t t lement - s i nce 1 852 Franc e had taken to shipping off to Guyane her 

recidivist s and other of her citiz ens who ·we r e undesirab l e . The convict s 

were requir ed by the s yst em of ' doublage ' t o r emain at Cay enne , after 

their r elease fro m t he convict settlemen t proper , for a period of t i me 

(1) Damas i s p erhaps a s much a Ma rtiniquan a s h e i s a Guy anese , s i nc e 
a gr ea t part of h i s childhood was s pent on this i sland, a nd s ome of hi s 
clo s e s t r e l at ives ar e settled t here . Much of h i s po e try , too , i s set in 

. Mar t ini qu e , or 'l e s I les '. 
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equal to that of their sentence, so that ther e existed a white popul ­

ation whose status was infinitely lower than that of any B1ack, and 

who were at the disposal of any black boµrgeois family who cared to em­

ploy them as domestics . The ex-convi9ts wer e the town's night -soil men , 

scavengers , etc. The presence of a despised white underdog (women who 

had r el ations wi t h the ex-convicts, for example,were ostracized) tend-

ed to blur the straightforward black-white inferior- s uperior case. Damas 

considers that a no t her r eason for t his fact is Guyane ' s position between 

Surinam and Brazil where the question of racial prejudice , if by no 

means non- existent , was also less clear-cut than in the island colonies . 

Damas went to France in 1928, to the College de Meaux, two years 

lat er proceeding to Pari s to continue his studi es . It was in this his 

eighteenth year that he wrot ~ his first poems . 

In Paris his contacts were to be of the most fecund. He came into 

close association with the Surrealist poets and others whose names have 

b een connected with Surrealism - Aragon, Tzara , Queneau, Frevert , Audi ­

berti, Eluard , and above all Robert Desnos who prefa ced his first book 

of poems , Pigments . Desnos was his great patron - to him Damas submitted 

his first lit erary efforts , through him he had acces s to th e l it er ary 

and artistic avant - garde of Paris. Among other French writers whose 

ac quai ntance he was to make were Gide , Co cteau, Sartre , Camus , Leiris. 

In 1937 at the Congres s of Revolutionary Writ ers held in Paris he came 

into contact with xk~ writers of the American Negro Renaissance such 
-as Langston Hughes (his friendship with Hugh?S was to last until the 

latter's recent death), · Countee Cullen , Cl aude MacKay, Alain Locke , 

Sterling Brown , as well as the Afro-Cuban poet Nicolas Guillen and the 

Haitian writer Jacques Roumain. 

Perhaps the epithet most frequently applied to Damas by those who 

have known him is the word ' actif'. Among his consuming extra -curricul ar 

activitieefwas the mission he undertook of being a kind of free-lance 

liaison of f ice{between Afric ans and Wes t Indians in Paris at the time. 

He was among the fir s t to propose that the black communtiy in Paris, 

consisting of Americans, West Indians and Afri cans , should make co mmon 

cause . There was a near - antipathy , for instance, between West Indian 21. 

and Af rican , for the West I ndian , more assimilated to European culture, 
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saw the African through European eyes as uncivili~ed and inferior. Damas 
e 

saw the need for a united front in the f a ce of racial pl)'judic e - he him-

s elf sought out and frat erniz ed with Blacks in Paris of every description. 

In view of this, one is inclined t o envisage Damas as having possibly 

inspi r ed the f ounding of the r eview L'Etudiant Noir(~)launched in 1934 
with Damas, Cesaire, Senghor and Maugee as directors. L'Etudi ant Nair 

was s uccessor to the short-lived but i mme nsely i mportant Legitime Defense 

which had be en direct ed by Damas' f r ienJ~Etienne Lero. Of t he new review 

Damas writes: 

L'Etudiant Nair, journal corporatif et de co mbat av ec 
pour objectif la f in de la tribalis a tion, du sys teme 
clanique en vigueur au Quartier Latin. On cessait d'etre 
un etudiant es s entiellement martiniquais, guadeloupe en, 
guyanais, africain, malgache, pour n'e t re plus qu'un seul 
et meme etudiant noir. Terminee la vie en vase clos. (3) 

(The Black Student, a magazine of unity and combat which 
aimed at put t ing an end t o the tribalism, the clan s ystem 
operated in the Latin Quarter.One ceased to be essentially 
a Martiniquan, Guadeloupean, Guyanese, African or Madagas-
can student, t o bec•ome simply cime and the same black stud- · _ 
ent. No more living- in pigeon-holes. ) 

Damas had undertaken legal s tudies which he abandoned a ft er two years; 

at the same t ime he studied Oriental l a nguages at the 'Ecole des Langues 

Orientales Viva ntes ' (this becaus e he hoped to translate Pushkin one day), 
J. ~ 

was r egist ered at the 'Ecol e Pratique des Haut e& Etudes'( Section des 

Sciences Religieuses et Section des Sciences His toriques et Eco nomiques) 

a t the Sorbonne, and prepared th e Diploma in Ethnology a t the Istitut 

d' Ethnologie. 

In 1934, on the recommendation of his Professor at the In~titut d' Ethn­

ologie, he was commi ssioned by the Mus ee du Trocadero (now Mus e e de l'Homm e 

to car r y ou t a study of x~xxxxx survivals of African culture in Ame r ica, 

a miss ion which :. took him to the Wes t Indies, Surinam and Guyeine, and 

during which he lived for some time among th e Bus h Negroes of the Guyan-

ese jungle; t he Bush Neg~oes are the descenda nts of runaway slaves living 

in stubborn seclusion in an i mpe netrabD.e part of the forest in a s ociety 

(1) See Chapter One, p~ 17. 
(2 ) At Lero's untimely death in 1939, it wa s Damas who was left in posss­
ession of his manuscripts, and he was to publish some of Lero's poems in 
his anthology Poetes d'expression franqaise. 
(3) L.-G. Damas, Notre gener~tion, (u~edited). 
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whose organization, language and customs are to this day characteristic 

of the Ashanti peoples from which their ancestors : came . 

On his return the same year he started upon a career of journalism, 

which was something of a deviation from the beaten track of sons of Fren ch 

West Indian bougeois families who ha dau~y collected their diplomas in Paris 

Ne voulant etre ni a dministrat eur de coloni e en Afrique, 
ni professeur, ni mil itaire , je suis entre dans l e journ-
alisme. 

(Since I had no desire XNXMR either to become~ colonial 
a dministrator in Africa, or to enter the teadhing 9r the -
military professions , I took up journalism.) 

He began under the patronage of Lucien Vogel, who directed the magazines 

Vu, Lu and Vogue, contributing documentation on Guyane. Damas participated 

in the founding of the review Esprit in 1932, with his colleagues Emmanuel 

Mounier, Andre Ullman, Edmond Humeau, Adrien Miatvlev. In 1934 some of 

his poems were published in Esprit . He also contributed to various other 

reviews and periodicals s uch a s Cahiers du Sud (in which some of his poems 

were published in 1936J, Soutes, Charpentes , Les Oeuvres Libres, Mariannne, 

Petit Journal, Paris-Midi, La France Exterieure et Coloniale, Petit Paris­

ien and Excelsior. Damas was giv en a post at the~epartement Colonial 

de l' Agence Radio' . 

. The poems whi ch Damas had begun to write since his arrival in Paris 

he collected into the volume Pigments, which he publishe d in 193 7. It 

was in Pigments that the Negritude m~vement , which was to have echoes 

far away and beyond the literary salon, was given its firs t expression, 

a sharp, menacing voice. In his preface Robert Desnos hails the era which 

Pigments ushers in: 

• Damas est negre et tient a sa qualit e et a s on etat de 
negre. Voila qui fera dresser l'oreille a uncertain 
nombre de civilisateurs qui trouvent juste qu'en echange 
de Lears libertes, de leur·. terre, de leurs coutumes et 
de leur sante, les gens de couleur soient honores du nom 
de "Noirs". Damas refuse le titre et rep-rend son bien. (1) 

(1) R. Desnos, Preface to Pigments, Paris, G.L. M., 1937. 
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(Damas is a Negro and insists upon his quality xand his~ 
condition as a Negro. This is sure to startle a certain ~ 
number of civilizers who consider it per fe ctly in order 
that in exchange for the±r liberty, their land, their 
customs and their well-being, pebple _df colour be hono ured 
with the appellation "Blacks"(l). Damas refuses the title 
and demands his property back.) 

The infl ammatory poems of Pigments won Damas immediate acclaim among 

the black s tudent community of Paris . 

In 1938 Damas published a s trong and detailed r eport on political, 

social and economic conditions in his country, compiled from in f ormatimn 

and impressions he had collected on his visit in 1934 . He protests aga inst 

the official neglect and lack of policy which made this potentially rich 

land an impov erished backyard of the French Empire, 'une fosse septique 

au service de la Metropole 1 (
2 )(a cesspool at the disposal of the Metro­

polis). Guyane was still then a penal settlement: 

.. . pourLle fran~ai~7, la Guyane c'est le bagne et les 
Guyanais des fils de bagnards, avec, toutefois , quelques 
negres pour l'exotisme. (3) 

(to Lfhe Frenchmali,7, Guyane is the convict set t lement, 
and the Guyanese s ons of convicts, with a few Negroes 
thrown in, however, for the sake of exoticism.) 

Apres trois longs siecles, s on oeuvre en Guyane peut 
lui etre opposee comme une injure ou un defi. De sa 
fondation a nos jours, cette contree, pourtant si 
essentiellement riche, n'aura subi que mepris, maladresses; 
la Metropole ne se sera souvenue d' elle et ne 1 1 aura s..ot-tie 
des cartons des ministeres que pour l'infecter. (4) 

(1) By a quirk of linguistics the reverse choice is being made by Damas' 
English-speaking counterparts, on the American continent and elsewhere, 
with exactly the s ame motivation, the identical gesture of self-definition 
by overturning the usage of the received xanguage and adopting the terms 
generally __ intended as 'uncomplimentary' against appellations seen as 
euphemistic or patronizing in intent: 'Negro' and 'coloured' are thus bein 
rejected in favour of 'black'. 
(2) Retour de Guyane, p. 172. 
(.5) op. cit., p. 10. 
(4) op. cit., p. 15. 



(After three long centuries, his achievement in Guy ane 
might be thrown at him as an insult or a challenge. From 
its foundation to this day this r egion s o es sentially rich 
has had nothing but scorn a nd blunders; the Metropolis has 
only ever thought of it and brought it forth from the min­
isterial filing-cases in order to infect it.) 
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... tout n'est pas pour le mieux dans le meilleur des mondes.(l) 

(all is not for t he best in the best of poss ible worlds.) 

A part of the book is devoted to a discussion of the policy of as s i milat: 

ion and its effects in French West Indian society. 

Upon the publication of Retour de Guyane, Damas relates, immediate 

action was taken: 

Le gouverneur de la Guyane en a rachete_500 exemplaires 
qu'il fit bruler a l'interieur de son palais(construit 
par les Jesuites;, dans le but evident d'en limiter la 
dif f usion a l'interieur de la colonie, executant en cela 
fidelem ent, en chien dresse, les ordres de Paris. 

(The pov ernor of Guyane bought 500 copies and had them burnt 
inside his palace(built by the Jesuits),evidently in an att­
e~pt to limit its circulation inside the colony; in this he -
carried out like a well-trained &Hg and obedient dog his in­
structions from Paris.) 

The book, however, through the five hundred copies which survi~ed, re­

c eived interested attention in the daily and literary press; Rene Maran 

devoted an article to it in the Depeche de Toulouse. 

In June 1939 Damas published an article in the l ast issue of Esprit 

to appear before the war broke out, an issue offered as a tribune to 

'les reprouves' (the damned, the outcasts).0ther contributors to the 

issue were a Jew, a footsol dier and a Cz ech (Czechoslovakia was at this 

time und er Nazi oc cupation). In this article( 2 ) Damas discusses 'le probl , 

eme noir franGais' (the French x«~~xx problem of colour) and compares 

unfavourably the economic position of the French-colonized African with 

that of the Africa n in ~nglo-Saxon colonies. In the same year he publ-

(1) Op. cit. f' · 170. He is quoting Voltaire's phrase, the 'refrain' of 
Candide. It will be remembered that Voltaire's ideal kingdom of El Dorado 
(Candide, Ch. XVIII) i s s ituated, a f ter the sixt eenth-century legend, in 
Guyane. 
(2) . ' Mis~re noire', Esprit: r evue internationale, nouvelle serie, Paris, 
June 1st. 1939. The article is an extract from an unpublished essay. 
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an article in Europe on the work H~HHIH Black Jacobins whi ch ha d just 

appeared by his Trinidadian friend C. L. R. James. 

At the outbreak of war an event in the Ivory Coast, French West Afr­

ica, took Damas further along his chosen career of bete noire. There 

Pigments had been translated into Bawle, one of the pDincipal languages 

of the territory, and now his poems of revolt, in particular the poem 

' Et caetera'~l) were chanted by rebellious Ivorians refusing to be mobil­

ized; in Paris t he premis~s ~f-Guy Levi Mano, his publisher, were searched 

as well as Damas' own home, and copies of Pigments seiz e d: 'pour atteinte 

a la s ecurite exterieure de l' Etat' (for endangering the external security 

of the State), recites Damas, _with the afore-mentioned gravity. 

Damas himself was mobilized in 1940. At the French defeat he was 

demobilized in Marseilles, but was unable for the moment to return to k 

his home in Paris, since the occupying authorities WRXR refus ed to grant 

admission beyond the line of demarcation-'ni aux Juifs, ni aux Negres, 

ni aux Israelites, ni aux hommes de couleur, pas m&me aux Martiniquais' 

(neither to Jews, nor Negroes, nor Israelites, nor Coloureds, not even 

to Mart iniquans), to quote, a f ter Damas, the official communique issued 

at the time. Damas was active in the Resistance. 

From April to Novemb er he was posted as Chie f Third Class Inspect-

or of Press Censorship at the Information Servi ce of Toulouse, later at 

Lyon, He abandoned this post at the Allied debarcation in North Africa 

and the total occupation of the metropolitan territory. Returning to 

Paris, he was a member of the anti-racis t study- gr 9up set up to lay the 

foundations of the proposed Communaute FranGaise, which was to be a KXK« 

union of all the French colonies and France into a kind of liberal comm­

onwealth. This study-group, which worke d under the direction of FranGois 

Perroux, Professor of Law and Secretary H~ General of the cFondat ion des 

Problemes Humaines~ charged Damas with the tas k of compiling a report x 

as detailed as possible on 'la situation des Hammes de Coul eur en France, 

de 1919 a 1940' (the situation of Men of Colour in Franc e , from 19~9 to 

1940) . 

(1) Poem reproduced in the Appendix, p. 
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In 1943 he p ublished a collection of Guyanese folk - tales, Veill ~es 

Noires , and then se t to work on a ~ anthology of Fr ench coloni a l writers . 

The latter was to hnve been published in t h r e e volumes , t ut J nly the 

first volume a ppear0d , in 1947, a coll e c tio n of poetry by au thor~ from 

all over the ~rench ~mpire , fro m the Caribbea9, Af rica , Ma dagascar 

and I ndochina . This was the fi r st wo rk e v er to seek t o fulfill th e press ­

ing nee~ of a fo rum bringing t ogether writing from all the corners of 

the FrPnch- speaking world , for as Damas point s o u t in his v ery i .~ po~tant 

preface, no metropolitan l iterary r e view had as yet seen fit to dr aw 
' 

att ention to this li tera tur e springing up within the French language . g 

Senghor's an thology publi~hed the following year was to draw heavily upon 

Da mas'. 

Shortly after the Liberation Damas was a member of the group,which 

inc l ude d among others Je a n - Louis Baghio , Re ne ~aran, L .-S. Senghor , Jacques 

Rabemananjara , Prince Buulo c and Phan Van Ky, who were responsibl e for 

the setting up of the Overseas Broadcas ting Service of La Radiodiffusion 

FranGais e . 

In 1 946 he left Paris for a short stay in Cayenne an d r e mained two 

years. When he returne d to Pari s i t WAS as Deputy to the National Ass embly 

- elected on the 4th . January 194 8 to represent Guyane . At the Na tional 

Ass embly he was to r e join Ces a ire and Senghor, al s o repr esen ting their 

countries . 

Damas did not h owev e r abandon his lit erary interests; in 1948 he 

published a book of African oral poetry which he had adapted i nto French 

from a variety of African l angu ages . He~cont inued to direct at Sditio n s 

Fasquel l e the coll e c t ion ' Ecrits d 'Qutr e ~~er' which he had begun af ter 

the Liberation. It wa s through t h i s coll ection that authors s uch as 

Raphael Tardon, Birago Diop , (l) Phan Van Ky, Gilbe r t de Chambertrand , 

(1 ) The story of Dama s' part in bringin g to light Birago Di op ' s Con ~e s 
d' A~ a ,1 ou Koumba ~s rA lated in t h e book in th e se ries ' Litt erature Africaine' 
devoted to Diop's wo rk. ( M. and S . Battestini, Bi rago Dio p , Coll. Litterat ­
ure Africaine , 6 , Paris , F . Nat han , 1964 ). 
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Rene Jadfctrd, Leonard Sainville xand others ware made known, and through 

this collection too that the attention of the larger publishing-houses 

was drawn to the new literature of Africans writing in French . 

Damas came to the National Assembly two years aft e r a law had been 1 

passed making Guyane , Martinique, Guadeloupe and Reunion (an island in 

the Indian Ocean) ' departements ' of France, overseas counties, as it were . 

Damas had been one of -a tiny minority who opposed this proposition, 

while Cesaire and other French West Indian politicians welcomed the meas ­

ure, seeing in it the prospect of an automa tic raising of social condit­

ions to the standards which obtained in the metropolitan departments. 

This has not been the case, as Cesaire ruefully reflects in 1956, (l)and 

as Damas had vigorous ly prophesied in 1938 : 

Veut-on nous faire accroire que les rapports d 'un Guyanais 
ou d 'un Antillais quelconque, quel que s oit l'endroit ou 
il resioe et travaille, s eront ameliores du seul fait que 
son pays,aulieu d 'etre une colonie, sera un de partement 
situe a dix-huit lieues des autres? On en revient toujours 
a la meme question: qu 'y aura-t-il de change?(2) 

(Is one to believe t h a t the condition of any Guya~ese or 
any West Indian, wherever it is he lives and works, will 
be bettered by the mere fact that his country , ins tead of -t!llliP 

being a colony, will be a department situated at eighteen 
leagues from the others? We are back again at the s ame ~MB 
qu estion: what differenc e will it make?) ~ 

In Retour de Guyane he had drawn attention to the essential problem which 
' 

was economic, a nd t herefore not to be solved by sentimental gestures like 

gathering the scattered little colonies to the b enevolent bosom of Moth~r 

Franc e to feed them on I~HHIH self-applauding rhetoric and lit t l e else; 

Damas reproduces the draft bill at full length and sums it up by quoting 

from it: 

(l)'Vegalite etait desormais totale dans le droit. L'inegalite s'aggravait 
chaque jour da vantage dans les faits ... c ' est na1vet e de croire ~ue l'on 
peut en p a ys colonial abolir l'inegalite sans abolir le regime colonial 
lui-meme.' (There was henceforth complete equality in legal terms. Inequal~ . 
ity increased day by day in reality ... it is na1ve to think tha t in. a 
colonia l country one , can abolish inequality without abolishing the colonial 
regime itself.)-A. Cesaire, preface to D. Guerin, Les Antilles d e colonisees: 
Paris, Pres e nce Africaine, 1956, pp. 12-13. 
(2) Retour de Guyane, p. 174, 



Decortiquant ce text e de sa phraseolo gie, on peut en tirer 
a pres ceci: l' as s imilation sera "l'af firmation et l e tem­
oinage devant l'univers civilise de l'excellence et du 
triomphe de l a politique traditionelle de la France en mat­
iere coloniale". (1) 

(After shelling away the phraseology of this text, one is 
left with this, mo re or less : assimilation will be " t he 
affirmation and the testimony before the civilized universe 
of the exc ellence and th e triumph of the traditional policy 
of France in colonial affairs.") 

... avant de songe r a l'assimilation politique, il f audrait 
peut-etre que les esprits genereux de la Metropole voulussent 

bien s'attacher a realiser l'integration economique. (2) 

(before contemplating political assimilation, it might well be 
that the generous spirits of th e Metropolis wo uld do better 
kindly to apply themselves to th e matter of economic integrat­
ion.) 
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Damas continued to denounc e the inoperative departm entalization of these 

territories throughout his career in the French Parliament, where his alleg, 

iance was Socialist. Today he sees the meas ure H~ as a direct cause of the 

moral rot of the French Caribbean, the disheartening apathy and acc epting­

ness of his countrymen: 

J 'ai predit a l'epoque que cette loi allait nous retarder 
de cinquante ans. On a clochardise ces pays - on nous a 
donne la mentalite d'Assistes Sociaux . Les gens ne savent 
meme pas se battre. 

(I pre dicted at the time that this measure was going to keep xx 
us back fifty years. These countries have be en beggariz ed - we 
have been given a Sta te-Welfare-recipi ent mentality. Peopl e don't 
even kno w about fighting.) 

l' 
Damas I entry to the .'.National Assembly coincided with a p~iod of unrest 

in various parts of the French Empire. In March 1947 a nationalis t insurrect 

ion in Madagascar was brutally crushed. Three separate manifestations in 

the Ivory Coast between January 1949 and January 1950 were also s wiftly 

suppressed. In 1950 Damas was placed on a commission sent to investigate 

the causes of the troubl es in the Ivory Coast. Given th e task .of inter-

(1) Op. cit., p. 167. 
(2) Op. cit., p. 163. 
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viewing Ivorians, Damas returned to compi l e a huge report full of their 

grievances, (l)by which it would seem h e again incurred a measu r e of oppro ­

brium from the direct i on of th e authoriti es. Pressure was brought to bea r 

upon him to withdraw this report and sign another , more tempera t e r eport, 

which invit a tion he r o jected .( 2 ) After th e ind e p e ndence of th e Ivory Coast 

Damas' report was published in the country by the ruling Parti D~moc ratique 

de l a C6te d ' Ivoir P , in a three - volume editi on( 3) bound with the colours 

of the nation 's flag - ora nge , white and gre en, and every meDb er of the 

party was required to possess a copy of this work which had b e er. instrument­

al 
1
in preparing the c o untry's access ion to independ en ce. 

In 1952 Damas published Graffiti , a volume of personal poetry, mainly 

love-po ems . In 1956 he published Bla ck - Label , a long poetic work , largely 

autobiographical , a kind of r eminis c ent r amble over various points of his 

life . Black- Label was a t least begun by 1 947 , for a long section of it is 

published in his 3ntholo gy Po e tes d ' express ion franGaise , and the same 

pa3sage is r eproduced in Senghor's antholo gy (1 948) and in the fourth num­

ber of Pr esence Africa ine , also in 1948 . In 1962 Presence Africaine publ i sa ­

ed a definitive edition of Pigments , prefa c ed by rtobe rt Gof f in,to mark the 

twenty - fifth anniversary of its appear ance. Damas' mo st r e c ent publication 

is .1ev r al gi es , a volume of love-po ems a nd oth e r perso nal poetry, which in­

c o r porates Graffiti . 

Among the works he is preparing are: a biography of Langston Hughes, 

~,ith tr~ns~tions of poems by Hughes; an essay entitled De la litterature 

negriere a la N~gritude; a collection of Afro-Amerindian folk-tales, called 

La moisson des trois domaines and which will incorporate Veillees Noires ; 

a poem: Derniere Escale; ..- an anthology of Brazilian poets and a study 

of t he contribution of the African of the New World to European literature 
and culture. 

(1) Rappo rt No . 11 348 , As scmblee Nationale Fr a nGaise, Ann~e 1950 . 
(2) Information supplied by Damas. 
(3) Rannort No . 11 348, su r les inciden ts surv e nus en C6te d 'Ivoire , ~tabl i 
par M. Da~as, Abidjan , 1965 . 
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Chapter Three. Negritude or the them~ of race in Damas' work. 

ET BLACK-LABEL 
pour ne pas changer 
Black-Label a boire 
a quoi ban changer (1) 
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We have stated that what is called the Negritude movement i n literature 

consisted in the emergence of certain themes in the writing of black French­

speaking writers after 1930. The themes of Negritude occupy a part of two 

o~ Damas' poetic works, Pigments and Black-Label, and we propose to draw 

as well upon his prose writings where they complement or amplify these theme 

Negritude as a literary movement perhaps remains primarily a Caribbean 

manifestation, and some of the preoccupations of the writers of the New 

World are necessarily absent from the work of the African-born writers 

ass ociated with Negritude, or at any rate do not loom as large in their 

writing. Orie such theme is the Slave Trade. 

In Retour de Guyane Damas recalls that the policy of bringing slaves 

from Africa to the New World was not without its humanitarian motives: 

A cette epbque_ ... Monseigneur Berthelmy de las Casas avait 
lance son fameu:x axiome: "Le travail d'un seul negre vaut ce­
lui de quatre Indiens 11 • Ce Prelat sevillan qui avait dessein 
de sauver les Ameriguains du prochain massacre habituel, re­
ussit a coup sur: il sauva effectivement uncertain nombre 
de fois quatre Indiens de la mart physiologique ou morale. (2) 

(At this time Mgr. de las Casa~had already delivered his famous 
-axiom: "One Negro can do the work of four Indians". This Sevill­
an Prelate whose inte ntion it was to save the "Ameriquains" from 
the next routine massacre, certainly succeeded: he did in fact 
manage to save a cert ain number of times four Indians fro m phys­
ical or spiritual death.) (3) 

It is this death, reserved for the imported slaves, which Damas laments 

in his often-quoted poem where he evokes the first traumatic encounter be­

twe en slave-trader and African, the brutal uprooting and the prolonged 

echoes bf this event: 

(1) AND BLACK-LABEL 
for the sake of not changing 
Black-Label to drink 
why bother changing (L.-G. Damas, Black-Label, p. 9. 

(2) Retour de Guyane, p. 22. 
(3) It seems that the church was as yet in some doubt as to whether to de-
cre e unto the Negro a s oul, and in the interim, (as indeed thereafter) he 
was expendable. 



Ils sont venus ce soir ou le 
tam 

tam 
roulait de 

rythme 
en 

rythme 
la frenesie 

des yeux 
la frenesie des mains 
la frenesie 
des pieds de statues 
DEPUIS 
combien de MOI MOI MOI 
sont marts 
depuis qu 'ils sont venus ce soir ou le 
tam 

tam 
roulait de 

rythme 
en 

rythme 
la frenesie 

des yeux 
la frenesie 
des mains 
la frenesie 
des pieds de s tatues (1) 

(They came that evening as the 
tom 

tom 
was rolling 

into 
rhythm 

after rhythm 
the frenzy 

of eyes 
frenzy of hands 
frenzy 
of s tatue-feet 
AND .S i-NCE 
oh how many the death of ME of ME of ME 
since they came that evening as the 
tom 

tom 
was rolling 

into 
rhythm 

a f ter rhythm 
the frenzy 

(1) ~rls sont venus ce soir', Pigments, p. 11. 
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of eyes 
frenzy 
of hands 
frenzy 
of statue-feet) 
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Materially and psychologically, slavery did not end wi t h any Act of Emancip­

ation. A major preoccupation of all of Damas' writing is the continuing 

abject poverty of the masses of the Fr ench Caribbean, the rigid s tructure 

of a society which concentrated all wealth and privilege in the hands of 

a few, condemning the majority of the people to a position not far from 

that which they occupied under slavery. In Retour de Guyane, pointing to 

the widespread necessity of child labour, his comment is bitter: 

Que ce soi t pa r wagonnets ci·rcu"J.a:nt sur la voie ferree, sur brou- • 
ettes, sur charrettes, voitures , L1'enfanl7 est apte a tirer, 
pousser, trainer tousl es vehicules. 

Bien s~r, ce n'est qu'un negrillon! (1) 
... Mais alors, qu'y-a-t'il de change depuis Schoelcher? (2) 

Je voudrais bien qu'un des savants discoureurs des commemora tions 
au mausolee de l'Abolitioniste veuille bien me l'expliquer.(3) 

(Be it by wa~ons running xon the railway, on whe elbarrow9 ,carts, 
carriages, Lchildre.!!7 are used for drawing, pushing, dragging all 
kinds of vehicles. 

Of course, they're only picanninnies! 
. . . But then what is the great change from Schoelcher's time? 

I should very much like one of the learned speechifiers at the 
commemorative ceremonies before the Abolitionist's tomb to explain 
this to me.) 

Equally disquieting to Damas is the SKXX lasting scar on the mentality 

of the decendants of slaves. This is the moral dea th which ehslavtment 
I 

brought . The 'liberated'slave remained a subjugated creature, his spirit 

broken. It is as though he awakens with difficulty from a long nightmare: 

(1) The passage calls to mind the beginning of the poem by the Guadeloupean 
poet Guy Tirolien 'Priere d'un petit enfant negre' (Prayer of a little Negro 
child): 

'Seigneur je suis tres fatigue 
Je suis ne fatigue · ··' 

(Lord I am very tired 
I was born tired ... ) - G. Tirolien in: L. - G. Damas, Poetes ~ 

d'expression frangaise, p . 54, 
(2) Victor Schoelcher, (1804 - 1893) French statesman, chief advocate of mx 
abolition of slavery in the French colonies . 
(3) Retour de Guyane, p. 135. 



Ils me l'ont rendue 
la vie 
plus lourde et lasse 

Mes aujourd'hui ont chacun sur mes jadis 
de gros yeux qui roulent de rancoeur 
de honte 

Les jours inexorablement 
tristes 
jamais n'ont cesse d'etre 
a la memoire 
de ce que fut 
ma vie tronquee 

Va encore 
mon hebetude 
du t emps jadis 
de coups de corde noueux 
de co rps calcines 
de l'orteil au do s calcines 
de chair morte 
de tisons 
de fe r rouge 
de bras brises 
sous le f ouet qui se dechaine 
s ous le f ouet qui fait marcher la plantation 
et s'abreuver de sang de man sang de sang la s ucrerie 
et la bouffa rde du commandeur craner au ciel(l) 

(My life they have left 
my life 
a limp and tired load 

My each today turns back upon my long ago 
eyes of rebuke rolling with r ancour 
with shame 

The days inexorably 
dismal 
never have ceased to be 
a memorial 
to what once was 
my mutila ted life 
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(1) 'La co mplainte du negre ' (The Negro's complaint), Pigments, p. 45. 



Still today 
my stupor 
of time past 
the cracks of cords knotted 
the scorched bodies 
bodies s corch ed from top to toe 
the dead flesh 
the firebrands 
the red-hot iron 
the bones breaking 
under the whip turned loose 
under the whip that drives the plantation 
and stokes the sugar-mill with blood my blood with blood 
and sends the overseer!s pipe-smoke swaggering skyward) 
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But Damas has no such sympathy for those of \ his countrymen whose pro-

longed enslav~ment is voluntary, the would-be bourgeoisie: 

Ceux dont l'attitude immuable d'esclaves 
insulte a la sagesse antique et belle 
de leurs propres Anciens ... (1) 

(They whos e immutable posture of slaves 
insults the ancient and beautiful wisdom 
of their own Ancients ... ) 

Damas' choicest darts of sarcasm are reserved for the members of the 

bourgeoisie de couleur, the educated classes of the French Caribbean, whom 

he designates more than once as 'nos negriers negres•( 2 )(our Negro Negro­

Slave-Traders). In Re t our de Guyane , in a pass ing ref erence to his mission 

among the Bush Negroes, he t akes the opportunity of contrasting the proud­

ly ind'ependent spirit of these latter with the ingratiating behaviour of 

the bourgeois: 

(1) Black-Label, p. 17. This recalls a proposition made by one of the young 
Martiniquans writing in Lefitime Defense (see Ch . 1, pp. 14-17): 

'Un documentaire cinematographique sur la formation de la· bourgeoisie 
de couleur franGaise, si les vitesses etaient augmentees a une echelle 
sufisament folle, montrerait le dos courbe de l'esclave noir devenant ...,...._ 
l'echine a courbettes du bourgeois colore, distingue et salueur a qui dans 
l'inappreciable intervalle de deux images auraient pousse un complet veston 
et un chapeau melon.' (~ 'film documentary on the formation of the French 
colo ured bourgeoisie would show , if the projection were speeded-up to a 
suffici ently dizzy r a te, the bent figure of the black s lave becoming the 
bowing figure of the coloured bourgeois, distinguishe<\iand expert in hom­
age - in the imperceptible interval between two i magesA1ias grown a ksuit 
and bowler-hat.) - J. Monnerot, ' Note touchant la bourgeoisie de couleur 
franGaise', in Legitime Defense , Paris, 1932, No . 1, p. 3, 
(2) · ' Misere noire', p. 342. 



~~b~ 
... ceux de leurs congeneres qui, apres avoirAl'esclavage, 
donnent dans une des f orm es les plus inquiet ant es du maso ­
chisme et qui, perdant toute dignite, es saient de se co mpo s ­
er une allure de peti ts -fils de Gaulois ... (1) 

(those of their kind who, ~ ter s ubmit t ing to slavery, now 
practise one of the most disquieting f orms of ma s ochism, 
and shedding all dignity s trive to comport themselves like 
grandsons of Gauls ... ) 
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But their behaviour, apart from its pot ential comedy, had lamentable 

consequ ences for the whole of French West Indian society. A theme to which 

Damas gives much attention is the tragic fact of what he calls 'la trahisoi 

de nos clercs 1 (
2 )(the betrayal of our learned).The educated class es of the 

French Caribbean, in their assiduous pursuit of whit eness, abdicated the 

social role which their education i mposed upon them, indeed constituted a 

firm obstacle to social progress : 

... avec une duplicite qui fait chaque jour place a un tran­
quille cynisme, ces negres, bourgeois franqais de la onzieme 
heure, composent une franc-maGonnerie coloniale aux sentim­
ents plus conservateurs, plus reactionnaires, plus racistes 
que les bourgeois blancs eux-memes ... (3) 

(wi t h a duplicity that is bcing steadily succeeded by a com~ 
placent cynicism , these Negroes , eleventh-hour French bourg~ 
eois, form a colonial free-masonry with sentiments more con~ 
servative, more reactionary, more raci s t than those of the 
white bourgeois themselves.) 

• In Pigments t here is very little anger against t he figur e who has come 

to be known as 'l e bo n negre' (the good Negro), the do wntrodden Negro 

fatalistically resigned to the place allotted him. Damas' attitude i s for 

the most part sympathetic. In one poem he does cal l for an end to what he 

sees as the Negro's prostitution of himself : 

Treve de blues 
de martelements de. Piano 
de trompette bouchee 
de folie claquant des pieds 
a la satisfaction du rythme 

(1) Op . cit., p. 9. 
(2) ' Price- Mars, le pere du Ha1tianisme', Presence Africaine, June - Sept . 
1960, Nos. 32-33 , p. 177. 
(3 ) ' Misere noire', p . 347. 



Treve de seances a tant le swing 
aut our de rings 
qu'enervent 
des eris de f a uves 

Treve un instant 
d'une vie de ban enfant . .. (l) 

(Let up wit h the blues 
with hammering on pianos 
with muted trumpets 
with mad-tapping f eet 
gone on th e rhythm 

Let up with the showings at s uch and s uch the swinging 
round ringsides 
hys terical 
with jungle cries 

Let up for one moment 
with the good-dog exist ence . .. ) 
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Yet in Pigments Damas envis ages i mminent revolution - the black ma n will 

one day no longer be content with : ~i s pos ition of inferio~ity.The present 

untenable sta te of affairs will of itself sooner or later produce an up­

heaval: 
Ils ant si bien su faire 
si bien su faire les choses 
les choses 
qu'un jour nous avons tout 
nous avons tout foutu de nous-memes 
tout foutu de nous - memes en l'air 

Il ne faudrait pourtant pa s grand'chose 
pourtant pas grand'chose 
pas grand'chose 
pas grand'chose (2 ) 

(They fi xed up things so good 
so good they fixed it up 
so good 
that one day one day everything 
all by ourselves we damn well blew 
we damn well blew up everything 

(1) 'Treve ' (Let up), Pigments, p . 21 . Poem reproduced in full in the Appen­
dix, p. 
(2) 'Ils ant', Pigments, p . 71 . 



Wouldn't take much anyway 
not much anyway 
noy much 
not much) 
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In Retour de Guyane he hints more than once that the black masses of the 

French Caribbean might at any moment be roused to take their fate into thei: 

own hands: 

il ne faut pas que le FranGais de la Metropole se 
retourne avec fureur contre toute la race noire ... 
lorsque quelque population, au hasard d'un caprice 
diplo matique, aura ete conviee a s•exprimer directe­
ment . Que le FranGais prete l'oreille a cette avert~ 
issement: il peut y avoir des Sarres africaines et 
meme 1tlH[ d'autres Cubas en ~merique. (10 

(leE not the Frenchman of the Metropolis turn against 
the . whole of the black race in a furious backlash ... 
when some population, at the occasion of a diplomatic 
whim, is call ed upon to express itself directly. Let 
the Frenchman heed this warning : there can be African 
Saars and even other Cubas in America .) 

But in Black-Label , published in 1956, the theme of slavery and its 

extension in the degradation of his people again occupies a large place, 

and here his sympathy is strained . 

The spectacle presented by the French Caribbean territories was indeed 

a depressing one . . Those who had assumed the role of champions of their 

cause had found that their fervour had no echo among those they championed. 

Aime Cesaire, after years ·as Martinique's deputy to the National Assembly, 

laments his failure to arouse the indignation of his constituents, seeming­

ly doomed to perpetual slavery: 

mon peuple 
quand 
hors des jours etrangers 
germeras-tu une tete bien tienne sur tes epaules renouees 
et ta parole 

le conge depeche aux traitres 
aux maitres 
le pain restitue la terre lavee 
la terre donnee 

(1) Op . cit., p. 85 . 



quand 
quand done cesseras-tu d'etre le jouet sombre 
au carnaval des autres 
ou dans les champs d'autrui 
l'epouvantail desuet ... (l) 

(my people 
when 
outside of foreign days 
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will you sprout a head truly yours on your shoulders tied together 
Lagaip. 

and your word 

dispatching leave to the traitors 
to the masters 
restoring the bread washing the land 
giving the land 

when 
when say will you cease to be the dark toy 
in the carnival of others 
or in the fields of others 
the antiquated scarecrow ... ) 

The French West Indies remained deep in its moral torpor, unaffected 

by the wind of change blowing from other parts of the black world. For 

by now Senghor, the colleague of Cesaire and Damas, was leading his count­

ry Senegal to independence; and elsewhere in French Afri ca decolonization 

was proceeding. In the ~ year that Black-Label was published, the first 

conferences were being held with regard to the future federation of the 

British West Indies, a step towards independence, . and in the next year 

Ghana was to be the first of the British colonies in Africa to accede 

to independence. 

The French Caribbean meanwhile showed no aspiration towards any kiHH 

degree of autonomy . In 1946, the year after Senegal had attained to self­

rule, the people of Martinique, Guadeloupe and Guyane had accepted WI§H 

with enthusiasm the proposal to bind them even closer to the Metropolis 

by making them ~epartements d'outre-mer' (overseas departments). Thus 

they continued to exist, departments ~f France in te~~s of politicll bonds, 

but the poor relations, hardly less neglected and poverty-stricken. A 

prophet has no honour in his - own country - the Negritude movement f ormed 

the groundwork of the movements for independence in French Africa, which 

(1) A. Cesaire, 'Hors des jours etrangers', Ferrements, Paris, Seuil, 1960. 
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means that the anger of long-exported and alienated Africans, while 

efflcacious in sweeping a large tract of the African continent with revolt, 

is yet to budge the relatively microscopic societies which produced the~~ 

founders of Negritude. 

In Black-Label Damas brings a new dimension to the theme of s lavery~ 

Without minimizing the guilt of the European slave-trader, he recalls the 

fact that the prosperity of the Slave-Trade was due in part to the com­

placence or complicity of · fellow Africans: 

Ceux qui permirent le deracinement de DEUX CENT 
CINQUANTE MILLIONS des leurs 

Ceux qui ordonnerent les razzias 
ceux qui obeirent a l'ordre de razzias 
ceux qui depisterent les razzies 

Ceux dont les Peres vendirent les fils a l'encan 
et les fils a leur tour la Terre-Mere 
ceux dont l es freres donnerent si gentiment la chasse 

a leurs freres 

Ceux quise ,laisserent prendre ace jeu de famille ... (1) 

(They who allowed the uprooting of TWO HUNDRED 
AND FIFTY MILLION of their own 

They who ordered the hunting-raids 
they who obeyed the order to raid 
they who tracked down the raided 

They whose Fathers sold their sons by auction 
and the sons in their turn the Mother-Land 
they whose brothers so obligingly went a-hunting for to catch 

their brothers 

They who let thems elves be caught at this family-game ... ) 

Even when Damas in Black-Label recalls the worst indignities and cruel­

ties~whidhthe slaves suffered at the hands of the trader s, one has the 

impression that this is less an attack on Europe than a sort of cathartic 

evocation for the benefit of his countrymen. He hopes to shame his people 

into ridding themselves of the last marks of this humilia ting experience~ 

{l) Black-Label, p. 17. 



Ceux dont les Ancetres etampes 
fleurdelises 
marques au fer rouge 
aux lettres du navire au Large 
puis parques 
enchaines 
rives 
cadenasses 
et cales 
furent bel et bien du voyage 
s ans air 
sans eau 
s ans f in 

Ceux dont les Ancetres furent jetes au cours du voyage 
sans fin 
sans eau 
sans air 

Ceux dont les Ancetres 
eurent la chair tout brulee a vif 
au- dessus des seins 
sur les omoplates 
sur le gras du bras . . . (1) 

(They whose Ancestors 
stamped 
fleur - de - lysed 
marked by the red- hot iron 
with the letters of t he ship out at Sea 
then parked 
chained 
riveted 
padlocked 
clamped 
were well a nd truly on t heir way 
without air 
without water 
without end 

They whose Ancestors were t hrown overboard on the way 
the way 
without end 
without wa.ter 
without air 

They whose Ancestors 
had t h eir flesh all burnt alive 
above the breasts 
on the shoulder- blades 
on the thick part of the arm ... ) 

(1) ~Black- Label, p . 19 . 
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For the self-contempt inculcated into the slave in order to assure his 

acceptance of his po s ition continues, hardly impaired , in his desendants, 

and with t he same effect. Damas compiles a whole catalogue of terms of ak­

HXR self- deprecation to be f ound in the Creole dialect: 

Ceux qui se traitent eux-memes 
de s auvages 
sales negres 
soubarous 
bois-mit;:i_n 
gros-sirop 
guinains 
congas 
moudongues 
f a ndangues 
nangues ... (1) 

(They who call themselves names like 
savage 
dirty nigger 
jungle-man 
bush . .,-people 
molasses • 
Guinea 
Congo 
Moudong 
Fandang 
Nango ... ) 

Damas hints that the exaggerated r eligiosi ty of his people~ 2 )played 

upon by theC Churcq, is , 9ne of th~ causes xof their submission: 
, , , <H<)( 9J-U- c.omp,:e n,,f; les, cHocles 

Ceux qui se signent de grace et d'effroi a l'etoile 
qui file 

Ceux qui lisent dans les nuages 

Ceux qui remerci ent le Ciel a tout vent 

Ceux satisfaits d'eux-memes 
qui'se content ent de peu 
se cont entent de rien 

(1) Black-Label, p. 16. ' Souparou ' is a Creole corruption of ' sous l'arbre' 
(under the tree) - the term ref ers in Martinique to the desc endants of run­
away slaves who continue to live in the seclusion of the bush . ' Bois-mitan' 
(middle-of-the-bush) . has the same meaning. The last five terms a re the names 
of African tribes, it being among the gravest of insults to be likened to 
an African. 
(2) 'La religiosit e est assurement le seul terrain sur lequel Petit Bourg- Jl 
eois , Jeune Citadin et Homme Rural s'entendent comme oiseaux en cage'. (Re­
l_igiosit~ ·,s cer-t-a.i11\~ ~ one_<]i"ott.nt:' u~~m whtc.h P~-8ou:r9e.o· s, Yau."£, Tow,i-dwelf~r al"ld. 

J<1A.yt...l M~ coMe +o91t."(\i\u- h~ bn'"'dS l.~ a ~e.,) ~e.towr- c:lo <htjO.-n.e 
I 
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Ceux dont la sainte r esignation n'a d'egale 
que le sacre mepris de l'Eglise ou le Cure prefere 
au blanc de blanc catholique et r omain 
un cul-s ec de coeur de chauffe 
des isles a sucre 
de s isles a rhum 
des isles a mouches 
des isles a miel 
des isles a 
des isles amenes 
ainsi soient-elles 
ainsi soit-il 
Amen ... (1) 

(They who count the stars 

They who cross themselves for grace and for terror at the shoot-
ing star 

They who read the clouds 

They who thank Heaven at every turn 

They who are awright 
happy enough enough with little 
happy enough with nothing 

They whose holy resignation has only one match 
the blessed s corn of the Church where the priest prefers 
to the very and Catholic white sacrificial 
a bottoms-up of white rum from 
the sugar-isles 
the rum-isles 
the fly-isles 
the honey-isles 
t he .... -isles 
the amen-isles 
and s o be they 
and so be it 
Amen ... ) 

Damas, introducing the poetry of a new generation of bl ack writers of 

the New Wo rld, notes with satisfaction that they have kept alive 

(1) Black-Label, pp. 21-23. 



le souvenir du deracinement, de la traite, du martyrologe 
endure, le sentiment du crime commis centre une race· d 'hommes 
ravales au niveau de betes de somme, de betes de trait, _la 
trace qu'a laisse l'esclavage. (1) 

(the memory of the uprooting, of the Slave-Trade, of the 
martyrdom endured , the sense of a crime having be en committ ­
ed against a race of men re du ced to the level of beasts of 
burden, draught -beas ts, the mark which slavery has left.) 

66. 

For Slavery is no mere history-book memory of statistics, a super,_annuatec 

balance-sheet which it were best now to erase, as decreed by Sengho r in 

his pontifications from the other side of the Atlantic: 

Nous avons tout ouhlie comme nous savons le faire: les deux 
cent millions de marts de la Traite des Negres, les violences 
de la Conquete, les humiliations de l'Indigenat. Nous n'en 
avons pas retenu que les apports positifs. (2) 

(We have forgotten everything, as we are capable of doing : 
the two hundred million dead in the Negro Slave Trade, the 
violence of the Conquest, the humiliat1ons suffered by the 
Native population. Of all this we have retained nothing 
but the positive gains. ) 

There can be no question of forgetting Slavery while the quality of the 

lives of millions of people today continues to be the direct result of 

Slavery, while the maiming social and economic injustice upon which 

Slavery was based is still rampant in these societies. There is no apol­

ogy to be made for wishing to cry out against this looming fact of our 

history, this pressing reality of our existence. The facile 'racist' epi­

that has been conferred upon Damas in the same way that it is dished out 

today to so many who in their ~H~H racial revolt can find no room for 

apology. There is no apology to be made for a poem such as this: 

(1) L.-G. Damas, in Nouvelle somme de poesie6-du monde noir, Paris, Presenc, 
Africaine, 1966, p. 355 . 
(2) L.-S. Senghor , Negritude et Humanisme, Par~s , Seuil , 1964, p. 9, 



Si souvent man sentiment de race m'effraie 
autant qu'un chien aboyant la nuit 
une mart prochaine 
quelconque 
je me sens prete a ecumer toujours de rage _ 
contre ce qui m'entoure 
contre ce qui m'empeche 
a jamais d I etre • ~ 

un homme 

Et rien 
rien ne saurait autant calmer ma haine 
qu'une belle mare 
de sang 
faite 
de ces coutelas tranchants 
qui mettent a nu 
les mornes a rhum (1) 

(Often so oft en my sense of race scares me 
like a dog in the night barking 
news of death coming 
to someone 
I ~ feel that I shall never cease to foam with rage 
at all that surrounds me 
at all that prevents me 
fop.ever from ~eing 
a man 

And nothing 
nothing would calm my hate 
like a goodly sea 
of blood 
made 
with those keen-edged cutlasses 
that whisk clean 
our rum-bearing slopes) 

67. 

When we abolish hate from the range of human emotions we shall f irst have 

succeeded in abolishing the wrongs which provoke it. And there is a poign­

ant twist to Damas' 'racism'; in this passage from hi s love-poetry the 

i magery of 'Si s9uvent' returns: 

je dis tout 
et je dis 
man dernier reve 

(1) . 'Si souvent', Pigments, p. 47. 



La nuit derniere 
au beau mitan du Ciel 
des Isles 
un soleil rouge de feu rouge a bruler vif 
des torses et torses et torses et torses nus 
des bacouas 
des bacouas des bacouas en bataille 
des pantalons au trois quarts retrousses 
des coutelas flambants neufs 
au lieu de belles cannes 
coupaient 
coupaient des theories de tetes 
de tetes 
de tetes 
de tetes blondes 

( I will tell all 
and I will tell 
my latest dream 

Last night 

comme la v6tre 

smack in the centre of the Sky 
of - the Islands 

man bel amour (1) 

a red sun fire-red fit to burn you alive 
torsos torsos torsos torsos bare 
strawhats 
strawhats strawhats in battle 
pants rolled up three-quarters 
cutlasses flaming new 
instead of good cane 
were chopping down 
were chopping down files of heads 
heads 
heads 
heads blond 

like yours 
oh my beautiful love) 

68. 

The fact remains that in Negritude peetry Damas' is the most bitter 

towards the white world. The works of the three leading poets, Damas, Ce­

saire and Senghor , can be taken together,JtS'. under more than one aspect, 

as a kind of spectrum of Negritude. Senghor may be seen as reflecting the 

African expres s ion of Negritude, where revolt and bitterness do not occupy 

a very large place;fand were quickly superseded by the present confident 

flowering of French African literature. The Afri can writers, like Senghor , 

(1) Black-Label, p. 41 . 
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had the benefit of an upbringing which provided a firm grasp of their 

ancestral culture, s o that assimilation could become posi tive enrich­

ment rather than alienation from self. 

Among the Caribbean writers bitterness is keener, in part becaus e 

of their sense of having be-en deprived of a heritage. But the further 

HHgHHH difference of degree of _bitterness between Damas and Cesaire is 

significant. Ces a ire was born into the vast impoverished lower class of 

Martinique, the class- wi th whom rests the resi due of Afric a n culture to 

be f ound in French West Indian society . Cesaire's childhood was hard , 

but he was not brought up in the frustrating atmo s phere of hyper-respect~ 

ability and inauthenticity to which Damas was subjected.An interesting 

comparison can be drawn by quoting from their respective works passages 

on their childhood. Damas recalls the voice of his mother : 

Il m'est revenu que vous n'etiez encore pas 
a votre leQon de vi~o-lon 
Un banjo 
vous dites un banjo 
comment dites-vous 
un banjo 
vous dites bien 
un banjo 
Non monsieur 

vous saurez qu'on ne souffre chez nous 
ni ban 
ni jo 
ni gui 

-ni tare 
les mulatres ne font pas Ga 
laissez done Ga aux negres (1) 

( ... It occurs to me t hat you were not 
at your vi-o-lin lesson again 
A banjo 
you said a banjo 
what did you ~ay 
a banjo 
you did say 
a banjo 
No my good man 

ban 

I'll teach you tha t in this house 
we put up with neither 

nor jo 
nor gui 
nor tar 
mulattoes are not given to those things 
leave that to the negroes 
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Cesaire describes the Christmas festivities in which he participated as a 

child, and the s cene inside 'une petite eglise pas intimi dant e '(l) (a littl 

church tha t wa s not intimidating ): 

Et ce ne s ont pas seulement les bouches qui chantent, 
mais l es mains , mais les pieds, mais les fes s es, mais 
les sexes , et la creature toute entiere qui se liquefie ~ 
en s ons, voix et rythme . (2) 

( ... And not only mouths singing, but hands , but feet , but 
buttocks, but genitals, and the whole cr eature lique ­
fied into sounds, voice and rhythm.) 

Senghor m~anwhile H~ HHHH presents fondly idyllic evocations of his African 

childhood . (3) 

Senghor and Damas stand at opposite poles - while Senghor has come to 

be regarded as the symbol of reconciliation among this group of writers, 

Damas is seen as Negritude ' s poet of a nger. Apart from the f a ct or ·of cha ract 

er or temperament, Damas ' propensity to bitterness stems also from a lasting 

feeling of having been cheated out of himself . A recurrent theme in his~~ 

poetry is t he frustration of his childhood in which he sees himself as hav­

ing been ssystematically estranged from his own authenticity, in the name 

of assimilation to European ~ulture . In one passage he recalls how he envied 

th e freedom enjoyed by other chil dren : 

Desirs comprimes 

Les va cances toujours proches a Remire( 4 ) 
ou les Cousins parlaient si librement patois 
crachaient s i aisement parterre 
s ifflaient si joliment un air 
lachaient si franchement un rot 
et autres choses encore 
sans crainte d'etre 
jamais mis au pain sec 
ni jetes au cachot 

De s irs comprimes _ ... ( 5) 

( .. . Hankerings repressed 

(1) A. Cesaire , Cahier, p . 34 . 
(2 ) A. Cesaire, op. cit . , p . 35 . 
(3 ) See poem quoted in Appendix, p. 
(4) Remire - country district of Guyane. 
(5) Black- Label, p . 64 . 



The holidays ever near in Remire 
where the Cousins so freely chattered in patois 
so easily spat on the ground 
so prettily whistled a tune 
so openly let out a belch 
and more things yet 
with no fear of ever being 
put on dry bread 
or thrown into the dark-room 

Hankerings repressed ... ) 

71. 

Damas was never moved to wri~e anything in t h e nature of a rrraternity 
~ 

poem' to dispel the possible suspicion of racism. Almost all the other 

Negritude writers declare within their poetry, side by side with their 

revolt, their desire for racial harmony. In Damas' poetry there is no such 

de claration to be f ound. But here and there in his other writings ar e pass­

ages which mqke nonsense of the view of Damas as a maniacal bigot preaching 

black racism, as in his article ' Misere noire', for example, where he HHaRH 

recognizes the desirability of solidarity between black and white ' masses '. 

He draws attention to the fact thatthe Ffench people in 1794 and 1848 att­

empted to extend the benefits of their revolutions to the colonies, but that 

these benefits were subsequently nullified by the a ction of s ucceeding gov­

ernments : 

chaque fois que les masses franGaises prennent elles­
memes en main la conduite de leur destin, pour un temps 
si court soit-il, elles n'ont jamais manque d'exiger 
l'egalite pour leurs freres de couleur. (1) 

(each time that the French masses take into their own 
hands the conduct of their afairs, for however short 
a time, they have never failed to demand equality for 
their coloured brothers.) 

Further on he argues: 

Lil fau.:!J rejeter de f initivement t outes tendances a 
trouver dans une sorte de contre-racisme la solution 
au probleme noir franGais.Toute l'histoire coloniale 
montre la race noire solidaire dans son destin a la 
masse franGaise. 

Il faut toujours se garder de - confondre la France 
- precisement celle qui ne perd pas une occasion de se 
proclamer l'amie des noirs, sans perdre par ailleurs 
une occasion de les maintenir impitoyablement en esclavQ 
age - avec une autre France qui n'a pas le droit a la 

(1) Op. cit., p. 334. 



parole, qui ne perd jamais une occasion, meme dans les 
jours les plus tragiques de son histoire, d'affirmer 
efficacement sa fraternite fftt-ce brutalement, si nec­
essaire. (1) 

(Lone musy reject once and for all any tendency to see 
in a kind of counter-racism the solution to the French 
problem of colour. The whole of colonial history shows 
that the fate of the black race unites it in solidarity~ 
with the French masses. 

One must always beware o f confusing France - to be 
precise that France which misses no opportunity of pro­
claiming itself the friend of the Blacks, otherwise 
missing no opportunity of maintaining them pitilessly 
in slavery - with another France which has not the right 
to self-expression, wiji1. \,'never misses an opportunity,· even 
in the most tragic hours of its history, of effectively 
affirming its fraternity, brutally if necessary.) 

72. 

In another article he dissociates himself and his colleagues in Negritud 

from any hint of this xx counter-racism: 

Surtout qu'on nous entende bien: nous nous decouvrions 
negres - tout en nous gardant de tout racisme - d e non~ 
~ant par avance, les premiers, on ne sait quel racisme 
a rebours que d'aucuns n'auraient pas manque de proner.(2) 

(Above all let there be no misunderstanding : we discovered 
that we were Negroes, ' yet at the same time eschewing any 
racism - we were the first to condemn in advance a sort 
of inverted racism which some would readily have preached.) 

For Damas sees the function of Negritude as: 

la recherche de l'egalite, la suppression des preJuges, 
l'abolition definitive de toutes les oppressions, de 
taus les esclavages, de taus les racismes, aussi bien 
blanc que noir! (3) 

(the pursuit of equality, the suppression of prejudices, 
the final abolition of all oppressions, of all slaveries, 
of all - raci~ms , white as well as black!) 

One of the essential themes of the Negritude movement was the attack 

on the dehumanization of Western civilization, an attack begun by elements 

(1) Op . cit., p. 340. 
( 2 ) L.-G. Damas , ' Price- Mars, le pere du Haitianisme', p. 177. 
(3) L.-G. Damas, Nouvelle somme de poesie du monde noir, p. 356. 
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in Europe itself. The Negritude poets presented as it were a revised scale 

of worth whereby it was precisely the 'inferiority' of their race which 

constituted a certain merit over the civilization they had been taught to 

revere. (l) For them the black race held in reserve an ess ential humanity 

lost to European man as his civilization advanced . Damas' st a tement of 

this idea is perhaps somewhat crude, and shocked one eritic into calling f 
it \defiant nonsense'(Z)Against the European ' s vis ion of himself as Man 

perfected, Damas presents the Negro as the embodiment of primal humanity: 

car la beaute est negre 
et negre la sagesse 
car l'endurance es t negre 
et negre le courage 
car la patience est negre 
et negre l'ironie 
car le charme est negre 
et negre la magie 
car l'amour est negre 
et negre le dehanchement 
car la danse est negre 
et negre le rythme 
car l'art e~t negre 
et negre le mouvement 
ca r le rire est negre 
ca r : la joie est negre 
car la paix est negre 
car la vie est negre .. . (3) 

(for beauty is negro 
and negro wisdom 
for endurance is negro 
and negro courage 
for patience is negro 
and negro irony 
for charm is negro 
and negro magic 
for love is negro 
and negro bouncy walking 
for dancing is negro 
and negro rhythm 

(1) Passages by Cesaire and Senghor on this theme are quoted in the Appena• 
ix; Cesaire: Extract from the Cahier; Senghor: 'A Uew York', App. pp . 

, respectively. 
(2 ) G. Moore, Seven African writers, p . xix. 
(3 ) Black-Label, p. 52 . 



for art is negro 
and negro movement 
for laughter is negro 
for joy is negro 
for peace is negro 
for living is negro) 

Damas often points to what he considers to be a lurking barbarity 

behind the refinements of Western civilization. More than once he uses 

the word 'theories '(l) with reference to Europe's bad faith, the struct ­

ure of ra~ionalizing with which she supported her basest motives: 

les theories qu'ils assaisonnent 
au gout de leurs besoins ... (~) 

(their a-priorities flavoured 
to . taste according to their needs) 

By many specious arguments Europe justified her inhumanity towards the 

other peoples ±of the earth.And now, at the time of Pigments, the stage 

was being set on the European continent itself for yet another grisly 

chapter of racism; in which the Jews were to be the victims. Damas suggests 

that Nazism is but one manifestation of a spirit liable to be unleashed 

elsewhere, should Hitler's enthusiaism spread: 

-Ace moment-la seul 
comprendrez-vous done tous 
quand leur viendra l'idee 
bient6t cette leur viendra 
de vouloir vous en bouffer du negre 
a la maniere d ' Hitler 
bouffant du juif 
sept jours f ascistes 
sur 
sept 

A moment-la seul 
comprendrez-vous done tous 
quand leur superiorite 
s'etalera 
d'un bout a l'autre de leurs boulevards 
et qu ' alors 
vous les verrez 
vraiement tout se permettre 
ne plus se contenter de rire avec l'index inquiet 
de voir passer un negre 

(1) This would correspond roughly with Cesaire's 'alibis grandioses ' -
Cahier, p. 73. 
(2) ' Solde ', Pigments , p. 40. POem reproduced in Appendix, p. 



mais 
froi dement matraquer 
mais 
froidement desc endre 
mais 
froidement etendr e 
mais froidement 
matraquer 
descendre 
etendre 
et 
couper leur s exe aux negres 
pour en faire des bougies pour leurs eglises (1) 

( Then only t hen 
will you see then all , of you 
when the fancy only takes them 
soon this fancy will take them 

- to want to stuff themselves with nigger 
l ike Hitler stuffing jew 
seven fascist days 
out of 
seven 

Then only then 
will you see then all of you 
when their superiority 
spreads out along 
the length and breadth of their boulevards 
and then 
you see them 
really taking liberties 
not stop at giggling with a nervous forefinger 
to see a nmgger passing 
but 
coldly bludgeon 
but 
coldly bring down 
but 
coldly lay out 
but coldly 
bludgeon 
bring down 
lay out 
and 
cut off niggers' genitals 
to make candles for their churches ) 

73b 

And as for the conflagration which _he saw to be approaching o~ee more, 

Damas wryly concludes tha t Western civilisation, built up on a secular in-

(1) ' S.O.S .', Pigments, p. 49. 
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humanity, perhaps needs its element of barbarity in order to thrive: 

Rien que pour le fonctionnement 
d'usines a canons 
obus 
balles 
la guerre 
elle 
elle va bientot venir 
s'enivrer encore a la marseillaise 
de chair fumante 

Et chaque Creusot 
travaillera des nuits 
des fours a bloc 

Et tousles Schneiders 
s'empliront les poches de billes 
pour la roulette 
grace au fonctionnement nouveau 
d'us ines a canons 
obus 
ball es ... (1) 

(Just to get them going again 
the factories that churn out 
guns 
shells 
bullets 
war 
war is on its way 
coming to drink itself giddy again 
to the marseillaise 
of smoking flesh 

And all' t he Creusot works 
for nights on end 
will cram the furnaces full 

And all the Schneiders 
will fill their pockets 
with balls 
to play roulette 
thanks to the factories' going again 
the factories that churn out 
guns 
shells 
bullets ... ) 

(1) ' Des billes pour la roulette 1 (5alls to play roulette), Pigments, p.T:, 
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But the critique of European civilization did not - coul d not - involve 

any real 'rejection' of Europe, any more than a modern European writer 

making these s ame criticisms effectively 'rejects' European civilization. 

Damas stat e s the position of the Negritude generation: 

Nous n'entendions nullement rejeter l'es prit de l'Occid­
ent. Nous voulions seulement l'u t iliser a nous decouvrir 
et a nous construire, comme la charrue d' Europe a cultiver 
la terre d'Afrique. (1) 

(We had no intention of r e jec ting the spirit of the West. 
We wanted simply to use it to dis cover ourselves and to 
form ourselves, like t he plough of Europe to cultivate~ 
the soil of Africa .) 

This is another statement of Senghor's di ctum 'Assimiler , non etre assim­

iles' (As~milate, not be assimilated). Among the themes of Negritude it 

is perhaps the theme of assimilation which ins pires the intensest lines 

of Damas ' poetry. 

In Ret our de Guyane he devotes a large place to n1J discussing_. the 

policy of assimilation. He expresses particular concern about the system 

of educat ion which he sees as defeating the purpose of education: 

Il ne saurait etre question de donner au Guyanais , ni 
une conscience de soi - meme , ni d e s pos s ibilites de se 
developper dans un sens propre a ses tendances, a son 
milieu social , a s a race. Il est question bien au con­
traire de subjuger son coeur , son libre arbitre, son 
esprit. 

Dans l'attente d'une liberation physique et cere~ 
brale , l'edugation continue d'etre en Guyane un in­
strument de domination sournois mais certain. (2) 

(There is no question of giving the Guyanese either 
self-awareness, or an awareness of the possibilities 
of developping himself along lines that correspond with 
his tendencies, with his social environment , with his 
race. It is a question, very much to the contrary, of 
subjugating his heart , his free will, his mind. 

Until there is effected a physical and mental lib­
eration, educa tion in Guyane meanwhile continues to be 
a s ly but certain instrument of domination.) 

(1) ' Price-Mars, le p e re du Ha1tianisme 1
, p. 51. 

(2) Op. cit., p. 97. 
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For educa t ion, under the assimilationist system , has the effect of 

convincing t he colonized man of his own inferiority and of the necessity 

of measuring up to the inscrutable ideals proposed to him. Hence the 

existence of wha t amounts to psychological imbalance on the part of the 

§ssimilated French West Indian, a phenomenon examined in detail by Franz 

Fanon in his s tudy Peau noire, masques blancs. (l)This education, th en, 

undermines rather than build: 

l'education que reGoit le Guyanais est depourvue de bases 
solides et tend forcement au desequilibre de la pensee et a 
du verbe. 

Cette education ne comporte ni l'histo i r e , ni la geo ~a. 
graphie du Continent Americain ou vit l'individu qui la 
reGoit, ni l'organisatioo sociale, ni l es origines des 
premiers hommes qui habiterent la region, encore mains 
la tragedie d'ou naquit la realite presente . 

... Cette enseignement singuli er se rapporte invari­
ablement a un pays qui s'appelait la Gaule, aux habit -
ants de ce pays, les Gaulois, a leur heroisme dans l'es­
pace, a leur incongestable autorite dans le temps, au re­
spect qu'ils meritent, a leur huma~ite s uperieure, a leur 
concept ion mystique de la race. On y sent sourdre le prin­
cipe de l'inegalite des hommes. (2) 

(the educati on which the Guyanese receives is lacking in 
solid foundations and leads of necessity to an imabal ance 
of thought and of expression . 

This education includes *HH neither the history nor 
the geography of the American continent upon which the 
individual being educated lives, neither the social or­
ganization nor the origins o~ the first men to inhabit 
the region, and far less the tragedy out of which th e 
present rtali ty was born . 

... this remarkable instruction i s invariably some-
thing to do with a country . that used to be called Gaul , 
the inhabitants of this country, the Gauls , their heroism 
in space, their indisputable authority in time, the respect 
which they merit, their superior humanity, their mystical 
conception of race. Here one sees springing up the principle 
of the inequality of men .) 

(l)'Il ya chez l'homme de couleur t entative de fuir son individualite, de 
neant iser son etre-la' .(There is in the coloured man a striving to flee 
his individuality,-.to annihilate his own presence.) F. Fanon,op. cit.,r.b~ 
(2 ) Retour de Guyane, pp. 96-97-
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An d it is beca use ol the as s i mile ' s a nxiety t o justify himself by rigidly 

con formi~g to hi s colonizer ' s s t a ndards that t he cul tural effort s of t he 

upper classes a r e s terile , th e i r i magination ¥al y ze d by what Damas likens 

to ' de cal c omani e '(l) (pi cture- transfers). In lit eratur.e they ho ver timorous ­

l y in th ~ake of metropo l itan models :( Z) 

Des co nf e r ences a nt lieu. Invar iablement, les s ujets 
tournent a u t our de l 'antique ou du s ol ennel; class ­
i ques et r oma ntique s sont for t a l'honneur. Sans dou t e , 
da ns une c inquantaine d 'annees , les Guyanais s 'oc cup­
eront -i l s de l' epoque qu 'il s vivent a c t uell ement . Dans 
l' attente, Racine , Moliere, Muss et, Vigny font t our a 
to ur l e s fr a is de di ss ertations dif f icil e s ; c onf e renc es 
qui valent ce que v a ut tout briga ndag e en matiere lit­
er aire . ( 3 ) 

( Le cture s a re held. The s ubj ects invariab l y centre round 
the ancient or th e solemn: t he Classic s a nd t he Romantics 
are ri ding hi gh. Doubtless , in a b out f ifty y ears or so , 
th e Guyanese wi l l turn their a tt ention to the age i n which 
they a r e living a t p r es ent. Meanwhile Racine , Moli e r e , 
Mus s et , Vi gny take turns a t being t h e v ic t i ms of difficul t, 
dissertatio ns; lectures that are wo rth ~what a ll lit erary -~ 
bri gandage i s worth.) 

Da mas c ontras ts t h e s t ate of the ar ts a mo ng theu pper classe s with the vig ­

orous cul t ur e to be f ound among the underpr ivileged mas ses , a cul t ure which 

coul d f l ower richly if t he conditi ' n of thi s class wer e i mp roved, a nd the 

(1) Po e tes d ' expression franqaise, p . 9 . 
(2 ) The s a me observa tion is made by Etienne Le r o i n Legi t ime Defens e : ' Le 
bo rgeois a ntillais es t ici plu s me f i a nt que jama is. Son complex e d'inferi or­
it e le pouss e dans l es sentiers bat tus:"Je suis negre, vous dira - t - il , il ne 
me sied point d ' et r e ex travagant." 

De meme qu ' i l refuse de voir dans la Fr an ce d ' a ujourd' hui au t re chose 
que la Fr a n ce de 89 , l e bourgeois antillais se r efuse a adop t e r toute r e gle 
p o e tique que cent a ns d 1 experi e nc es blanches n' ai ent point sanctionn ee .' 
(Here t h e West Indi an b our g eois is mor e than ever on his guard. His inf e ri or ­
ity complex push es hi m int o b ea t en paths: "I a m a Ne gro", he will say to y ou, 
"it wouldn't do for me to make myself c onspi cuous." 

Just as he r e f us es to see in the Fr a nc e o f toda y ~n~t hing but t h e F r anc e 
of 89, so the West India n bour geois r e fuses to adopt any poetic convention 
t ha t has not be en sanctionned by a hundr e d y ear s of white experimentat ion.) 
- Quoted i n Po e t e s d'expression fran9ais e , p . 1 3 . 
(3) Retour de Guyan e , p . 93 . 



gulf between the elite and the mass of the people closed: 

La troisieme categorie est certainement de toutes la plus 
interessante. C'est incontestablement la, dans les rangs 
de cette classe ennemi du tapage, que le destin viendra _ 
recruter les elements qui degageront un avenir lo gique de 
1~ Guyane . 

1 , 

... C'est encore chez eux que l'on retrouve les pieces d'un 
folklore d'une richeese incommensurable ... Leurs chansons, ' 
leurs danses, sont nettement de tradition africaine. D'eux, 
on peut attendre beaucoup. Ils sont naturels, spontanes, • 
simples et forts de cette simplicite. (1) 

(The third category is certainly the most interesting of all. 
It is indisputably there, in the ranks of this class that 
shrinks from hullabaloo, that destiny will eventually re­
cruit the elements for the construction of a logical future 
for Guyane . 

.. . Again it is among them that one f inds samples of a ~ , 
folklore of immensurable richness ... Their songs, their 
dances are clear ly of African origin. From them much can be 
expected. They are natural, spontaneous, simple, and strong 
because of this simplicity.) 
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He speaks of 'le fonds africain qui sommeille chez le plus europeanise 

des gens de couleur 1(2 ) (the African core lying dormant in the most European 

ized of coloured people) and considers that no amount of assimilation is 

completely ef f ective in 'whitening ' the black man . Assimilation is a mis­

guided policy, based onj lasting lack of understanding of the peoples x~ on 

whom it is practised. Its ,premiss is that they are a kind of cultural table 

rase upon which 'Civilization' is to be imprinted, a gesture which offers 

returns of satisfaction to the Civilizer: 

Ignorant la texture de la masse a assimilir, le Frangais, 
avec uncert ain elan, voit dans l'assimilation une reparat-
ion, la proclamation qu'il tient l'etre en face pour un egal. , 
Ce couronnement de son oeuvre n'est pas sans lui apporter 
une certaine satisfaction d'amour-propre. Ce qu 'il ne dis­
tingu e pas tres clairement, c'est que · 1e colonise, qu'il 
veut assimiler, est et peut etre un egal; mais qu'il es t 
autre. (3) 

(Igno rant of the quality of the mass to be assimilated, 
the Frenchman , borne on a kind of wave of enthusiasm, sees 

~l) Op. cit., p. 80 . 
(2) Op. cit., p. 160. 
(3) Op . cit., p. 161. 



in assimilation a reparation, the proclamation that he 
considers the man before him to be his equal. This crown-
ing of ~is work does afford-~ certain amount of satisf~ct­
ion to his pride. What he does not perceive very clearly· 
is that the man he has colonized, the RMH man he wishes • 
to as s i milate, is and can be an equal;but that he is an-
other .) -

79. 
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In his po~ry, Damas' protest against assimilation i s bitter. He sees 

it as an indignity, a presumptuous condescension on the part of those 

who would 'civilize' him: 

Se peut-il done qu'ils osent 
me traiter de blanchi 
~lors que tout en moi 
aspire a n'etre que negre 
autant que 'mon Afrique 
qu'ils ont cambriolee ... (l) 

(But can they really dare 
to write me down whitened 
when all my being craves 
to be nothing but negro 
as negro as my Africa 
that they have plundered ... ) ( 2 ) 

The same idea is implicit in the title of the poem 'Solde' where he 

steps back to contemplate with a wry smile the picture of himself, trussed 

up in the finery of his traditional masters, much as they would dress up 

a performing animal and teach it to imitate their mannerisms, down to the 

last elegant and meaningless formality. 

In the last stanza of this poem Damas pursues to its logical conclus­

ion the idea of assuming European civilizat ion in toto. He arrives at a 

vision of complicity by association in the crimes of this civilization, 

its crimes against the other peoples of the earth. As we have seen, in 

Retour de Guyane he points out that education under the assimilationist 

system transmits into the mind of the 'colonized the world-vi ew of the 

colonizer, even his KHH~IH~IHJD£B~ ide~ of a hierarchy of races. The incon­

gruity of this Damas underlines in another seemingly : light-hearted poem: 

(1) 'Blanchi' (Well-bleached), Pigments , p. 57. 
(2) Repr. in full in the Appendix, p. . We take the title not in the 
sense of ' Balance-sheet' (E. Mphalele, The African image, London, Faber and 
Faber, 1962, p . 26) nor •wages' (G.R. Coulthard, Race and colour in Carib­
bean literature, London, Oxford University Press, 1962, p. 44} ;but in its 
other sense of 'remnants ', 'left-overs', or, more colloquia lly,'hand-me­
downs'. 



Mes amis j'ai valse 
valse comme 
jamais mes ancetres 
les Gaulois 
au point que j'ai le sang 
qui tourne encore 
a la viennoise 

Mes amis j'ai valse 
valse toute mon enfance 
va gabondant sur 
quelque Danube bleu 
Danube blanc 
Danube roug.e 
Danube vert 
Danube rose 
Danube blanc 
rouge 
vert 
rose 
au choix 

Mes amis j'ai valse 
valse 
follement valse 
au point que souvent 
souvent 
j'ai cru tenir la taille ­
de tonton Gobineau 
ou de cousin Hitler 
ou du bon aryen qui machonne sa vi eillesse 
sur quelque bane de square (1) 

(Friends I have been waitzing 
waltzing fit 
to out-waltz my ancestors 
the Gauls 
so much that my blood 
still throbs 
in Viennese time 

Friends I have been waltzing 
waltzing all my childhood 
straying along 
some Danube so blue 
Danube so white 
Danube so red 
Danube so green 
Danube so pink 
Danube so white 

(1) 'Nuit blanche', Pigments, p . 55 . 

80. 



red 
green 
pink 
as you like it 

Friends I have been waltzing 
waltzing 
madly waltzing 
so 'much that many a time 
many a time 
I thought that I was holding onto 
Uncle Gobineau 
or cousin Hitler 
or the good Aryan munching away his old age 
on some park bench) 
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Assimilation has made of him a superfluous incongruity. The French West Inc 

ian, brought to dissociate himself from. ·· his African past, indeed to feel 

shame at it, sees his justificqtion in the extent of his as similation to 

_ French culture.He comes to rest in the thought that he is a ~ind of black 

offshoot of the metropolitan culture, so that the recognition of the real­

ity that he is not, in fact,descended from the Gauls is a moment of naked­

ness. The question of identity may never arise until he finds himself in 

the metropolis, in the midst of a people and of a civilization of which he 

is supposedly a part~ Damas sees himself as a stranger to this civilizat­

ion, for all . his assimi~tion confined to its outer ~IMIRH fringes, yet 

alienated from himself . He is a faceless non-entity in borrowed clothes: 

... pourquoi m'avoir decante l'air 

... et me priver du droit de m' afficher moi-meme .... (1) 

( ... why have you drawn- off my ways 
... and why take away my right to make my own showing ... ) 

It is this feeling of rootlessness, of unoriginality, which largely 

dictates the contours of the ancestral land to which he now looks to pro­

vide him with a history and a justification. Sartre, in his study 'Orphee 

Nair ', charts the ' mystical geography' of Negritude poetry: 

... taus les poemes de ce livre (sauf ceux qui ant~'-­
e-te ecrits en Afrique) nous offriront la meme geo-
graphie mystique . Un hemisphere; au plus bas, selon 
le premier de trois cercles concentriques, s'etend la 
terre de l'exil, l'Europe incolore; vient le cercle 
eblouissant des ·11es et de l'enfance qui dansent la 
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ronde autour de l'Afrique; l' Afrique dernier cercle, 
nombril du monde, pole de toute la poesie noire, l'Afr­
ique eblouissante, incendiee, huileuse comme une peau 
de serpent, 1 1 Afrique de f eu et de pluie, tor r ide et 
t ouffue, l'Afrique f a ntome vacillant comme une flamme, 
entre l'etre et le neant, plus vraie que les "eternels ""R­

boulevards a flies" (1) mais absente, desintegrante 
l'Europe parses r ayons noirs et pourt ant invis ible, 
hors d~atteinte, l'Afrique, continent imaginaire. (2 ) 

all the poems in this book (except ~hos e that wer e 
written in Africa) will present to us the s ame myst­
~ical geography. A hemisphere; at the bottom, foll­
owing the first of three concentric circles, is spread 
out the land of exile, colourless Europe; then comes 
the dazzling circle of the islands dancing around Afr-
ica; Africa the last circle, navel of the world, pole~ 
of all black poetry, Africa shimmering, afire, oily 
like the skin of a serpent, Africa of fire and rain, 
torrid and bushy, Africa a phantom flickering like a 
f lame, between being and non-being, truer than the 
"eternal boulevards crawling with cops", but absent, 
disintegrating Europe with its black rays and yet in­
visible, unattainable, Africa, imaginary continent.) 

In Pigments Africa, lying far away clouded in nostalgic mists, is at 

one. moment a kind of primeval Eden, a lost Paradise, where he was truly 

a man,a person in his own right: 

Rendez-les moi mes poupees noires 
que je joue avec elles . 
les jeux naifs de man instinct 
res te a l'ombre de ses lois 
recouvre man courage 
mon audace 
redevenu moi-meme 

(1) This is taken from Damas' poem 'Un clochard m'a demande deux s ous', 
Pigments, p. 37: 'l'eternite de leurs/ boulevards a flies' (the eternity 
~f -their/ boulevards crawling with cops). 
(2) ~J.-P . Sartre , 'Orphee Nair', p. xvi.An African writes: 

• 'You are not a country, Africa 
You are a concept 
Fashioned in our minds, each to each 
To hide our separate fears 

,... 

To dream our separate dreams' (A. Nicol, 'The meaning of Africa'. 
in A book of Afr i can verse, ed. by J. Reed and C. Wake, London, H~inemann, 
1964, p. 45. 



nouveau moi-meme 
de ce que Bier j 1 etais 
hi er 

s ans complexit e 
hier 

quand est venue l'heure du deracinement ... (1 ) 

( ... Give me back my dark dolls 
let me play with them 
play the artless games of my instinct 
beneath its overshadowing 
my courage regained 
my da ring 
become myself again 
become mys elf anew 
myself that I was Yes terday 
yesterday 

fre e of complexity 
yesterday 

at the hour of the uprooting ... ) 

Elsewhere Africa becomes a potent i ally mighty force to be reckoned 

with, Langston Hughes' 'sleepy giant/ resting awhile 1 ~
2 ) who s e rise 

will vindicate her wronged children: 

Blanchi 

Abominable injure 
qu'ils me paieront fort cher 
quand man Afrique 
qu'ils ant cambriolee 
voudra la paix la paix rien que 
la paix ... ( 3 ) 

' { ... ,Well-bleached 

AbDminabl e affront 
that they will pay for dearly 
when my Afric a 
that they have plundered 
demands peace peace nothing but 
pea ce ... ) 

(1) 'Lim be' , Pigments, p. 4/. 'Lim be' is a Creole word for ' blues' , depresE 
ion. See poem in full in Appendix, p. 
(2) L. Hughes, 'Africa', Selected Poems, New York, Knopf, 1959 , p.284. 
(3) ' Blanchi', Pigments, p. 1. 



In Africa he finds proud ancestors to replace the Gauls of old. He 

finds culture with which he might identify himself, and which invests 

him with dignity, to hea l the humiliation of his borrowed clothes: 

Les jours eux-memes 
ont pris la forms 
des masques africains 
indifferents 
a toute profanation 
de chaux vive ... (1) 

(The very days 
have taken on 
the shape of African masks 
aloof from any 
profanantion 
quicklime 
showere d ... ) 

Certain critics attack the We s t Indians for idea lizing Africa in their 

poetry. Africa is indeed only a : poetic myth, a symbol, in West Indian 

writing - it could hardly be . otherwise. In fact Africa must have gather­

ed its aura Aof myth in the minds of its exportees even before a~l con­

crete memory of the place had faded - there was, for instance, the bel­

ief among Haftian slaves that Africa (covered by the va gue appell a tion 

'Guinee') wa s a Heaven to which their souls would return when they died. 

The idealization of Africa in Ne gritude poetry warrants rather less 

harsh judgement than it has attracted. It is a harmless, even slightly 

pathetic myth tha t at no time threat e ned to become a mystifica tion, and 

as we have recalled the feeling for Africa did not t urn th eir attention 

away from the very real problems of their own societies. 

In Black-Label there±is a shift of emphasis. Whereas Pigments is a 

painful stra ining between the close and to him alien reality of Europe ('JI 
- 'leur s moking'(~a)(their dinner-jacket);'leur mus eau de thien d'hiver' 

(th~dog-nose winter); 'leurs boulevards'(ac)(their boulevards) - an; 

the distant and irretrievable Africa -' mon Afrique qu'ils ont cambriolee'C 

(my Africa that t'liey have pl undered) - Black-Label is a homecoming. This 

(1) 'Position', Pigments, p. 25~ Poem in full in Appendix, p. 
(2) Pigments: (a)' Solde', p. 39; (b)'Savoir-vivre', p. 65; (c)'S.O.S.', 
p. 49. In each case the italics are ours. 
(3) 'Blanchi', Pigments, p. 57. 
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work might be seen as Damas' Cghier d'un retour au pays natal. Blac€-Label 

is pervaded by the French Caribbean, with Guyane and Martinique floating 

in and out of the soenery, borne in upon refrains , on the notes of the 

'flute de bambou du Patre eveille modulant la rengaine en sourdine' (l)(bam­

boO-flute of the wakened Herdsman modulating the old r efrain in muted tones 

on reminisc ences, vignettes of West Indian life, glimpses of the landscape. 

The colourful wealth of place-names is a striking feature of the second 

half of the work. It is as though the poet, in evoking these places, draw­

ing them out of absenc e by naming them, were doing so in order to immerse 

himself in the reality of their existence. (2 )There is a sprinkling of 

Creole dictums and Creolisms throughout the book. 

In Black- Label Africa retreats into the perspective of ' La Terre- Mere'(; 

(The Mother-Country). There is no regretful contemplation of his lost past, 

but instead a jupilant r eidentification with his countrymen (perhaps the 

only truly joyful note in Daias ' poetry) from whom he was estranged in 

his childhood. C4)In the last section of Black- Label Damas seems to be con­

sciously taking up the imagery of the first poem of Pigments, 'Ils s ent 

venus ce soir 1(5)where in the African village a dance is interrupted by 

(1) Line of refrain occurring in Sections II and IV of Black- Label . 
(2 ) 'Comme Anthee , chaque fois que je mets pied sur ma ·terre, je me sens 
reprendre des forces'( Like Antheus, each time I ' set · foot on my soil, I feel 
that my strength is renewed) - Damas. 
(3) Op. cit., pp. 17, 18 . 
(4) ' ... '. tes sens fermes au sens de la realite ta realite 

ton infirmite a pleinement jouir 
intensement jouir 
de tous ces riens qui font une ame euphemiquement 

creole ... ' 
( ... your s enses shut to the sense of reality your reality 

your frailty that could not fully enjoy 
intensely enjoy 
all those trifles that make up a soul euphemistically 

creole) - Black-Label, p. 61. 
(5) Qubted on p. m of this chapter. 



the arrival of the slave-traders. The drum whi ch was silenced then is 

unbraced on the opposite shore and the dance begun again: 

ou degaine le Tambour -ka 
ou debande le tambour-ka 
enjambe le tambour-ka 
entoure le tambour-ka 
raisonne le tambour-ka 
cajol e le tambour-ka 
rechauffe le tambour-ka 
resonne le tambour-ka 
enivre le tambour-ka 
ereinte le tambour-ka 
essouffle le tambour-ka 
et 
dechaine • 

o-~ _ 1 e K a m_ o u g u e ( 1 ) 
~ rwhen unsheathing the drum 

when unbracing the drum 
bestriding the drum 
surrmunding the drum 
persuading the drum 
ca joling the drum 
hotting-up the drum 
sounding the drum 
intoxicating the drum 
exhausting the drum 
winding the drum 
and 
loosed 
the Kam o u gay) 

86 . 

The heritage of Africa still lives among his people, and he reje cts 

the serv i lity of his bourgeois predecessors to partake of this heritage : 

... DIEU SOIT LOUE 
Il me suffit 
d'avoir deux pieds 

j'en aurais beaucoup 
beaucoup trop de douze 
douz e pieds comptes peses 
scandes d'un doigt 
toujours le meme 
tout pret a tout 
bona couper ... (2) 

(l)Black-Label, p . 78 . The Kamougue is a Guyanese dance. 
(2) Black-Label,p. 79. 



GOD- BE PRAI SED 
All I need. 
is two feet 

It would be too many 
too many for me twelve 
twelve feet counted measured 
scanned with a finger 
always the same 
ready- made all - purpose 
cut along dotted line .. . ) 

Black- Label begins with the affirmation of his mixed ancestry: 

Trois fleuves 
trois fleuves coulent 
trois fleuves coulent dans mes v eines (1) 

( .. . Three rivers 
three rivers flow 
three rivers flow in my veins) 

This is also symbolic of the fact that he is the product of cultural cross ­

ing . He is ' afro - amerindian'( Z) and culturally he is also inextricably 

European. The refrain running through the work establishes that his African 

ancestry will be his ballast , his foundation : 

ET BLACK- LABEL 
pour ne pas changer 
Black- Label a boire 
a quoi bon changer (3) 

(AND BLACK- LABEL 
for the sake of not changing 
Black- Label to drink 
why bother changing) 

Strong in his Negritude , he can accept with equanimity wha t before was 

hopeless bastardy , namelessness . In Pigments the waltz , in the poem ' Nuit 

blanche', was an incongruous exercise and symbolic of the imposed European 

culture which he saw as transporting hiin away from his own r eality . Here 

(1) Black- Label , p . 9 . The ' three' rivers' which s ymbolize his mixed ancest ­
ry are the Oyapock , the Maroni and the Mahury , the three largest of the 
great network of rivers that intersects and irrigates Guyane like It rich 
bloodstream . The name'Guyane' or ' Guyana ' comes from an Amerindian word 
meaning ' land of the numberles s rivers . 
(2)Black- Label , p . 84 ; Nevralgies , p . 27 . 
(3) Black- Label , p . 9 . 
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the Polish mazurka also symbolizes this culture in whic h he may now part­

icipate willingly, and not merely in spite of hims elf: 

Hiers-bleus-limbes(l)sans fards et sans dilemme 
jamais a pile ou face 
toujours a pile et face et pile et face et pile et face 

et pile et face et pile et face et pile et face et face 
repiguee la mazurka (2) 

( •.. Yesterdays-blues-dumps without masks and without dilemma 
never at heads or tails 
ever at heads and tails and heads and tails and heads and tails 

and heads and tails and heads and tails and heads and tails 
ahead(3) ) 

In Nevralgies he can speak of 'ma triple fierte de sang-mele'( 4 )(my triple 

mixed-blood pride). 

Negritude, in Damas ' work, finds its mos t virulent express i on. His rac­

ial :iJl(sentiment is a veritable 1black label', worn, often brandished, with 

defiant pride. Leon Damas is also probably the most assimillited of the 

Negritude poets. And thus it is that in the very loudnes s with which he 

vindica tes his race and exalts his blackness, one overhears a hint of des­

per ation, and a profound regret for which s omething of an analogy ·may be 

found in the~beit milder dismay of the American Langston Hughes who when 

he visited Africa was not accepted by Africans as being of their race, 

and explains ruefully: ' You see, unfortunately, I am not black.' (5) 

(1) Poem entitled 'Limbe ' quoted on ·p . 82 of this chapter. 

(2) Black-Label, p. 81 . 
(3) Note on translation: the last 'face' means here 'abou t face', ' turn 
around and face'. 
(4) Nevralgies, p. 46. 
(5) L. Hughes, The Big Sea, London , Hutchinson, 1941, p. 13. Hughes was a 
very light-skinned mixture of European, American Indian, Jewish and ~fric­
an strains - an American 'Negro'. 



Chapter Four. Beyond Negritude . cq. 
l'apre et rude et dur chemin 
qui mene 
non pas 
au CHRIST 
mais a Damas ... (1) 

The danger of 'protest ' or 'committed'writing is that it might come to 

dilute a wri·ter I s talent. It is understandable that many black writers feel 

~ it would be an unforgivable luxury ever to 'step out of their skins' 

as it were and indulge their talents in themes which might more properly 

engage men whose skin-colour does not need vindicating. And it is probably 

true that the •world market ' of literature to a certain extent imposes 

upon the black writer the duty of 'colouring' his work.:ifhe is to receive 

attention. But one can be imprisoned by one's skin, and the question might 

pose itself as to what the fate of the protest writer would be if his cause 
~t'1l\ 

were to vanish overnight. Would the poetX~ind wordo//4ith which to move us? 

It is possible that Damas' first funpuil.se to write poetry was his need 

to give vent to the rage and the revolt of Pigments and to give form to 

feelings which would be less well ¥:omodated in cold prose, such as the 

romantic nostalgia for Africa. It is equally possible that Pigments repre ­

sents a detour in, a course which he would have taken in a ny case but whi ch 

had to be def erred because of the pres s ing business of revolt . For in Pig­

ments one occasionally stumbles upon a poem which gives t he odd impression 

that it must have fallen 1n from the 'outside '. These poems assure us 

that he is a poet in his own right, and that. his poetic imagination 

extends beyond the fr am e of this revolt. 

His next published book of poetry is Graffiti, which at first discon­

certs because it is all but racially anonymo us - the burning precoccupat:bns 

of Pigments are to tally absent . A few years later in Black- Label , which 

had been in preparation all the while, the theme of race r eturns,but muc-h 

(1) the rough and hard and harsh road 
that leadeth 
not to CHRI ST 
but to D.A.1'1.AS (Black-Label-, p. 12.) The name 'Damas' is the French form 

for Damascus. The ironic reference here is to St. Paul's encounter with 
Christ and his conversion, on the road to Damascus, where his mis s ion was 
to have been the persecution of the Christians. 
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of the work is strongly personal. His latest work, . Nevralgies, is also 

composed of personal poetry . 

If we take the works Pigments, Black-Label and Nevralgies (which in­

corpora tes Graffiti as a trilogy - Black-Label, as we have noted, though 

published after Graf fiti had also been in preparation for at least five 

years before Graf fiti was published - taken together the three works show 

the poet progressively recoiling into himself. Although the poems of Pig­

ments are intensely 'first hand' and are therefore poetry rather than 

standard-bearing, yet the angry 'moi' of these poems is often meant as 

a collective voice, a cry from the poet ~ssummng the fate of his whole 

race.A few of the poems of Pigments which are outside the field of race 

are hermetic poems. Some of the personal poetry of Black-Label is also 

quite private . A large proportion of Nevralgies, which is entirely person­

al, remains in a tantalizing half-light. 

The , progression towards completely personal poetry r eminds one of 

Sartre's prediction that the racial revolt and self-assertiveness of the 

Negritude movement would be but a necessary stage in the development of 

modern literature in the French ex-colonies~l) Damas, having vented his 

r acial . rage and asserted his identity (the latter being as much for his 

own benefit as in a gesture of ~evolt), moves towards poetry which has a 

wider human reference for delving deeper into the experience and feelings 

of one man. So that paradoxically his poetry epens out by becoming more 

egocentric. In Pigments he is vehemently black, proclaiming with all his 

might his racial tdei'\t~hca.t~cfl.. and solidarity; in Black- Label, consider­

ably mellowed, he takes up his narrower identity of a West Indian. In 

his love-poetry he is first and foremost a man. 

The note of personal a~fliction which in Pigments remains a part of 

his racial awareness merges in his later works with a more general sad­

ness and disillusionment with life. When Damas re-edited Pigments in 1962, 

he made HHH but one major palliative adjustment, which is a significant 

one. In this poem the word 'haine' (hate) is replaced by 'peine'(afflict­

ion): the bitterness of Damas the black man has become the unhappiness 

of Dam as the man: 

(1) See Ch . One, p . 37. 



Il est des nuits sans nom 
il est des nuits sans lune 
ou jusqu'a asphyxi e 
moite 
me prend 
l'acre odeur de sang 
jaillissant 
de toute trompette bouchee 

Des nuits sans nom 
des nuits sans lune 
la peine qui m'habite 

. ·m' oppresse 
la peine qui m'habite 
m'etouffe 

Nuits sans nom 
nuits sans lune 
ou j~aurais voulu 
pouvoi-r-ne plus douter 
tant m'obsede d'ecoeurement 
un besoin d'evasion 

Sans nom 
sans lune 
sans lune 
s ans nom 
nuits sans lune 
ou le degout s'ancre en moi 
aussi profondement qu'un beau poignard malais (1) 

(There are nights nameless nights 
there are nights nights with no moon 
when a very suffocation 
and a sweat 
take hold of me 
the bitter smell of blood 
that shoots 
from every muted trumpet 

Nights nameless nights 
nights nights with no moon 
this pain within me 
presses down 
this pain within me 
stifles 

(1) 'Il est des nuits' (There are nights), Pigments, p. 23. 
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Nights nameless nights 
nights nights with no moon 
when I could wish 
to do away with doubt 
such is the sickness when 
by this wanting to escape 

Nameless 
no moon 
no moon 
nameless 
nights with no moon 
nameless nameless 

\ 
I am beset 

when a nausea roots itself in me 
and settles down deep like a goodly Malay dagger) 
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It is this de ep gloom which is to spread into all his later poetry, for 

La peine immense _ • _ .. .., 
s'est a jamais 
bel et bien i~stallee 
au coeur gonfle de l'homme ... (1) 

(The immense pain 
became well and truly 
and fo;r ever 
planted 
in the swollen heart of the man ... ) 

His love-poetry reveals a cause of his unhappiness. Damas is a poet of 

loss, deprivation, unfulfilment. HiS lament for his lost self, the loss 

of his •black dolls 1 ~
2~ives way to a lament on the loss of love. The happier 

·aspects of love are totally absent from his love-poetry. It is almost in 

its entirety on the death or the absence of love. A poem in Graffiti lS 

perhaps meant to explain the title of the volume, and might b e the title­

poem for all of Damas/ love-poetry: 

Tandis qu'il agonise 
sans peur 
sans pretr-e 
plus blanc que drap 
plus essouffle qu'un train qui : entre en gare 
d'un fabuleux parcours 
1 1 amour rale un poeme 
comme d'autres 
confient un dernier acte 

(1) Black-Label, p . 11. 
(2) 'Rendez-les moi mes poupees noires ... ' ,'Limbe', repr. in full in the 
Appendix, p. 



Et 
d'eux-memes 
les vers 
s'inscrivent 
au fronton du mausolee marmoreen 
debout a l'image agrandi 
de ce qui fut 
au rythme d'une nuit 
afro-cubaine (1) 

(On its very death-bed 
without fear 
without priest 
whiter than a sheet 
more breathless than a train coming in 
from a fabulous run 
love rattles a poem 
as others 
commit a final act 

And 
of themselves 
the lines 
are inscribed 
on the fronton of the marmoreal mausoleum 
erect in the enlarged image 
of that which was 
to the rhythm of 
an Afro-Cuban night) 
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The incident of the 'Afro-Cuban night'(Z) is presumably what is described 

in the beautiful third section of Black-Label~ 3 ) In the refrain repeated 

twice in this passage, an ominous note is sounded : 

IL A ETE PENDU CE MATIN 
A L'AUBE UN NEGRE COUPA­
BLE D' AVOIR VOULU FRAN­
CHIR LA LIGNE (4) 

(HANGED THIS MORNING 
AT DAWN WAS A NEGRO 
GUILTY OF WANTING TO 
CROSS THE LINE) 

(1) Nevralgies, p. 61 . 
(2) 'Afro - Cuban' because the setting is the 'Cabane Cubaine', a P«ris night-• 
club . 
(3) See Appendix, p. . This is the passage which appeared in his anthology 
in 1947 . 
(4) Black-Label, p. 58 . 
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In fact, the theme of the sexual taboo between the races does not loom 

very large in Damas' love-poetry. It does provide a certain shading, but 

perhaps the most explicit treatment of i.t is in this poem: 

Contre notre amour qui ne voulait rien d'autre 
que d'etre beau comme un croissant de lune au beau mitan 

du Ciel a minuit 
et pur comme le premier ris du nouveau-ne 
et vrai. comme le verbe etre 
et fort comme la mort d'ou nous vient toute vie 

Contre notre amour 
qui revait de vivre a l'air libre 
qui revait de vivre sa vie 
de vivre une vie 
qui ne fut 
ni 
honteuse 
ni lepreuse 
ni truqu ee 
ni tronqil.ee 
ni traquee 
ils ont invoque NOE 
et NOE en appela a SEM 
et SEM en appela a JAPHET 
et JAPHET s'en ·remit a NOE 
et NOE en appela a MATHUSALEM 
alors MATHUSALEM ressortit de l'arsenal 
tousles oripeaux 
tousles tabous 
tousles interdits en fanal rouge 

Attention 
Ici danger 
Deviation 
Chasse gardee 
Terrain prive 
Domaine reserve 
Defense d'entrer 
Ni chiens ni negre sur le gazon (1) 

(1) Nevralgies, p. 32.In.•his article ' Misere noire' in discussing tlla relat­
ions between white and black, he touches on the question of the sexual tab­
oo. He sees it as 'la forme la plus irritante du prejuge des races' (the 
most irritating form of racial prejudice - p. 338), one of the white man's 
'theories qu'ils assaisonnent/ au gout de leurs besoins' (a-priorities 
flavoured/to tas te according to their needs - Pigments, p. 40), and not only 
irritating but ~'une repugnante bassesse' (of a repugnant baseness - p. 338) 
The taboo is r aised in one circumstance: 'la pretension de n'admettre les 
rapports sexuels d'une race a l'autre que sous la forme d'une sorte de con-
quete coloniale continuelle: le bon blanc honorant la belle esclave de son 

[.f'octr1" tt cont'd O'VefT It~(] 



95. 

(~gainst our love that asked nothing 
but to be as beautiful as a moon-crescent smack in~the centre of th 

Sky at midnight 
and pure as the first sneer of the new-born child 
and true as the verb to be 
and strong as death from whence comes all our life 

Against our love 
that dreamt of living in the free open air 
that dreamt of living· its life 
of living a life 
that was 
neither 
shameful 
nor leprous 
n0)r humbug 
nor hunted 
nor hacked down 
they invoked NOAH 
and NOAH called upon SEM 
and SEM c~lled upon JAPHET 

caprice, parfois meme de son amour' (the assumption that sexual relations 
are only admissible between one race and another when they take the form 
of a kind of co~ti~ui~g colonial conquest: the kindly White honquring the i,­
beautiful slave with his whim, sometimes even with his love - p . 338), whil1 
the frantic guardianship surr 0unding the white woman is called 'the protect­
io n of the race' . He dismisses this as a rather ludicrous and undignified 
burlesque. 'Cette forme de prejuge est non seulement inoperante mais agi t 
a centre-sens ... Le resultat repugnant pour le beneficiaire est que le negre 
se trouve ainsi nanti d'une aureole de trouble s educ t ion' (this form of pre­
judice is not only inoperative but a c ts in th{opposite direction ... The 
result, repugnant for the beneficiary, is that the Negro finds himself there 
by endowed with an aura of disturbing s e ductiveness - pp. 339-340). 

'pour le moins averti, il apparait de plus en plus que la fameuse protect 
ion de race est destinee a proteger une chose infiniment mains elevee ... Il 
semble qu'aux yeux d e ceux qui conside rent la femme blanche comme sacree, 
ce tabou s' exerce moins en faveur d' une idee que d' une valeur marchande' ( to 
even the least observant of people:~t is becoming more and more obvious that 
the famous protection of the race is meant to protect some t hing infinitely 
less noble ... It would .seem that in the eyes of those who consider the 
white woman as sacred, thi s taboo is not so muc h to do with an idea as with 
a market value - p.339 ). 

'cette sorte de brimades laisse indifferents fla grande majorite des 
negres7 pour qui la femme blanche est une femme et non le sexe d'une autre 
race'-(all these monkey-tricks leave Lthe great majority of Negroe~7 indiff­
erent - to them the white wmman is a woman andnot the sexual organ of an­
other race - p. 340) . 



and JAPHET referred back to NOAH 
and NOAH called upon METHUSELAH 
then METHUSELAH brought fort h out of t he arsenal 
all the trappings 
all the taboos 
all the prohibi t i ons in r ed lanter ns 

Attention 
Danger 
Detour 
Game preserve 
Private grounds 
Reserved property 
No entry 
No dogs or Negroes allowed onto the grass) 
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Elsewhere , in a playful mood, he seems to make the ' discovery ' that she 

is one of 'the Enemy' , and that they are making a mockery of the war: 

D'ou vient que non contente 
d'avoir de l'Autre 
les yeux 
tu aies 
parfois de l'Autre 
les levres 
d 'un beau couleur de chair de sapotille 
murie 
cueillie 
sur pied 
et veloutee a souhait ... (l) 

( How can it be that not content 
with having the Other's , 
eyes 
you have 
sometimes the Other's 
lips 
a beautiful colour of sapodilla-flesn 
ripe 
plucked 
in full bloom 
as velvety as one could wish ... ) 

In Pigments there are a handful of poems in this WI& tender strain, re­

vealing a s ide of his nature perhaps more fundamental than th e intransigeant 

anger which characterizes the book as a whole. In this poem, for ins tance,\ 

he suddenly steps out of the fray:· to s peak with a softer voice , to muse upo1 

the old age which overtakes all men: 

(1) Nevralgies, p. 28. 



(1) 

Quand sur le tard 
quand s ur le tard mes yeux 
mes yeux se . brideront 

Quand sur le tard 
quand sur le tard j'aurai 
de faux yeux de Chinois 

Quand sur le tard 
quand sur le tard 
tout m' aura laisse 
tout m'aura laisse jusqu'a la theorie 
jusqu'a la theorie choir 

Quand sur le tard, 
quand sur le tard 
suivra la pente 
suivra la pente le baton 
qui soutient les vieux corps 

M'acheterez-vous 
m'acheterez-vous dites 
des fleurs 
que sais-je 
pour qu 1 au bistrot de l'angle 
pour qu 'au biptrot de l'angle 
j 'aille 
ranimer l'at r e 
d 'un grand verre de bordeaux (1) 

(When after all 
when after all my eyes 
my eyes become a wrinkle 

When after all 
when after all I have 
my Chinaman's play-eyes 

When after all 
when after all 
everything has left me 

eve r ything has left me even philosophy 
even philosophy left me to fall 

When after all 
when after all 
down too slides 
down t oo slides the stick 
that holds up old bodies 

' Regard' (A look), Pigments, p. 68. 
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Will you buy 
tell:-yie 0 wilJ.- you buy of me 
flowe.rs 
anything 
that I can go 
to the bar on the corner 
tb the bar on the corner 
I can go 
and stoke the old fire 
with a big Bordeaux) 

This streak of tenderness comes into its own in Damas' love-po·etry, 
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where the grim combatant gives way to the quite gentle and s ensitive man. 

Harshness, , violent flashing anger subside into quiet sadness . In Pigments 

the effect of these few poems is heightened by the sµrrounding ones - they 

are pools of shade in a merciless light. And in the same way one perhaps 

appreciates «Damas' love-poetry all the- more when it •is seen against his 

militant poetry. tlliliN111zteti!lll!illlll!ill-.alia111!11••w Against thef ierce defiance of 

some of the poems of Pigments, a poem such as this has an even greater 

appeal - it is as though, divested of his armour and of his thunderbolts, 

he were left naked and vulnerable: 

Desir d'enfant malade 
d'avoir ete 
trop tot sevre du lait pur 
de la aeule vraie tendresse 
j'aurais donne 
une· pleine vie d'homme 
pour te sentir 
te sentir pres 
pres de moi 
de moi 
seul ... (1) 

(Longing of a sick child 
for having been 
too soon weaned from the pure milk 
of the only true tenderness 
I would have given 
a whole life-time 
to feel you 
feel you near 
near to me 
to· me 
alone ... 

(1) Nevralgies, p. 38. 
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But the spirit of the combatant never l eaves him to f all, like the 

'baton qui soutient les vieux corps ' (stick that holds up old bodies) . 

Da:P • poetry drifts into a claustrophobic nightmare of loneliness, regret, 

insomnia - ' nevralgies ', yet a certain stoicism remains to bolster up the ~ 

tone . Never does he slip into self- pity . Much of t he beauty of these poems 

lies in , their restraint, the wistfulness born of res ignation in sadness . 

Over~sentimentality finds no place in even the most melancholy of poems . 

It is outraged stoicism which accounts for the irritation ·of poems such 

as this : 

Jene sais rien en verit e 
rien de plus tris~e 
de plus adieux 
de plus affreux 
de plus lugubre au monde 
que d'entendre l ' amour 
a longueur de journee 
se r epetant a messe basse ... (1) 

(I know of nothing in truth 
nothing more dreary 
more hateful 
more hideous 
more lugubrious in the world 
-t han to hear love 
the livelong day 
repeating itself 
in low mass ... ) 

But in this poem and many others in the same strain, Damas' irri t ation 

could well be directed at himself . His stoicism i s by no means f a cile . It 

is achieved at the cost of constant effort and sometimes even betrays a 

hint of brava do. But his · poems would be less moving if they betrayed a 

superman riding abov e his griefs , and in that case they woul d probably 

never have been written - many of these poems~ his effort at rallying : 

Il n'est pas de midi qui ti enne 
et parce qu ' il n ' a plus vingt ans 
mon coeur 
ni la dent dure 
de petite vieille 

(1) Nevralgies , p . 29. 



pas de midi qui tienne 
je l'ouvrirai 
pas de midi qui tienne 
je l'ouvrirai 
pas de midi gui ctienne 
j'ouvrirai 
pas de midi qui tienne 
j'ouvrirai la fenetre 
pas de midi qui tienne 
j'ouvrirai la fenetre au printemps 
pas de midi qui ti enne 
j'ouvrirai~la fenffetre au printemps que je veux eternel 
pas de midi qui tienne (1) 

( Noon ca n never keep 
and because it.'s no longer twenty 
my heart 
nor sharp-toothed 
like a little granny 

noon can never keep 
I will open it 
noon can never keep 
I will open it 
noon can never keep 
I will open 
noon can never keep 
I will open the window 
noon can nev er keep 
I will open the window to the spring 
noon can never keep 
I will open the window to t h e spring that I want eternal 
noon can never keep) 
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There are other poems wherelmidday' and 'midnight' r epresent an elusive, 

precariously beautiful fulfilment. It is an image which often strikes hist 

imagination, the noon of his childhood when the sun would hover for a moment 

at the highest point i n the sky and all but abolish shadow:( 2 ) 

au beau mitan du Ciel 
des Iles 
un soleil rouge -de feu rouge ... (3) 

(1) Nevralgies, p. 69. 
(2) 'Midi qui echappe a sa propre ombre' (Noon escaping fils own shadow) -
Nevralgies, p. 46. At midday in the tropics one's shadow is reduced to a tiny 
pool at one's feet because the sun is then directly overhead. 
(3 ) Bfuack-Label, p. 41. 
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(smack in the centre of the Sky 
of the Islands 
a red sun fire -red.~.) 

and midnight with the moon in place of the sun: 

... notre amour qui ne voulait rien d'autre 
que d'etre beau comme un croissant de lune au beau mitan du Ciel 

a minuit ... (1) 

(our love that asked nothing 
but to be beautiful as a moon-crescent smack in the centre of the 

Sky at midnight) 

And so in another poem of resignation he soliltoquizes: .._. 
passer minui t 
minuit passe 
passe minuit 

Inutile d'insister 

(1) Nevralgies, p. 32. But unlike Senghor who continually glorifies and 
revels in darkness and night, the teeming African night: 
'Nuits cheres Nuits amies, et Nuits d'enfance, parmi les tanns parmi les 

bois 
Nuits palpitantes de presences, et de paupieres, si peuplees d'ailes et 

de scuffles 
De silence vivante ... ' 

(Nights dear friendly Nights, and Nights of childhood, among the marshes 
among the woods 

Nights palpitating with presences, with eyelids, so peopled with Wings 
and breathings 

With silence alive ... ) -L.-S. Senghor, 'Elegie des circoncis', No cturnes, 
Paris, Seuil, 1961, p. 63, in Damas' poetry night (as opposed to his symbol­
ic use of ' midnight ' and the moon) is usually portrayed as excruciatingly 
lonely, insomniac, beseiged by unwelcome thoughts: 
... je me sens soudain seul 

emmure vif dans l'angoisse 
de la mort silencieuse 
de mes nuits d'insomnie 
tiraillees de remords ... 

(I se~se a sudden loneliness 
I am immured alive in the anguish 
of the silent death 
of my nights of insomnia 
torn by remorse) - Nevralgi es, p. 74. See also 1 Il est des nuits', supra 

p. 91. 



Inutile 
de vouloir a pr es - c oup 
de vo uloir a tou t coup 
de vouloir a tout prix 
soulever a tout prix le MONDE 

Le mond e a vois - tu 
bien d ' autres choses en tete 
gue de s ' at tendri r sur un frui t mur pig u e des vers 
s ur des amour s frappe e~a l' origine a mort du doute a mer (1 ) 

( .. . gone midni ght 
midni ght gone 
go ne midnight 

Useless insisting 

Us eless 
af t er the event to want 
in any event to wan t 
at any cost to want 
to stir up at a ny cost the WORLD 

For y ou see the World has 
a lot more on i t s mind 
than to b e s a dden ed when a ripe fruit is bit t en by the wo r ms 
wh en a lov e - aff a i r i s struck dead from the s t a rt by bi t ter doubt ) 

102 . 

I t is only i n a handful of poems such as these that Damas approaches any­

thing in the nat ure of ov ert ~oralizing . What emerges by way of a philosophy 

is a ki nd of protective near- pessimism which far from leading to despa ir , fav ­

ours accep tance and r ecovery . He d ebunks love as inherently pr ecarious, and e nds 

the book Nevralgies on a no ~e of resignation : (2) 

Cit ez - m' en 
citez - m' en un 
citez - m'en un 
un seul de reve 
qui soi t all e 
qui soit alle 
ju~qu ' au bout du sien propre( 3 ) 

(Tell me t h e n 
t ell me then of one 
tel e then of one 
one si ngle dream 
that went 
that went 
ri ght to the end of i t s ve r y own) 

( l) Nevraigies, p . 58 . 
(2 )In the same way he e nds Graffi ti with the poem ' Il n! ~st ~p a& · de~mid~ qui 
tienne', quoted a bove , and here there a r e a few lin es whic h do not a ppear in 
the v er s ion of Nevral gies ; i n Gr a ff iti the poem e nds thus :. 
' ... Pr enez e n do ne llOtr e part i (_ . ,. Sc sa-::, \f..)h.cl.\\ ) 1.-1.. 'V'-l't ll 

vous au tres ~o"'- o~ -!ke(' e,. , . 
qui ne parlez jamais d ' amou r who neve-v- spe.c:.ll. of, Jo ve.-
sans majuscule \v i lho{lt c.:,1_

1
,;t·.,,~L (etre,':i 

et larme en coin c:t.l'\4 ~ t"Ll f' • rt the co\"'t1t"' , 
i\ n'e,:;'t pt:ts d-e ,..,· d'~ 'l~t·1 +; l)tle l'lOOII\ Co. I'\ ~ver eef:, ) _ ~ -ffil! > p. 3 

(3 )_ 
1

ura~1es , p, 7 g , 

, 
• 



103 . 
But the t end ency in Damas ' love - poetry i s not towards genera lizing . His 

poems are wrung out of a very particular exp erience , and if the woman addressed 

is no t pres e nted in very great physical detail , largely effac ed into a n abs ent 

' ELLE ' often thus written i in capitals tHHHH~H, she i s not idealized into an 

abst rac tion of Woman . Some of the poems ar e mad e up of d etails and a llusions 

which s hut u s out, but ftr the mos t part the fact that the d ecor of a poem is 

a very specific one makes fo r a wquality of familiarity and intima cy whose 

appeal is quite the opposite of that of the mo r e abs tract forms of l ove - poetry, 

wh er e a couple are s u blima ted into Eter nal Man and Et ernal Woman f loating fre e 

of particularities . This poetry has its own attraction , lifting us out of the 

cir cums tantial into th e vaguer realms o f the Ideal ( occasionally leavi ng us 

mere wondering spec tators, s taring up ~H§ at fi gures who , i n the proc es s of 

sublimatio n, hav e become kH~HH~HHHBR lamentably disembo died) . 

Th e re is on the other hand love- po etry in which we a r e p e r mitt ed to eaves ~ ~ ., 
drop on the relations hip of two individuals who ar e de cidedly corporeal , f ±rm-

ly grounded in tim e and space and in the det a ils of their experience, but who 

in their very particularity s hare in the nature of Eternal Man and Woman. Because 

they are palpably alive with their own particular lif e , th e~~r e part of the stuf ' 

out of which Eternal Man a nd Woman are f ashioned . Damas applies no capital 

letters t o his experienc e and del i vers no homilies on Love . Hi s po ems r emain 

intimate a nd untheatrical, ne ver inflated by rhetoric or by cons cious generality ,. 

In one o r two ca ses he may b e said to have fallen into the opposite sin, of 

insi gnificance , where he f ails to call forth a response because the poem r emains 

tied down by the smallnBss of its d etails. But usually the eff e ct is the exact 

opposite . The reade r may participat e because the details are o n such a sca1e as 

to f al l .. WLt~.in the scope of his own possible experience - they are r e c lil gnizable . 

And s o Damas' love- poetry a ssumes wider dimensions by proceedi ng from t he un­

pret entious small end of the telescope. He captures transitoriness - a mood , a 

re f lection, a t ouch_ '. o f frivolity - so in timate and so familiar th• t his poems 

of themselves rise out of the personal and private into the ··human: 

Je te vois 
je te sens 
je te v eux en tailleur gris 
et pourquoi diable mon di eu en tai lleur gris 
et non plus marron comme tes yeux qui semblaten t 
parfois invoquer dieu 
par fbis le di able 
jusqu' a ce qu 'ils eussent enfin 
soumis les mie ns que t u m' auras souv e nt dit 
toi qui i ncarnes le diable en di able 
etre a la fois et ceux de dieu 
et c eux du diable (1) 

(1) Nevralgies, p. 35 . 



(I see you 
I feel you 
I want y ou i n tailored grey 
and why th e devil my god in tailored gr~y 
a nd no lon g e r b rown like yo ur eyes t hat se e med 
s ometimes t o be i nvoking god 
s ometimes the devil 
until at last 
they h ad s u b j ect ed mine tha t you s o o f ten said 
you who incarn~te the devil ' s own person 
were a ll at o nc e god ' s 
and the devil ' s) 
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The sad s mile in this po em is charact eri s tic of much o f his love-poetry. 

Throughout his p ersonal poet r y, joyless as the tale might be , h is s ens e o f 

humour does no t deser t him, a nd thi s is another factor c on t ributing t o k eep ­

ing hi s poetry from bei ng s u bmer g ed i n wear y i ng compl a int, i n th e same way 

tha t humour in Pigmen~s
6 

r},8;,kes bitterness pa~t~ble by t empering it into superb 

irony . There are stil~of lhis f a miliar irony, but Damas ' huma our(l)in his 

lat e r p ers onal poetry is , in genera l , not of t h e cutting type . It is consid­

erably softened , subdued - it is a wry s hru g rather than a whi plash . But in 

Pigments , fro m t he detachment of irony h e yet plung es int o t h e o ccas ional fit 

of rage. Nevralgi es, on th e other hand , is the work of a collec t ed man - it 

is on the whole c ons ist e nt in its r est raint , and the mo r e bi t t er poems ar e 

a mong tho s e r eproduced from the earlier Gr a ffiti . The ov e r all i mpr ession of 

his p ers onal po et ry and o~ Nevra l gies in particular is a wr y, dogged buoyancy: 

Pa s d ' oinbres 
surtout chinois es 
j ' entends 
j ' entends r este r seul et 
mait re 
d e la rade 
seu] mai t r e du navire en rade 
qui tangue et t a ngue et t a ngue 
qui da nse et d a nse et danse au laz ar e t de mon coeur en quara ntaine ... ( 2) 

( No shadows 
above a ll shadow- th ea t re 
I mean 
I mean to stay alone and 
mas ter 
of th e ship ' s course 
sole master of the laid- up ship 

that bounces bounces bounc es 
that dances dances dances in the lazaret ofmy ·hea rt in quarantaine ... )(~~ 

(1) Of ten in Damas ' poetry humour is a barricade, laughter is a grimace: 
'et mon rire effroyable est fait pour repous s er le spectre des l e v r i ers traquant 

le marro nag e ' 
(and my fearful l a ugh i s meant t o r out th e a ppari t i o n of hounds t r a cking down 

runaway slav es) - ' Sh i ne ', Pigments , p . 63 . 
(2)Nevralgies , p . 37 . 1 
(3 )Unfortunately thi s poem , a s inde ed many o the r s, has be e n al Jfbu t des t royed in 
tra ns lation - j t is one continuous play on words . ' Ombres ' s hould ri ghtly be xx 
t r ns lat ed her e as ' ghost s ', but the equiYalent of 'ombres chinoises ' in the next 
line is ' s hadow - theatre ', so that ' s had ows ' better conveys s ome t hing of tha t pu n. 

£Footnote- C.6 nf'cl Ollev-ie a--1-'J 
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Not only does Damas withdraw into the i solation of self-reliance, but a s 

we hav e not ed, his t e ndency towards hermetism grows . Damas .:is a believer in 

metempsychosis ~
1

)the title of his forthcoming collec tion of p o e ms ' Derniere 

Escale' (Last S~op ) is to be int e rpreted in the c ontext of transmigra tion . 

The theme of met empsychosis would se em to h .. sh ed light on a number of his 

decidedly esoteric poems, although it does not by any means p r ovide crystal 

clarity. On the contrary , Damas maintains an intriguing half-light of equivoc ­

ality over many of these poems, like the 'clair obscur'(dim br ightness) which 

he evok es in one po em~ 2 )a light reminiscen of that grey glare whi ch is the 

set t ing of dre 0ms - as in this poem for example : 

Tant de vies 
Tant de vi e s en une seule 
gachees 

Tant d'assiettes 
t a nt d'as s iettes 
echoue e s 
sous l'evier du drame 
que l'homme fut s e ul a porter 
a l ' origine d e toutes choses 
da ns le faux jour 
dans le faux jour de l& derni e re invite (3) 

f urther on 'rade ' means ' road ' or ' course ' , but the word is repeated in the 
next line in the expression 'en rade' and this means 'laid up '. ' Tangue' means 
' pitches ' , the mov ement of a ship, but it i s a lso t he word for ' tahgo ' and here 
it means both . ' Lazar e t ' means ' quaran t ine! and so does ' quarantaine ' further 
on - but ' quarant a ine' also means ' fo rty- odd', i . e . here : 'about fo rty years 
of age ' ; so that ' my heart in ~uarantine ' in the French also means here (to 
paraphrase unpoetic ally) : ' my heart now that I am in my forties' . 
(l)In his introduc t ion to Veillees Noires , his collection of folk-ta les from 
Guyane , he tells us that he has learnt the stories from ,very old woman who is 
ageles s because she is a reincarnat ed bein g : 
' Te te ch e n'avait pas plus d'age que toute la Foret~ que la Terr e qui porte la 
Foret~ que le Fleuve qui e c a rt e le la Terre et la Foret: 

Teteche avait , en verite, mene bien des existenc es, et subi vivante, a trav ­
ers de successives Te teches, de subtiles me t empsychoses . 

Man-Gabi , ma me re, connaissait sensiblement la meme Teteche que moi: une 
Teteche-ch erie qui avait eu d e toujours et conservait le meme age . 

Man-Gabi, ma mere, avait vieilli et Teteche me surveillait vieillir a mon 
tour . ' 
(Teteche had no more y ears than al t he Forest, illran ,the Earth which bears the 
Forest, than the River that quarte s the Earth and the Fo r est . 

Teteche had , in f a ct, led many lives and undergone, alive , through one 
Te teche after another , subtle metempsychoses . 

My mother , Ma-Ga bi , knew, I could sense , the same Te teche as I : a Darlin '­
Teteche who had always been and always was the same age . 

My mother Ma - Ga bi had g rown up and Te teche was watching me grow up in my 
turn) - Veillees No i r es , p. 7. 
( 2 ) 'Paree que la Comedie ', Nevralgies , p . 62 . 
(3)Nevralgies, p . 75 . 



(So many lives 
so many lives in o ne 
s quandered 

So many plates 
so many plates 
shattered 
und er th e sink o f the s tory 
that t the man carried a ll alone 
at the very beginning of all t hings 
in the false light 
in the false light of the last round) 
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Ther e are o ther similar allus ions to a point lost in the mists of time, 

or s imply a previous ag e - 'la nuit des temps perdus proches ' (l)( th e night 

of the lost a ~es nigh); ' de temps i mm emori aux ' ( 2 )(from time immemori al); ' a 

l ' age amerindien du monde ' C3 )(in the Amerindian age of t~e world); ' une vie 

anterieure ' C4 )(a former life). Re f erenc e to q 'dream recreated' might b e in­

t erp reted in the context of metempsychos is or mi ght be t aken as allusions to 

what seems to be an ac t ual dream whi ch he r elates i n a pass age of Black- Lab-~ 

el( 5) ~nd -;~rtain ~~ ~ ~ils 6! ~hi8H fe caii ~ B~ ~ ~ 8f n~ gm~rtt~ ~6 )There is only 
. 

( 

one ov ert mention of reinca rnation - this poem is addressed to his twi n - sis te r 

who died in b '}Yhood: 

Qui pourrait di re 
si ce n ' est .- mort - ne 
l'autre moi - meme 

Qui pourrait di re 
qu ' en ce jour anniversaire 
j 1 euss e a c e l ebrer l ' absence 
de toi mon double 

Qui pourrait dire 
si ce n 'est to± 
autre moi-meme 
reincarne mon doubl e 
mort - ne ... (7) 

(Who could say 
if not my still - born 
other self 

Who could say 
that on this anniversary day 
I woul d have your absenc e to cel ebrate 
my double 

(1) Nevralgies , p. 7. 
(2) Op . Ccft ., p . 26 . 
(3 ) Op . cit ., ~ . 73 ° 
(4 ) Black - Label, pp . 58- 59~ 
(5 ) Black- Label, pp . 46-47 . 
( 6 ) ~Captation ' , Pigments , p . 1 3 . 
(7) Nevralgies, p . 73 . 



Who could say 
if not yo u 
my o ther self 
reincarnated my double 
still - born ... ) 
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There are other poems where the idea is expressed of a mystical correspond­

ance b e twe 8n himself and a woman. This ist~he suggestion throughout the pas s ­

age from the third s ection of Black- Label/which we have already referred , (l) 

and where for instance we find the lines: 

• tout est l ac e soir ou nos vies 
ont cesse d ' etre paralleles (2) 

(all is here this evening when our lives 
have ceased to be parallel ) 

And in a nu mber of 0ther poems there would seem to be the same thought that 

she is bis predes tined completion : 

elle avait eu par devers elle a mon insu de temps immemoriaux 
les clefs de la cle du Royaume (3) 

(unknown to me she had had about her person from time immemorial 
the clues to the key of the Ki ngdom) 

The theme of metempsychosis, ot the repeated reincarnati on of a s oul until 

it has compl eted its term of transmi gration , can be placed in the context of 

a theme which pervades all of Damas ' poe try,that of fulfilment, or, more often 

than not, unfulfilment . His poems are full of metaphors and images of desire, 

of satisfaction out of reach - ' Accoudes au desir de la veille insatisfait' 

( Brooding on yesterday ' s unfulfilled want i ng - Pigments , p. 15); there is the 

refrain of the section in Black- Label where he recalls the longing of his 

cons t ricted childhood: ' Desirs comprimes ' (Hankerings repres s ed - pp. 63 - 65) ; 
in Nevralgies the theme of unfulfilment r e turns to dominate the book - the 

first po em is entitled ' Pour que tout soit en tout' ( That all be in all - p;7) , 

and the last poem declares this fulfilment to be unat tainable (the poem 'Cit ez ­

m'en ' quoted on p . 102 of this chapter), while the whole book abounds in images 

such as ' carr e four ' (crossroads), midi (midday), 'minuit'(midnight) , ' mangue 

mure' (ripe mango), 'fruit mur' (ripe fruit) and other imag es of crisis , of 

ripenes s , of eating and drinking, h~nger and thirst - 'marron qui mange as 

sa faim' (marroon eating his fill - p. 24) , and t her e is also the longing for 

an end, an overdue climax or completi o n : ' le plaisir d ' en finir avec un dilemm e 

(the satisfaction of having done with a dilemma - p. 11), ' l ' autobus presse 

d ' en finir au passag e ' (the bus in a hurry to have done with the t r ip - p . 53) , 
and in more than one poem the termination or f ulfilment he longs for is no 

(1) Appendix, p . 
(2) Bl ack - Label, p . 60 . 
(3 ) Nevralgies, p. 26 . 
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less than d eath: ' la mort dont je reve' (the deat h I dr eam of - p . 67) . 

But this his priv~t e mysticism , (lihe belief in metmepsycho s is , does not 

make him amenable to the mys t eries of r eligion. The Church which in Pigments 

receives only merest of amused Sqrcasm - in a poem about his u pbringing - is 

suddenly th e object of inter mittent attacks i n Graffi ti and the r eafter . The 

attention which the Churc h receives in his ~ore personal ~ HRHft~ works is perhaps 

not to be explained i n: 0 the light of his bourgeois upbringing al one . Some poems 

suggest that he had had a mo re recent contact with the Chur ch to which he was 

now reacting : 

Il me souvient encore 
de l 'an n ee foutue 
ou.j ' eusse 
pu 
tout aussi bien sucer 
et le pouce 
et l'index 
du sorcier en soutane 
au lieu d e l'avaler l ' hostie 
ma foi mon dieu 
mains jointes ( 2 ) 

(I still recall 
the rotten year 
when I 
could 
just as well s uck 
both the thumb 
and the forefing er 
of the cas socked sorcerer 
instead of swallowing it the host 
oh f aith my god 
hands joined) 

He reduces the Church to a set of lugubrious and hypocritical forms and 

p rohibitions , and in contrast to its ' Dieu unique et triple, implacable comme 

un gra nd pret re du Temple de Jerusalem, et imbecilement bon comme un vieux 

sacristain de "La Croix" (3 )(God wh o is singl e and triple, implacable as a High 

Priest of the Templ e of Jerusalem, and as imbecilically good-natured as an old 

sexton of "The Cross 11 ) , invokes some animistic god of his ancestors , whom his 

ancestors wofshipped with joy and sel f-abandon : 

Mon Di eu mien 
magnifie en tout ce qui vibr e 
magnifie en tou t c e qui vit 

Mon Dieu mien 
que l 'on invoque 
non pas a g enoux 
les yeux faussement baisses 
les mains menteusem~nt · jointes 

(1) The write r s Dama s relished most in his youth were Edgar Allan Poe (through 
Baud elaire ' s transla t ions) , Mallarme , Jules Ve rne and H. G. Well s . 
(2) Nevralgies, p . 10 . 
(3) Re t our de Guyane, p . 97 . 



Mon Dieu mien 
qu e l ' on invoq ue 
dans la j oi e de l ' a mou r 
dans l ' amour de la joie 
dans l ' amour de la vie 
d a ns l a vie de l ' amour 

Mo n Di eu mien 
qui s e rit 
de l ' encens et des ors 
et qui se rit 
de cette grand e lithurgie de mots 

Mon Dieu mi en 
dont le cor ps ni le s ang 
ne s ont a pr e ~dre a jeun 
e n hos tie bl an ch e 
en v in de mes s e . . . (l) 

( ... My own f} od 
magnified in a ll t hat vibrates 
magni f ied in all tha t lives 

!ly own God 
who i s i nvoked 
not down on t he k nees 
eyes fals ely lower e d 
h a nds deceitful ly joined 

My own God 
wh o is invok ed 
i n ,th·e joy of love 
i n the love o f j oy 
i n the love of l if e 
in the life of l ov e 

My own God 
who mocks 
a t incens e and pomp 
and who mo cks 
at t h a t great liturgy o f words 

My own God 
ne±th e r his body nor ·hi s blo o d 
a r e to b e tak en on a n e mp t y stomach 
in wh i te ...,.... host 
in s a c r i ficial wine . . . ) 
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Thes e line s sugges t t hat he i s r ej ec ting t h e god o f Chri s tianity as being part 

and parcel of Wes t ern civi l i z a t ion in : its l os s o f conta c t with the li f e of th e 

(1 ) ' Tu m' a s bel et bi e n dit ' , Nevralgies , p . 47 . 
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earth, its loss of humanity . His most fr equent attack on the Church is the 

charge o f hy pocrisy, the accus a tion tha t wors hip has become largely formulae 

a nd r e gulatio n behaviour lacking in s incer ity and meaning fulness . The third x 

s tanza he re is obviously inspired by Et i enne Lero ' s wo r ds in Legitime Defense : 

Langs to n Hughes et Claude Mac Kay , les deu x p o e tes r evolutin­
naires , nous ont apporte , marines da ns l ' al co ol rouge , l ' a mour 
af r icain de la vie , l a joie africaine cie 1 1 amour, l e rev e afric ­
ain d e la mort. (l) 

(Langston Hughes and Claude MacKay, the two r evoluti onar y poets , 
have br ough t us , s oaked i n red alcohol, the African lov e of 
life, the African joy of lov e , the African dr e am of dea t h . ) 

Damas evokes ' Afri can ' worship a s b ein g mor e v ital ~and _.Sinc e re than the oss i f ied 

religion of Western civilizatio n . One however hesitates to a t t ribute to him a 

' pers onal r eligion ' on the str e ngth of passages such as this . His allegiance 
a ~ 

to t his god of his one s u spects is/pur ely H intellec t ual identification by 

r eaction t o Christianity , rather than a declaration of f a ith , quite like Cesaire' f 

gesture in the Cafuie r d ' u n ret our au pay s na tal : 

J ' ai p ort e des plumes de perroquet des 
~epouilles de chat musque 
J ' ai lass e la patience des mis s ionnaires 

Adore le Zambe ze ... ( 2 ) 

(I have worn parrot - f eathers the 
remains o f the musk - cat 
I have eroded the patience of mis s i o naries 

Worshipped the Zamb esi .. . ) 

J 

Dama s ' deliberately coarse irrev e r enc e is only one ch a r a cteristic whic h recalls 

the work of Jacques Pr evert . In a mock prayer , for ins tanc e , he enquires a ft e r 

the s tate of God ' s hearing ~31nd offers a pos s i ble cause of Hi s deafness , which 

(1) E. Lero , quote d by L .-G. Damas , Po e tes d ' e xpr ession f r a nq ai s e , pp . 1 4 - 1 5 . 
The same wo rds se em t o have ins pired one of t he ref r ains of Black - Label : 

' SONNE ET SONNE 
sonne a mon coeur marine da ns l ' alcool 
dont nul n ' a voulu tater a t a ble hier ... ' 

(SOUND AND SOUND 
spuhd,- to my h eart soaked i:n, t h e alcohol 
tha t none woul d t ouch a t table yes te r day ... ) - Black- La bel, p . 37 . 

(2 )A. Cesaire , Op . cit ., p . 50 . 
(3 ) As Pr evert ' s nightwatchman expres s es concern over the Pope ' s powers of ~ -
~HgI a pprehension : 
' Je vi ens demander au pa pe s ' il e s t sour dingue ... compr e nez je vi e ns lui d emand­
er s ' il es t dur de la f euille et s ' il sait lire s ' il s a i t compter ... ' (I come t o 
ask the Pope if he ' s not a little hard o !· h ea ri ng . .. d ' you ge t me I come to a s k 
him are his ears s t opped- up a nd can he r ead ca n he count) - J . Pr evert, ' Lac ro s s e 
en l ' a ir ', Paroles , Paris , Gallimard, 1 94 9 , p . 11 8 . 
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seems to b e his own v e ori ginal a n d blasph emous int e rpre t ation of one of th e 

' Madonna a nd Child ' poses :. 

SEI GNEUR 
a mains de les avoir bien s al e s 
pour n ' avoir plus a vo s cot es Marie - l ' Unique 
a la f ois Vierge et Me re 

~ qui avait l ' oeil a vot r e oreille 
comme au jour le jour veille 
l ' homme a la ruche ... (1) 

(LORD 
u nl es s they ' ve got really dirty 
for no longer Having at your side Mary - the - Unb ea t eble 
all a t once Virgin and Moth er 
who kept an eye o n your ear 
like the day-to - day watch 
of t he bee - k eep er ... ) 

The book Bl ack- Label is introduced as the work o f ' un Frever t africain ' ( 2 ) 

(an Af rican Fr ev ert) . The q u estio n of styl e i s dis cuss ed i n a later ch a pter . 

Damas does not acknowledge Fr ever t as a master - he c o nsiders that he has~ 

b e en i nflu e nced , amo ng modern Fr e nc h p oets , above a l l by De s nos . Damas ha S 

known Fr ev ert , a nd s h ows a n unmistak eable e n thusiasm for his work, where he 

di s cov ers a k i ndre d spirit ; he was acqu a i n t e d with Prev ert ' s poems~ 3iublish ­

ed i n reviews , sometimes in r eviews with which Damas was associat ed , be f ore 

Fr eve r t collected them i n to Pa r oles , his fi r s t book o f poetry , in 1 94 5 . Damas ' 

first book o f poetry had howe v er already b een publi s hed , nine y ears be f ore , 

so t ha t th e ques tion of influence• c a n c e rtainly be overdone , and the af f init ­

ies t o b e e s tabli s he d in the wo r k of the two poets are pe r haps f or the mo s t 

part to be traced to a con f lu enc e of aims and attitudes . 

I n the wo rk of bo t h men one f i nds th e sam e impudence , the same s e nse of 

humour deli ghting in underlining accepted incongruities , th e same r ebellious ­

ness and resentment of authority and rest r aint . As Frevert spea k s co n t emptuous ­

ly of ' le bon Dieu de~ fl i es ' C4 )(the Heavenl y Fath e r of c ops) s o the uni fo r med 

defend er of the establishe d o rde r fi gu res more than once in Damas ' work as t h e 

object of i r r i tat ·ion or aversion : 

me revient mon enfance 
dans un hoqu et s ecoua n t , 1 ~-11..;t l -, rt · 
mon i ns t inct 
tel le flic le voyou ... ( 5 ) 

( l ) Black - Label , p . 23 . 
( 2 ) Introduction o n back cover - anonymous . 
(3 ) In Retour de Guyane . (1 93 8 ) Damas quotes from one of Pr ev ert ' s po ems - p . 173 . 
(4 ) J . Fr evert , ' L e Temps des Noyaux ' , P~rol es , p . 74 . This is also the poem 
from which Da ma s quotes in Ret our de Guyane : ' le temps des vieux vieillards a a.t 
passe ' ( the time o f gr a nd gr anda ds is pas t) . 
( 5 ) ' Hoqu e t ', Pigments , p . 33 . 



(my childhood comes back 
in a hiccup shaking 
my instinct 
lik e a co p a nd a delinqu ent) 

l ' e t e rnit e de l eur s 
boul evards a flie s ... (1) 

( the eter nity of thei r 
cop- ridden boul ev a rds ... ) 
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Prevert ' s a t tacks on the tedium and r ep r ess ion of school fi nd an echo in 

Damas' evo ca t ions of his own s choo l life , with l es s ons ( i n his case ev en mo re 

dry and devoid of r eleva nce from the child ' s po i nt of view) contrarying his 

inclination . Like Pr e v ert ' s schoolchildren th e boy Damas longe d fo r freedom 

from the prison of the cl a ssr oom and nt s unpal a tabl e fare : 

Et brimades en bambou( Z) 
po ur tou t e mangu e t omb e e( 3 ) 
durant l'indigestion 
de tou t morceau d ' histoire de Fr a nce ... (4) 

(And bamboo - bea tings 
for every mango falling 
duri n g the i ndi gestion 
of every swallow of the history of France) 

. .. CHARLEMAGNE e n pied p e ndu a l'un des quatre murs 
de la clas s e un Enfer ... (5) 

( CHARLEMAGNE in full - length hanging on one o f the fo ur walls 
of the class a Hell) • 

tes nuits qu ' agitaient 
des le ~ons anonne e s en dodine ... (6) 

(your ni ghts t ossed about 
with lessons mumbled in a t ranc e ) 

R, 

Damas by r eaction to his upbri ngin g s es Pr evert ' s ant i - bour geois attitude , 

his av e r s ion fo r ' l e Beau Mond e ' ~?)The members of the so cial cl ass i n which 

Damas grew up did not differ s u bstantially f r om the bour geo i s caricatur es which 

abound in Pr evert ' s wo r k . On e particularly delightful passage n Bl ack - Label 

on Damas ' childhood rec a lls a po em WHHH of Pr evert ' s( S ) i n which a misdemeanour 

on the part of a child s candalizes the pro priety ~- of its elders and produces 

(1 ) ' Un cl o chard m' a d emand e dix s ous ' , Pigments , p . 37 . 
( 2 ) Thin sticks o f bambo o are used as swi tch es . 
(3 ) He re f e rs to t he f o rbi dden s t oning of mango - trees i n the schoolyard . 
(4) ' Rappe l ' , Pigment s , p . 61 . 
(5 ) Black - Label , p . 75 . 
(6 ) Black- Label , p . 65 . 
(? ) J . Frevert, ' Pour rire en soci e tef , Spectac l e , Paris, Gallimard , 1 951, p . 118 . 
(8) J . Fr ever t , ' Le beau langa ge ' , La pluie et le beau temps , Paris, Gallimard , 
1 955 , p . 132 . 



painful results : 

Les eris d e joie feint e 
d ' autres diraient de rage 
que tu po us s ais a p erdre halein e 
a la t oute denrniere fe ss ee re Gue pour t ' etre 
sous le regard acerbe de ta mer e offusquee 

~ t a la g ene poli e de tau s 
f ar f ouille le n ez 
d 'un doig t preste e t chanceux 
au gout er de Ma dame.a.J:,,a - Direc_trice - de - 1 ' Ecole - des.- Filles (1) 

(The cries of fei gned joy 
oth e r s mi ght call it rag e 
t hat you k e pt up; fit to make you breathless 
at the very last spanking you go t beca use 
b efore the reproving eyes of your sc a nda liz e d mother 
and t o the polite embarra ssment of all 
y o u rummaged in your nose 
with a nimble daring f i n ger 
at th e tea- party of Missus - Headmi s tres s - of - the - Girls '-S chool) 
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Prever t 's s y mpathy for the poor is matched by Damas ' p reoc cupati o n in his 

writings with the pov erty of his people . And in a passage where Damas evokes 

the peasant mi s ery of the French Caribb ean , he a lmost certainly has in mind 

a section of P r evert' s ' Diner de tetes ' , for apart from the s i milarity of 

the theme - the po verty of th e many maintaining th e refined luxury o f the 

fe~ , tlle'ir ' b et te r s ' - there is the similar i t y of expres s ion: 

(1) 
( 2 ) 
( 3 ) 
I 

ceux 

Ceu x qu i s e nourris s ent de morue et d ' i g name 
d e piment et de s el 
t a us les jours que. Dieu fait 
et que Dieu fait 
s a ns vin sans pain 
sans ·rien 
d ' a ut r e 
qu e s ouskaye a mangos 
que mangos a aouskaye ( 2 ) 

Ceux qui se l e vent tot 
pour que se l~ v ent tard 
et se gavent 
se dan d.inent 
se pommadent 
se d e o dorisent 
se parfument 
se lo t ionnen t 
se maquillent 
se gargarisent 
s e cong r a tulent 
se jalous e nt 
se debinent 
s'enrichis s e n t 
d ' au tres . . . ( 3 ) 

Black- Label , p . 64 . 
Souskaye i s a dish composed of green mangoes , salt and red- pepper . 
Black- Label, p . 22 . We here qu ote the _rel evant part of Pr e v e rt ' s poem: 

ceyx qui ma ngent la mauvaise vi a nde 
qui f abriquent l e s epingles a cheveux 

ceux qui s ou ff lent vi des les bout eilles que d ' autres boiro n t pleines 

[.fooir1ote confd over arJ 



(They who live on saltfish and yam 
pepper and salt 
everyday that God sends 
and God sends 
ithout wine without bread 

wi thout anything 
else 
bu t mangoes in sou skaye 
and s ouskaye with mangoes 

They wh o get up e a rly 
to let them ge t up late 
a nd ' gorge themselves 
and pet themsBlves 
and pommade themselves 
and deodorize themselves 
and perfume t hemselves 
and lotion themselves 
a nd paint th ems elves 
and gargle their throats 
and pride themselves 
and envy each other 
and ruri down each other 
and make themsel v es rich 
those others ... ) 
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Prevert too in a numbe r of his poems makes common cause with the poor , the 

colonized, t h e oppres se d , the und erdog of the whole world . 

One critic s ums up Damas ' work as ' r esounding r a cism ending in an emotional 

cul - de-sac ' ~l)Despite this resounding inaccuracy, Damas' inspiration is at no 

c~µx qui coupent leur pain a vec leu r couteau 

ceux qui ne savent pas ce qu ' il faut di re 
ceux qui traient les vaches et ne boivent p a s le lai t 

ceux qui fa bri quent da ns les caves les s tylos avec lesquels d' a utres ecriront 
en plein air que tout vapour le nmieux . . . ' 

(they who eat bad meat 
they who make hair - pins 
they who blow bottles empty that others wil l drink from full 
they who cut t heir bread with their knife 

they who don ' t know the ri ght thing to say 
they who mil k the cows and d on ' t drink the milk 

they who manu facture down in cellars the fountain - pens with _ which others will 
write up in the open air that everything is dandy ... ) - J . Fr ever t, ' Tentat ­

i ve de description d ' un di n er de tetes a Paris - France ' , Paroles, p. 15 . 
(1 ) W. Feuser , ' Negritude - The Third Phase ' , The New African, Londo n, Vol . 5 , 
No . 3 , April 1966 , p . 63 . 
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point bound e d by race , and far les s by racism . His purely r acial writ ing--,is 

as necessary and as justifiable as the whole Negrit ude move t, but his wor k 

follows a pat t ern which is the best direction that Negritude, in ~HHH~~ lit ­

erary t~rms, could take . Ther e is ~ i mited number of ·succes s ful works tha t can 

be written around the af f irmatio n t hat one is black . Damas continues to engage 
~~ 

himself activ ely i n th e cultura l r ehabilitaition which has been an import ant 

aim of the Ne gritude mo v ement , after his political i nvolvement , which wa~ 1dno t h ­

er corollary of Ne gritude . His poetry do es no t end WI~H at the defence and HH!ilt 

exaltat ion of his ' Negritude'. It i s his common humanity above a ll whi ch is re ­

vealed in hi s move-poetry , and it is a strang e racism which moves a man to 

dec lare to one of the r a ce which is the objec t of his r a cism : 

nous ne s ommes 
qu ' un e meme s omme 
qu 'un seul et meme sang ... (2) 

(we a re but 
on e same s um 
one s ame and s ingl e blood) 

I 

(1) Damas indicates that thi s chapter is by no me a ns closed: ' La vraie bagarre 
est encore a commencer - et j ' y as s i s tera i~' (The real commotion is yet to beg­
in - and I ' l l be ther e ~' ) 
( 2 ) Nevral gies , p . 74 . 



C,btapt er Five . The art of Damas. 

je dis mezamies 
avec un rien d'intonation 
un rien d ' inclination 
un rien d'accent 
un rien d ' humour 
unr rien de sel 
un de ces riens 
si proprement 
si pleinement 
si gentiment 
si joliment 
si bellement ti ) 
creoles . . . \..:'. 

1. 

We do not propose to undertake the study of Damas ' style in the li~ht 

of any suppos ed criteria of Negritude . Damas is however one of those poets 

who is directly influenced by specifically fl9ti:,-coA forms. 

An interesting point from which to begin HHH a discussion of Damas ' 

style in his ·poetry is this passa ge from his introduction to Poemes negres 

sur des airs africains, his coll ection of traditional African poems: 

( 1) ... 

Ces quelques text es que nous donnons aujourd ' hui auront 
l ' avantage de r eveler les aspects multi ples de la poesie 
negre d ' expression et d'inspirat ion . Poesie dont la 
cara cteristique essentielle r eside dans le fait qu~im­
provis ee elle n ' est jamais declamee ni dite, mais 
chantee . 

... un poeme ... jamais ne differera du langage famil ­
ier. C'es t que l'Africain, qui est ne poete et a . vite fait 
d ' improviser un chant, ne compos e pas pour des sava nts . Il 
compose pour etre ecoute du peuple . Ce qui explique les 
moqu eries, les calembours, les jeux de mots, la simplicite 
dans l ' expres sion . Ci ) 

(These few texts we present here will have the merit of re ­
vealing the multiple aspects of poetry of Negro expression 
and inspiration . Poetry whose es s ential characteristic lies -ii'K-­
in the fact that~ delivered extempore , it is never declaimed• 
or spoken, but sung . 

... a poem ... will never depart fro~ ev~ryday speech . 
This is because the African , who is a born poet and makes stt.. 
short work of improvising a chant, does not compo s e for learn-

TT , 
.._,...... .... ....,,..._ ... ;. ,, -- - ______ .., .. _ ...4. 

I say I_"Ji h1,£ riends 
with a taste of intonation 
a touch of inclination 
a s hade of an accent . 
a drop of hum1 our 
a g:r:ain ~of s alt 
one of those trifles 
so truly 
so fully 
so nicely 
so prettily 
so beautifully 
creole ... 11

,,. , 
(2 ) _o~P~·---'-c=i~t ., p . 7. 

- ' Foi de marr on ' , ~ 'llf!4'9tes, p. 24. 
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2. 

ed f olk . He composes in order to be heard by the people . 
Hence the leg- pulling , the puns , the plays on words , the -~ 
simplicity of expres s ion . ) 

~./ Damas ' observat i ons are probably general to the po etry of most li terat -

ures at 1a sta ge before the language is dichotomized into the popular and the 

lit erary !. 

One s tream of ' a nti - po etry ' following upon the Surr ealist movement is 

a ' return ', represent ed notably by Jacqu es Fr ever t and Raymond Queneau, to 

this a ge where , in the lyrical expr ession of J acques Bens ' les hommes parlaient 

comme des poetes , et les poe tes comme tout le mondet (l) (a l l men spoke like 

poets , and poet s like all men) . Queneau and Fr evert are of tha t line of French 

poets who react a gains t the l earned s t ylization and literariness which __. 

crept into Fr enc h poetry s i nce the s eventeenth cent ury and .wi• II" hid effected 

a divorce between t he l a nguage of poets and the living language . They draw a 

great deal upon the s poken language for the~stuff of their poetry and make 

use of ' popular ' poetic devi ces, s uch as punning and other pl ays on words, 

r epetit i ons and r e frains . In their work , poetry often regains its af f inity 

with t he song - and s mme of their poems have in e f fe ct been set to music . 

This i s also t he direction of Damas ' ppetry , which , in the or ds of 

Senghor i s ' essent i ell ement non s ophi stiquee ' ( Z) (ess entially un~ histicat ed) . 

Damas ' a dmi r a t i on f or t he poet Langs t on Hughes is s i gni fi cant . And Damas ' 

savoury t rans l at i ons of Hughes ' poems (they are t o ER fo r m part of t he bio ­

graphy of Hughes which he is pr eparing and which he hopes to publish on t he 

anniversary of his friend ' s deat h) are a remarkabl e testimony of their a ff in-
•cultural 

ities as poets . In Retour de Guyane , during his dis cuss i on on/ a s s i mila tion , 

he quotes a po em by Hughes - ' l ' etonnant po ete ameri cain, (3 ) (the as t ounding 

American poet) - writ ten i n his presence , and comments upon it : 

Ainsi un noir americain assimile, retrouvait s ppntanement 
une veine poetique ori ginelle , et parvenait meme a plier 
l ' instrument rigide et pr ecis de l ' Anglais a une complainte 
d ' une subtil i te dans la r aillerie es sent i elleme nt a f ric aine . (4 ) 

blMk 
(Thus an as s i mi l a ted~America n ,.._. fou nd a gain an or i ginal 
vein o f poetry , and even s ucc e eded in bend:hg th e rigid and 
pre cis e instrument of the English i nt o a lament t hat is typ­
ic ally Afri ca n i n i t s bl ending of subt 1e.tj-: wi th raill ery .) 

Dama~ i s perhaps bes t owing too much of t he credit f or this a ch~vement upo n 

his f r i end - i t was no t Hughes alone but t he whole of t he bl a ck American commun-

(1 ) J . Bens , Raynii'ond Queneau, Paris, Gallimar d , 1 962 , p. 4 2 . 

(2 ) 1 .-S . Senghor, Anthologie , p . 5 . 
(3 ) Retour de Guyane, p . 1 59 . 
(4 ) Op. cit ., p . 1 60 . 



ity before him who had thus refashioned their adopted language . If Hughes' 

poetry is indeed in any way African, then this _would bear out our point (l ) 

3-

that it ,is in the popular culture of Afro - American communities that any dir­

ect continuity of African literary traditions is to be sought: much of Hughes ' 

poetry i~ written in the vernacular of black America and is modelled on the 

rhythms and forms of its blues, spi rituals , work- songs and jazz . 

Damas was influenced both by Hughes and by tra ditional Afric a n po etry, 

his interest in which led him t o compile the coll ection already mentioned . 

Thus by also s etting out to rejoin a popular traditiou he converges with the__. 

modern French poets who had a similar aim . 

We have already quoted the passage from Black- Label where he p~oposes to 

forsake the restricting poetic conv entions with which the literate among his 

countrymen had hitherto enslaved their talents, and ins tead ' chanter le po eme 

a danser 1 (
2 ) (sing the dancing-poem) for which the 1rules ' are minimal: 

PO EME 
po eme a danser que chantent 
ceu~ dont je suis . .. (3 ) 

DIED SOIT LODE 
I l me suf f it 

d I av.air deux pi eds 

J ' en aurais beaucoup 
beauco up trap de douze 
douz e pieds comptes pes es 
sc andes d ' un doi gt 
toujours l e meme 
tout pret a tout 
bona couper .. . (4) 

(POEM 
poem to dance to that they sing 
them I belong to 

GOD BE PRAISED 
All I need 
is two feet 

It would be too many 
too many f or me twelve 
twelve feet counted measured 
scanned with a finger 
always the same 
ready - made all - purpose 
cut along dotted line ... ) 

The poet must have been singularly gratified when his poems ac hieved wha t 
-{Y'M\S:- ~-<t-1-eJ 

must have se emed to him th eir supreme fulfilment - to be ~ i nto 1 1 @S 

(1 ) Ch . 1, p . 
(2 ) Black- Label , p . 76 . 
(3 ) Op . cit ., p . 77 . 
(4) Op. cit ., p. 79 . He is r e f erring of course to the French Alexandrine, the 
standard twelve - foot line . 
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an African language and chanted by Africans as songs of revolt . (l)Thus his 

work of kitself had completed the fi nal stage of the famo us ' r e tour aux sources 'laj 

( r eturn to the sources) . 

Many of Damas ' poems could easily belong t o his collection of African 

chants . Tnere are for insta nce the rhythms whi ch he adopts . In a po em such as 

' Bient6t 1 there is a distinct drum- beat rhythm~3)and one imagines a duet of 

drums , the refrain ' bientot ' taken up by an ! Ominous de ep- voiced drum and the 

other lines in • highEr - pitched, s taccato notes, with , at the end, a final 

de f iant slap of the drum : 

Bientot 
je n ' aurai pas que 
bientot 
je n'aurai pas que 
bientot 
je n'aurai pas que 
bientot 
je n'aurai pas que 
bientot 
je n' aurai pas que 
chante 
frotte 
trempe 
frotte 
chant e 
danse 

Bientot(4) 

( Just wait 
I ' ll show 
jus t wait 
I ' ll show 
just wai t 
I'll s how 
just wait 
I'll s how 
just wait 
I ' ll show 
a song 
a . rub 
a dip 
a rub 
a song 
a dance 

you more 

you more 

you more 

you more 

you more 

danse 

chante 

frotte 

trempe 

danse 

than a dance 

than a song 

than a rub 

than a dip 

than a dance 

But just wait) 

(1 ) In the Ivory Coast in 1 939 - see Chapter 2 , p . 
(2 ) Another of t he favou r ite slogans of Negritude - e . g . L .-S . S~nghor, Negrit ­
ude et Humanisme , ~p . 228 . 
(3 ) We are aware that the notion of ' drums - in- poetry ' has rather lost its re ­
spe ctability f rom being overworked by critics, and that we are here in danger 
of provoking humour i n the ' tigritude' tradi t ion . 
(4 ) ' Bientot ' , Pigments, p . 53 . 
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But often a drumming session does not end thus abruptly - another effect 

is to fade out gradual ly, as in the ending of the poem 'Limbe', where the 

diminishing sounds reflect his nostalgia for a past which has slipped away 

irretrievably: 

Rendez - les moi mes poupees noires 
mes poupees no±res 
poupees no ires 
noires 

noires (1) 

(Give me back my dark dolls 
my dark dolls 
dark dolls 
dark 

dark) 

Da mas ' poet r y is the poet ry of everyday speech . Many of his poems read 

like a sentence utter ed on the spur of the moment , a thought immediately 

transl@-t ed into words apparently without passing through any medium of arrange ­

ment , s uch as this po em still hot with the impatience of the re f lection : 

Pourquoi 
grands dieux 
pourquoi pourquoi 
faut-il que tout se chante 
fut - ce 
l 1 amour 
a tout jamais soudain 
d ' une purete d 'albatre (2) 

(Why 
great go ds 
why why 
must everything proclaim itself 
be it love 
for now and always s uddenly 
alabaster- pure) 

Another poem is like a piece of r everie with the trend of t hought sudden­

ly broken before it is complet ed as an ensuing re f lection drifts into the 

mind: 

Par la fenetre ouverte a demi 
sur man dedain du monde 
une brise montait 
parfume e au stephanotis 
tandis que t u tirais a TOI 
tout le rideau 

Telle 
je te vois 
te reverrai toujours 
tirant a toi 

(1) ' Limbe ' , Pigments, p . 43 . 
(2)Nevralgies, p . 23 . 



t out le rideau du poeme 
OU 
Dieu que tu es belle 
mais longue a etre nue (1) 

(Through the window half - open onto 
my scorn of the world 
a breeze was rising 
perfumed with stephanotis 
and al l the while you were pulling towards you 
all the curtain 

Like that 
I see you 
will always see you 
pulling towards you 
all t he curtain of the poem 
in which 
::r-e:~u.s.~ but you '·re beautiful 
but long at undressing ) 

6. 

One almost hears an involuntary whistl e i n the exclama t ion which 'escapes ' 

fr om him . 

In his love- poetry on the whole t he simplicity of his express ion makes 

for a quality of intimacy and pr essing sincerity: 

Quand bien meme 
je t'aimerais mal 
en est-ce bien sur 
au point d 'en avoir mal 
pour sur 
tu sais bien que je t ' aime 
c ' est sur 
au point d ' en avoir mal 
pour sur 
de t 1 a i mer mal 
en est ce bien sur 
toi qui m'aimes 
toi qui m'aimes mal 
c• est sur (2) 

(And even if 
I loved you ill 
is it truly surely 
J.so . you shoul d suffer ill 
for sure 
you know well that I love you 
that' s s ure 
so-1:ho± I suffer ill 
for sure 
for loving you ill 
is it t ruly surely 
you who love me 
you who love me ill 
that 's sure) 

The spoken language is Damas ' domain , and he shares with Fr evert a cert­

ain preoccupation with the language almost for its own s~ke . In Damas ' poetry 

(1) Nevralgies, p . 36 . 
(2) Op . cit., p . 64 . 

., 
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one has the impress ion now that words are laughing mockingly at words , n~w 

that they are in misch ·vous conspiracy with one another; that Damas i s both 

using words to make a mockery of words and obsess ed by them, sharply al ert 
) 

to and fascinated by their quality, by the possibiiities humorous , bizarre , 

compelling or frivolous contained i n the sense and the sounds of words . He 

summons all the echo es and undertones lurking i n them , so that in his poetry 

words are surrept i t!ious, protean , shifty - see a gain th e poem ' Pas d ' ombres ' 

quoted on page , and the note concerning its transaltion . 

Damas delights in exploring ordinary fi gures of speech, familiar coll-

loquialisms which have come to be taken ver y much fo r gr anted but which he 

retrieves from banality by highlighting them i n one way or xx~ another , by ~ 

fixing upon them an attention denied them i n normal use . At times he exploits 

their comic po tential lost with familiarity . In this poem for ins tanc e , with 

a hi nt of ton ue - in- cheek he juxtaposes two metaphors whi ch have an element 

in common, t'Tius pro ducing a kind of semi- pun : 

Alers 
je vo us mettrai les pieds dans le plat 
ou bien tout simplement 
la main au collet . .. (1) 

(And then 
I ' ll put my foot in it far sure 
or maybe just 
my hand to your throat . .. ) 

Often one metaphor is telesc oped into another , with striking poetic eff ect . 

A great number of th es e a r e metaphors involving parts of the body , especially­

the eyes : 

Toute la peine 
au poids de l ' eau qu e portent 
l es fe mmes freles 
de l ' Iss a - Ber 
je 1 1 ai l _ue en tes yeux 
qui n ' avai ent d'yeux 
que pour la peine 
au poids de 1 1 eau 
qu ' a l ' epaule portent 
les fe mmes freles 
de l ' Issa-Ber (2) 

(All the pain 
in the weight of the wat er they carry 
the frail wo men 
of Issa- Ber 
I read i n you eyes 
t hat only had eyes 
for the pain 
in the wei ght of the water 
they carry on their shoul ders 

(1) ' Pour sur ' , Pigments , p . 51 . 
(2 ) Nevralgies , p . 39 . I ss a - Ber is a region of the Ivory Coasto 



: he frail women 
of Issa- Ber) 

8. 

Damas is greatly tak en up with the s ounds of words , and a feature of his 

poetic etyle is al l it eratio~. With k t his he gai ns a number of r emarkable 

ef f ects, as i n this line where he produces a s i gni f icant reverberative echo -with the compli city of vowel-sounds : 

le neant de mes nuits au neon a naitre (1) 

(the nothingness of my neon ni ghts nearing) 

Sometimes this more playful: 

les deux doigts a th e pointus pointes et point ant 
juste (2 ) 

(the two finge rs at tea point ~d point ing a nd poised 
jus t right) 

I t is as though he were unable to resist th e temptat ion of doubling or echo ­

i ng a sound, repeating it under as many forms as the unity of his theme will 

allow: 

l ' ame 
l ' amour 
la mort 

la vie de la TERRE- MERE ... (3 ) 

Treve de lachage 
de l echage 
de l eche ... (4) 

( ... Let-up with the letting- go 
the lapping- up 
the licking ... ) 

This device he often uses for derogatory ef fe ct - he will compile a list of 

words which have some similarity in t heir s ounds or t hei~rhythm , for example 

lists of part icipl es or a dverbs , but whic h may be quite nonsensic al in juxta­

position : 

deG reposoirs s ur qui pleuvai ent 
roses effeuillees 
roses parfumees 
roses d ' enc ens 
miracul ees 
immacul ees 
matricul ees ... (5) 

(altars onto which there rained 
stripped-afa..rt roses 
sweet - scented roses 
r os emary - roses 
miracul ated 

(1) Black- Label , , . 25 . 
(2 ) Op . cit . , p . 27 . 
(3) Op . cit ., p . 78 . 
(4) ' Treve', Pigment s , p . 21 . 
(5) Black- Label , p . 38. See also poem ' Et cetera' , App endix, p . 1,58 . This is 

[c..on:l 'cl OVey/eo...f J 



immaculated 
matri culat ed . . . ) 

And his j uggling of wo rds and sounds for various effects is endless : 

les bouches a mouches bees (1) 

.. :'·~denoue 
le jeu coula nt du noeud 
le noeud coulant du jeu 
le jeu du noeud coulant ... (2) 

(un- knot ted 
the slippery game of the knot 
the sl i p- knot of the game 
th e game of the s l ip- knot ) 

a 
/ . 

Occas ionally rhyme comes into its own , all in the s ame strain of playing with 

sounds . 

Repetition or parall elism is one of Damas ' favourite devices . In his note 

on traditional African po etry he des cribes one of the char acteristics of its 

form : 

Poesie ou la r ime et l e nombre de syllabes n ' ont force ­
merit au cun r6le a j ouer . Po esie qui attend tout de la 
cadenc e ou de la melodie . Tout de la r epetition qufu 
engendr e le rythme . ( 3 ) 

(Poetry in which rhyme or the number of s yllabies do not 
necessarily have any part to play . Poetry which depends 
wholly upon the rhythm and the melody . Wholly upon repet ­
ition which engend ers rhythm . ) 

Apart from the repetition of s ounds characteris tic of Damas ' style , he also 

employs simpl e repetitions of a wo r d or a gro up of words . <4 ) One procedure is 

to repeat the ending of each line at the beginning of the next : 

D' avoir cru un instant 
un instant cru 
a la main degantee 
a la main degantee au printemps 
au printemps ne 
ne de la magie 
de la magie du ry thm e ... (5) 

il~~ . a favourite game of Pr evert •s : ' la delegat i on des malheureux prelats carb­
onises miracules beatifies et affames ' (the del ega t i on of the unhappy prelat es 
carbonized miraculated beati f ied and famished) - J . Fr evert, ' Lacrosse en l ' air ' , 
Paroles , p . 125 . 
(1 ) Black- Label, p . 83 . 
( 2 ) Nevralgies, p . 70 . 
( 3 ) Op . cit ., p . 7 . 
(4 ) In his re - ed-itions of his poems (Pigments in 1 962 and Graffi t i l ater i ncoorp­
or a ted i nto Nevralgies) th e most frequent change whi ch h e carri es out upon the 
f or m of a poem is to r epeat a wo r d or a group of words not rlepeated in the orig­
inal . 
(5) Nevralgies, p . 22 . 



(For trusting one moment 
one moment t rusting 
t he hand ungloved 
t he hand ungloved in the spring t i me 
t he springtime born 
born of the ma gic 
of the magic of rhyt hm ... ) 

10. 

~ ...... 

This devili ce he als o employs in the poems already quoted ' Regard ' (l) and 'Ils 

ont 1(2 ) The e ffec t is~deliberate, hovering rhythm during which the poem seems 

to gather mo mentum towards a point, usually at or near the end, where it soars 

or i s s i mply r elaxed . 

Mos t of Damas ' poems move towards a 

f or ins tance (' Hoquet' ~3) ,s .o.s . 1 ~
4 ), Nuit 

+ina.{e 
fi le of s ome kind . I n certainc ases 

bla nch e ' ~5) ' Cantre notre amour ~6)) 
t he tone t hr oughout a fairly long poem is nea r - humorous or dispassiona tre in 

its denouncement, and th e mov ement not a straight line but a sauntering rhythm 

which loiters ov er playful r epetitions and other 'word- games', all o f which 

has a lulling eff ect, unt i l, at the end, there is a s udden deadly serious 

twis t which jolts t he att~:h.t:tbn -; .. 

But even when an ending is not particularly dramat ic, the last part of 

his poems i s us ually s i gnificant in some way, a s i gnificance mark ed by the 

fact tha t the final sections are i n most cases a departure from wha tev er reg­

ul ari ty there may be i n th e structure of th e r est of the po em. 

Ofte n, f or inst a nce; t he l ast sentence of th~oem is ·rather longer than 

t he other lines a nd this has the e f fect of causing the poem to open out or 

unf url at ' t he end . This is very effective in the poem ' Il n 'est pas de mi di 

qui ti enne' (?) in the poem ' Il est des nuits' (8) where the slowing down which 

is the r es ult of the lengthening of the las t line conveys t he deliber at eness 

of the movement described; and in this poem of Pigments where again the r el ­

ative length and pl bdding rhythm of th e f inal line matches perfectly the action 

it con~ains and provides a slow, ironic climax or ant i - climax to th e whole : 

Il est des choses 
dont jlai pu n ' avoir pas perdu 
tout souvenir 

(1) Ch ;;- : 4, p . 
(2) .Ch ;;- - 3 , p . 
( 3 ) Appendi x , pj 
(4) Ch. 3 , p. 
( 5) CH. 3 , p. 
( 6 ) Ch. 4, p . 
( 7) Ch . 4, p . 
( 8 ) Ch . 4 , p . 



Et brimades en bambou 
pour toute mangue tombee 
durant l ' i ndi gestion 
de tout morceau d ' histoir e de Franc e 

Et fl ute 

Flut e de roseau 
jouant sur les mornes des ai r s d ' es claves 
pendant qu ' aux savanes 
des boeu fs sagement ruminent 
pendan t qu' autour 
des zombies rodent 
pendant qu ' ils ejaculent 
les patrons d 'Usine 
pendant que le bon negr e 
allonge s ur son grabat dix a quinze heures d 'Usi ne (1) 

(There are things 
that I ha ve kept 
from al l fo r getting 

And bamboo- beat i ngs 
for every mango f all i ng 
during t h e indiges tion 
of ever y swallow o f the history of France 

And a flute 

Re ed- f lute playing 
wafting s l ave - music over the s lopes 
while i n the savannas~ 
cat t le gr avely masticate 
whil e round about 
zombies prowl 
whil e Factory bosses 
ej ac ulate 
whil e Uncle - Tom 
s tretches out on his pallet ten to fi f teen Fa ctor y hours) 

11 . 

Often the endi ngs of Damas ' poems take the form of a post - script , su ch 

as this tragi - comic aft er - t hought to a defiant outburst : 

Pour sur j 'en aurai 
marre 
sans meme at tendre 
qu ' elles prennent 
ies chos es 
l ' allure 
d' un camembert bien f ait 

Alors 
j e vous mettrai les pi eds dans le plat 
ou bien tout simplement 
la main au collet 
de to ut ce qui m' emmerde en gros caract eres 
colonisation 
civilisation 
assimilation 
et la s uite 

(1) ' Rappel ' (Remembra• nc e ), Pigments , p . 61 . 
'-./ 



En attendant 
vous m'entendrez souvent 
claquer la porte (1) 

(One day f or sure I'll have had 
my- ft11 
without even waiting 
for things 
to set 
like a wel l - done camembert 

And then 
I ' ll put my foot i n it for sure 
or maybe just 
my hand to your throat 

,Y.P.U and all your shit in capital letters 
coloni zation 
civilization 
as s imilation 
and the r est of it 

Meanwhile 
you ' ll often hear me 
s lam the door) 

1 2 . 

In a great number of his poems a series of stanzas is begun with the same 

s entence or group of words (' Solde' ~Z) ' Nuit blanche 1 ~3) 1Re gard ' <4)); or it may 

be a 'liSt~ of s ingle lines, often wit h parallel rhythms , whichi 0 he begins with 

th e s ame word or group of wo r ds, t o acnieve a cumulat ive effect: 

. .. la Ligne 
qui mene encore 
( ·_ 

rsiJs Ca~ 2 l~Aventur e aux 
aux Isles a la Derive 
aux Isles de la Flibus te 
aux Isles de la Boucane 
aux Isles de la Toribue 
aux Isles a Negreries 
aux Isles a Bucreries 
aux I sles de la Mort-Vive (5) 

( ... the Line 
t hat leads yet to 
the I s les of Adventure 
the Isles drifting Leeward 
the Isles of the Buccaneers 
the Is l es of the Pirate-Ships 
the Isles of the Turtle- Back 
t he Isles of the Barracoons 
t he I s les of the Sugar - Mills 
the Isles of the Living- Death ... ) 

Sometimes it i s a whole s nanza which is repeated, often with s ome re ­

arrangement in the wor ds, s uch as in this poem : 

(1) ' Pour sur ', (For sure), Pigments, p . 51 . 
(2 ) Appendix , p . 
( 3 ) Ch. 3 , p . 
(4) Ch . 4, p . 
(5) Black-Label, p . 10 . 



Et les sabots 
des betes de somme 
qui mart elent en Europe 
l ' aube indecise encore 
me rappellent 
l ' abn egation etrange 
des trays matineux 
repus 
qui rythment aux Antill es 
les hanches des porteuses , 
en file indienne 

Et l ' abnegation et range 
des trays matineux 
repus 
qui rythment aux Ant i l les 
les hanches des por t euses 
en file i ndienne 
me rappellent 
les sabots 
des betes de somme 
qui martelent en Europe 
l ' aube indecise e ncor e (1 ) 

(And the hooves 
of beasts of burden 
in Europe hammering at 
the still - hesitant dawn 
recall to me 
the strange abnegation of 
laden 
morning trays 
in the Isla nds 
bouncing into rhythm 
th e hips of women moving 
Indian.. fi l e 

And the strang e abn egation of 
laden 
morning t rays 
in the Is;i.-ands 
bouncing into rhythm 
th e hips of women moving 
Indian file 
recall to me 
the hooves 
of beasts of burden 
in Europe hammering at 
the still - hesitant dawn) 

13 . 

In poems of this structure there may be 4 point of emphasis in the middle rather 

than at the end , as in the poem ' Tout e la peine 1(2 ) and especially in ' Ils sont 

venus ce soir 1(3 ) where the poem rolls up to a climax and then unrolls again . 

Damas makes fre quent use of refrains , a s in ' Bientot ' (~ ) ' Il n ' est pas de 

midi qui ti enne 1 (
5 ) a nd notably, throughout th e whole l ength of Black- Label . 

' En file indienne ' 
Ch . 5, p. . 
Ch. 3 , p . 
Ch . 5 , p . 
Cth . 4-, f · 

(Indian file) , Pigments , p . 29 . 



14 . 

It is r epetitions and t he multiplicati?,n of near-synonyms or words with 

similar sounds , and the r e petition or mul t iplication of parallel i mages, 

which , in purely struc t ural terms, give body to an es s entially t enuous style . 

One of Da~as ' strong points is his gi ft of s uccintness , his power of suggest ­

iveness by means of quick and unelibo r ated s trokes . A tiny , almos t skeletal 

poem of Nevralgies perhaps merits detailed att ention as an example of the 

quit e unforc ed concentration of r esourc es which is the strength of his effect­

ive s horter po ems : 

Comme un rosaire 
s ' egrene 
pour le repos 
d ' une a.me 
mes nui. ts 
s'en vont par cinq 
dans un silence 
de monast ere 
hante (1) 

(Like t elling 
beads 
for the r epos e 
of a soul 
my nights 
go by in f ives 
in a silence 
like a mo nastery 
haunted) 

Perhaps t he bareness of the poem in itself conveys th e bleakness described , 

as its shortness r eflects the feeling of time slipping away . Almost every 

sound contributes to the whole . The effect of hollowness is created by the 

gre a t pro portion of nasals and nasal vowels and by the hum of r ' s ; th e long 

vowels on every line convey prolonged dreariness ; the silence is evoked by 

the many sibilants - and f or the reader even the three unpronounced ones can­

not but play a part i n this . Even the functional particles 'un ', ' mes ', ' s ' en ', 

' dans ', are important to the whol e effect because of their sounds . The one 

word ' hante1 pla ced at the end and standing alnne suggests an eerie echo which 

prolmngs the poem a nd its eff ect of reverbera ting emptiness . The r hyt hm is an 

even tread which conveys mo not ony , especially in the line ' s ' en vont par cinq '. 

The one image of bead- tel l ing for the dead conjures up abstnce , faithfulness 

and the sad s t ringing out of time, and time which seems both drawn out and 

fleeting becaus e of its unrel ieved sameness . The monastery brings furth er 

as s ociat ions cf deprivat ion , stillness, darkness . Thus ~ wealth of ef f ects is 
l 

produc ed i n t he space of a short , unpret entious poem . 

Contrasts between Damas .nd Senghor suggest themselves at every turn -

it is not only in hi s attitude but in his style , to o t hat Damas is the com­

plete antithesis of Senghor . Against the latter ' s gently rolling , image - laden 

(1) Nevralgiesi ~ 17 . 

I 



lines , we have Damas ' bare , t ense , often staccato style . I t is per haps not 

a l t ogether f anciful t o se e a r efl ection of Senghor ' s perf ect coll ectedness 

in th e s ustained , ev en undula tion of his lines whil e th e br it t l eness and pre ­

cipitat eness of Damas ' poetry reflec t a mo r e highly- st rung , volatil e t emper ament . 

At t imes Damas ' po ems ow e t heir impact to t heir a br uptnes s , th ei r brutal 

~irectness and lack of adornment , for instanc e t he mor e vio l ent poems of Pig­

ment s . 

His t endency towards concentrat ion produces beauti f ully suggestive turns 

of phrase : 

des y eux qui t end ent la main (1) 

(eyes hol ding out th eir hand ) 

les yeux ventre creux (2 ) 

(hollow- belly eyes) 

At times hi s s tyl e is r eminiscent of Latin in its incisive co ndens at ion : 

une vie et r a nge et mienne (3 ) 

( a life fo reign and mine) 

Hi s ellipt ic al style often serves t o del ay apprehensi on , or it may create perm­

anent obscuri ty or equi vocalmty . 
~ 

The weakn ess of a lfonic style is tha t unless a certain tens ion is main-

tained, unl es s t he lines are suff ici ently char ged , a poem may l eave very little 

impression - it is as eva nescent as i t is s hort. One or t wo of Damas ' i it t le 

poems ar e t he victims of this s lackening . 

The book Black- Label invites s pecific discuss ion , as it s eems to repre ­

sent a depar t ure , to Lilyan Kes telo ot( 4 ) an uns atis f act ory departure, fr om 

t he co ncis enes s of style whic h fo r the most par t characteri zes his previous 

po et r y . 

Black- Label is a l ong poetic work , di vided into f our sec t ions , each section 

being a continuous whole . Th e recurrenc e of r efr ains f rom s one s ection to 

another a l s o pro vi des a certain mea s ure of overall continuity . Ther e is a dom­

i nant r efrai n running through the book , and th ere are s ubs i diary refrains within 
• I 

the respeative s ections. One refrain , whic h occurs in both the second andf ourth 

sec t ions, grows by one l i ne a t each r epetition . 

But the continuity is onl y struc tur al - what strikes one is the loos eness , 

(1) ' Un cl ochard m' a demande dix s ous ', Pigments , p . 37 . 
(2 ) idem, p . 38 . 
(3 ) 'i%vralgies , p . 52 . 
(4) ' Ses qualites si rares : sobriet e , ellipse , allus ion sont noyees dans ce 
long poeme epique , souvent verbeux mal gre d ' exc ell ents pas sages !'(Those r are 
qualiti es of his : sobriety , ellipsis, innuendo ... are dr owned in this long epic 
poem which often be comes v er btose , despite s ome excell ent passages ! ) - L . Kest -

-...::.L_ 

elo ot, Les ec rivai ns noirs de l angue f rangaise , p . 147 . 
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the free digression and the general l ack of sequence. Parts of each section 

migh t be lifted out as independent poemS.·J@ften one f ail s to grasp the justi­

fication for a transition :in f rom one theme to another .In general the scenario 

is as fluid as that of a Surr ealist film , with its a bruptly-s hif ting decor . 

How ever the fact that one or other refrain is always int erposed before 

an a brupt transition or di gres s i on confirms the impressi on that Black-Label 

is less a 'long poeme ' than a series of poetic musings strung together by 

these .refrains which are meant to establish a loose relatedness . The autho r 

himself introduces the book as ' po emes ', although he might mean each of the 

foU(fsec t i ons to consti t ute a poem . 

It is very likely that Damas , perhaps inspired by Langston Hughes ' ex­

periments in this direction, mod elled the structur e of this wo r k on that of 

a jazz piece~ 1 )the i mpro mptu ' jam session '. The digressions , the frequent ex­

pan~ive embroidery, the occas ional prolonged jingle (one sometimes gains the 

impression tha t it is no longer a case of him pl aying with sounds , but of 

sounds running of f wi th him), all of this would be i n ke eping with the dif f use 

charact er of f r ee jazz improvisation . Thus the refrain would fo r m the basic 

theme which in a jazz piece may be taken up in turn by different instruments 

introducing new variations . 

The style of Black- Label is dictated by the nature of its subject - matter . 

The el ement of narrative and description , the wandering r eminiscences impose 

their own expanded style - they could hardly be fitted ~nto s harp, t i ght po ems . 

The tendency to l i nger on words, as opposed t o th e economy and concision 

of his style els ewhere, considered by Kesteloot to be ' inauthentic ' is a tend­

ency already evident in Pigments there is for instance the middle stanza of 

' Nuit blanche 1(2 )and notably ' Et caet era • (3) - and also x in a few poems of 

•Graffiti . But Black- Label i s a mo r e r elaxed wo r k than the two preceding ones , 
''¾-.,,. 

less tense both in its organization and its g~me.r~all t enor, and:.::in it he gives 

freer r ein to t he temptation to ' pl ay ' with words . This development of his style 

persists into his latest work ' 'N evralgies-; where therefs far more a l literation , 

juggling around of wo r ds and phrases, mo re longer poems , a nd as we have already 

noted, poems r epro duced from raffitfave words and lines r epeated . But he 

certainly does not desert his mo re concentrated style, and it is perhaps un­

fair to imprison him in it and to consider any other a deviation from type . 

As i n most modern poetry , where the actual set ting out of lines upon the 

page is no longer pr edetermined by a limited numb er of po etic forms , typography 

is itself to be taken i nto account when co nsidering the characteristics of 

Damas'' style. 

tl) Which is perhaps one of the reasons for the title being in English . 
(2) Ch . 3,p . 
(3 ) Appendix, p . 
r ' 
' ' I 
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We have already r e ferred to the lengthening of last lines . In the poem 

' I l s sont venus ce soir '( l)the diagonal arrangement of th e words v ery effect ­

ively conveys the • casc a ding of the rhythm into a shuffling 'frenzy ', cut short 

by the looming capitals ' DEPUIS '. The breaking down of words i nto syllables 

is a gesture o! contempt : 

votre leGon de vi - o- lon (2) 

(your vi - o- lin l es s on) 

LI~7 s ang de leur ci~Yi~li - sa- t ion (3 ) 

(the blood of their ci - vil - i - za~t i an ) 

There a r e a number of poems of Pigments vmere the rearrangement of lines 

in the s eco nd edition has ruined effects ga ined in their ori ginal form. In 

the po em ' La complainte du n~gre 1 ~
4 )for instance , t~e final part is thus set 

out in the 1 937 edition : 

va encore mon hebetude du temps jadis 
de 
coups de co r de noueux de co r ps calcines 
de 1 1 orteil au dos cal cines • 
de chair morte de tisons de fer r ouge de bras 
bris es sous le f ouet qui se dechaine s ous le fou et qui 
fait 
marcher la pDantat ion s ' abreuver de sang 
demo n s ang de sang la sucrerie ... (5 ) 

(stil l t oday my s tupor of time past 
the 
cfa cks of co rds knotted the scorched bodies 
the bodies sc orched fro m top to toe 
t he dead fl esh t he fir ebrands the red- hot iron the bones 
breaking under th e whip turned loose under the whip that 
drives 
t he plantation a nd s tokes the suga r - mill with blood 
my bl oo d with blood ... ) 

The running together of th e detail s on th e page, the pr ol onged lines and enjamb­

ment pr oduce a striking e f fe ct of breathless , impas s ioned ac cumulation and 

overflowing of emotion , lost in the rather stif f enumeration of the present 

edition . The same is true of porns such as ' Sol de 1 (
6 ) a na ' Limbe 1 ~

7 ) But this 

is in keeping wit h Damas ' decla red i ntention to int r oduce a gr eater element 

of r hY,hm into his poems, as the breaking down of l ines is a multiplic ation 

0£ s tress . Almost al l the poems of Pigments at t he r eprinting are modified 

in this way - the l i nes are cut down into smaller segment s , and this tendency 

is appar ent in his oth er poe try . 

(1) Ch . 1, p . .;f 
(2) ' Hoquet', Pigments , Po 36 . 
( 3 ) ' Solde ', op . cit ., p . 40 . 
(4) Quoted i n Ch . 3 , p . 
(5 ) Pigments , Par is , GLM, 1 937.(unpaged edition) . 

· (6) Appendix , p . 
(7) Appendix , p . 
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He makes increasing use of typographical devices . In Black- Label he con­

stantly varies the margin sp~cing and uses more capitals than before. I n 

Nevralgies he also uses italics in a number of poems (it alic print ili Black­

Label is used mainly for Creole words) and in one place he ' illustrates ' his 

poem wit h a l ine of dots : 

Toujours tu viendras 
comme t u es venue 
quand bien meme 
je s erais 
~ l ' aut r e bout du Monde 
toujours tu vi endras 
comme tu es · venue 
chasser la fievre 
demon front brulant 
de tes mains 
qui fleuraient l e jasmin 
mais combien moit es 
d ' ef f r oi 

Quand bien meme je serais au bout du •onde 
toujours tu vi endras 
passee la ligne (1) 

(Always you wi l l come 
as you came 
even though 
I were to be 
at the other end of t he World 
always you will come 
as you came 
to chase away t he fever 
from my burning forehead 
with your hands 
that were flowering jasmin 
but oh how moist 
with te r ror 

Even though I were at th e entl0of the World 
always you would come 
acros s the line) 

Des pite his connection with the urrealist poets a nd despite his long 

tribute in his anthology( 2 ) to Etienne Lero ' s work of bringing Surrea lism to 

French Caribbean poetry , Da mas ' own poetry is no more Surrealist than any other 

Frenc h poetry produced in this century a fter the generally loosening impact of 

Surrealism , the access to a sub~rational layer of the consciousness - dreams , 

fancies, snatches of incoherence, incongruous or gratuitous images . Among the 

poems whi ch mi ght hav e been directly influenced by Surrealism , this poem of 

Pi gments has the bizarre and gratuitous quality of dreams and could have been 

(1) Nevralgies , p . 51; 'la ligne ' is both the Equato r and the other imaginary 
line, between races . (See passage from Black- Label , Appendix , p . . ) 
(2)Poetes d ' expr ession fransaise , pp . 11- 16 . 
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inspi red by an actual semi - dream touched of f by the s ound of a running t ap 

heard betwe en sleeping ang waking : 

N~vral gie d ' un robinet qui coule 
emplit le brae de ma concierge 
qu ' un arc - en- ciel aspire 

Fermez la nevralgie du robinet qui coule 
emplit l e brae de ma concierge 
qu 'un arc-en- ciel aspire 

Enlevez du r obinet qui co ul e 
le brae de ma concierge 
qu ' un arc - en- ciel aspire 

Ou coupez de la main jusqu ' au coude 
l ' arc - en-ciel qui aspi r e 
le brae de ma -concierge 
qu ' empli t la nevr a l gie 
d 'un r obinet qui coule (1) 

(Neural gia from a r unni ng tap 
fi l l ing _ my caretaker ' s pitcher 
whilst a rai nbow breathes it in 

Shut off the neuralgia fr om the running tap 
f illing my Caretaker ' s pi tcher 
whils t a rainbow breathes it in 

Take away f r om the running tap 
my caretaker ' s pitcher 
t hat a rainbow is breathing in 

Or chop away from hand to elbow 
the rainbow that is breathing f rom 
my caretaker ' s pit cher that is 
filling with neuralgia fro m a running tap ) 

In discussing the style of Damas ' pe etry one should perhaps al so cons i -
I 

er his collection of Af ric a n poems . I t i s of c our se difficult to- judge a trans -

l ation if one has no acces s to the original . But perhaps the ultimate test of 

any transla tion is wh e ther it s tands or falls independent of its original . 

The revi ewer of th e English vers ion of Damas ' Po ~me~ n~gres s ur des a irs 

a f r icains( 2 )is not convinc ed that they a re translatio ns : 

Th es e po ems were not t r anslated from any Afr ic an language 
into French by Damas , but are obvously ins pir ed by Af r ican 
verse . 

... when a writer of part - Afr i can descent can identify 
himself s o completely wit h Africa, can absorb so fully 
the African consci ence and merge it with his own mind 
and emo t ions , then he is trul y a disci pl e of negritude . (3 ) 

(1) ' Nevralgies ', Pigments , p . 1 9 . 
(2 ) African songs of love , war , grief and abuse, trans . By M. Koshland and 
U. Beier, Ibadan , Mbari publicatio ns , 1 961 . 
(3 ) O. R. Dathorne, Review of op . cit . , Black Orpheus , Ibadan , No . 11, 1 962 , 
p . 70 . 
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The revi ewer seems to consider them to be ori ginal creations - he ident ­

ifies the attitudes expressed in them with Damas ' own sentiments ; for instance 

in commenting on th e section ' Chants de guerre ' he s peaks of ' the insurmountable 

hope and zealous determina tion which ~amas praises '~l) 

It is to Damas ' credit that these peoms do not read like translations; 

however, t heir detail, the very particular area of experi ence out of which they 

arise, suggest that they could har dly be the products of Damas ' own imagination , 

merely ' i nspired ' by African poetry in general, but are based on quite particular 

poems . It would be strange , for instance , if Damas had of his own ac cord devised 

the long poem of praise to a Sotho warrior- chief , 'Bloire a osheh ', peopled 

as it is with charact ers and incidents all belonging to a very particular setting: 

Elles die-ent 
Mosheh est un vieux l eopard sans dents 
Ila dechire de ses griffes 
Le manteau de toiles d ' arai gnee 
Son bras est mouchet e 
Son bouclier brill e comme un tison ar dent 
Et luit comme la demi -lune 

Elles disent 
Mosheh s •est empare de la vache blanche 
Il lui a rase la tete 
Ila tondu la genisse de Namek.oe ... (2) 

(The women are s aying 
Mosheh is an old toothless lion 
With his claws he has torn apart 
The co a t of spiders ' webs 
His arm is speckled 
His shield shines like a burning f ire- br and 
And glows like the half - moon 

The women are saying 
Mos heh has got hold of the white cow 
He has s haved his head 
He has shorn Namaykway's heifer ... ) 

The poems of this book are in fact songs and chants which Damas heard ' un peu 

part out ' (all over the place) in the course of his extensive travels in Africa . 

He noted them down with the aid of interpreters , l a ter to create thes e adapt ­

ations, which are necessarily to s ome wextent new poems . 

Two considerations seem to have been uppermost in his mind . One, t ha t 

the equivalent of the language of African oral poetry is not what was tradit -
-tel.ke.-11 

ionallyAto be ' poetic ' French, a learned and puri fied idiom , but the very 

opposite, the spoken tongue; so that we find him deliberately making use of 

colloquialisms and f ami liar French in general : 

Nous etions trois femmes 
Trois hommes 
Et moi Kodio Ango 
Nous allions turbiner a la ville ... (3 ) 

~~~ 0 . R. Dathorne, op . cit ., p . 70 . 
Poemes negres~ p . 1 8 . 

(3) 0 . c ii . , f , 1. 4- . 



(We were three women 
Three men 
And me Cudjoe Ango 
We were going to town to grind ... ) 

Mais moi la vieille 
Mai la vi"eille j e dis 

Je n ' ai plus de fils 
Je n ' aurai plus rien a me ' mettre 
Rien a me mettre sous l a dent 
Je n ' aurai plus rien a me~mettre 
Rien a me mettre sur le dos 
Or je suis vieille . . . (1) 

(But me the old woman 
Me the old woman I say 

I have no more son 
I ' ll never more have a thing to put 
A t hing to put in my belly 
I ' ll never more have a thing to put 
A thing to put on my back 
Now I am old ... ) 

21. 

The other task which he sets himself is less straightforward, for as Ulli 

Beier remarks in the preface to his collection of traditio nal African poems , 

it is imposs ible to convey into a European l anguage the complicated rhythms of 

Afri can poetry. (2 ) However, as in many of his own poems, Damas constantly strives 

to beat i nto t he language rhythms rat her stronger than are native to it. In this 

poem for example he employs s hort vowels, s harp acc entuat io n and r epeti t ive 

sounds( 3 )( f or ins tance ' avaler la cal ebasse ' ) to create an arresting rhythm: 

Arrachons re t ournons rej etons - nous le coeur 
Que l ' homme fass e la r ecolte du manioc 
Arrachons retournons rejetons - nous le coeur 
Que l ' ho mme f as s e la r ecolte du manioc 
Nous les Amazones 
Arrachons dechirons r e jetons - nous le coeur 
Que l ' homme fasse la r ecolte du manioc 
Jusqu' a ce que notre bouche s ' ouvre pour avaler la calebasse 
Le chemin du s ang r epr endra le chemin du s ang 
Arrachons dec hirons rejetons - nous le coeur 
Que l ' homme a notre place 
Fasse la r ecolte du manioc (4 ) 

(Let us drag it out t urn it round throw away our heart 
Let the man go di g the cassava 
Let us drag it out turn i t round throw away our heart 
Let t he man go di g t he cassava 
We the Amazons 
Drag i t out t ear it up t hrow away our heart 
Let the man go di g the cas sava 
Till our mouths open up to swallow down t he calabash 
Path of blood will f ollow down the path of blood again 
Dr ag it out tear it up t hrow awa y our heart 
For the man to go instead of us 
Go dig the cassava) 

(l) Op. cit., p . 22 . 
(2) U. Beier, African poetry , Cambridge, Cambr idge Univ . Press , 1966. 
(3 ) It is these s ame qualities i n the Spanish 1 anguage which wer e exploited in 

t:tfro ~ c(.A,~lv(\, per~ ( s~ c~. 1 ) . 
u+ op. ~,,t. 
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As we have shown, Damas ' own poetry bears affinities with African oral 

poetry . But even as his adaptations of Afri can poems have all the s pontaneity 

of original creations , so Damas ' own poetry s hows i no trac e of any strained 

a t tempt to writ e ' Negro ' poet ry . 

Any def i nition of Damas ' po etry woul d have t o t ake into a ccount both 

the accessibility of his language a nd the t endency towar ds the cr yptic ; hi s 

terseness and his wo r dy 1 vagabonda ge 1 ; a n almost f r agil e delica~y a nd the most 

unflinching crudity : al l th ese and a corresponding variety of rhythms . But 

perhaps the uni f ying characteristic of his style i s an appar ent spontaneity , 

the freedom with which he ranges up and down this sc ale of moods to r ender 

us now in one voi ce , now in another , these verses which hi s friend Senghor 

has call ed'' les poemes - chansons de Damas ' (l)(the s ong- poems of Damas ). 

(1) L ;-S . Senghor , ' L ' apport de la poesie negre au demi - siecle ', Negritude 
et Humanisme , p . 14 5 . 
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Chapter Six . Conclusion . 

There can be no doubt that Negritude as a cultural, socio - political, 

and literary mo v ement was historically justified . Its cultural and socio ­

political implications continue , while Negritude as a s ource of themes fo r 

poetry is necessarily limited . No speci fic ~Negro style' has emerged - Negri ­

t ude only released individual initiative , and French African literature has 

been spared the wastefulness of a perio d of (albeit vo l unb~ry ) literary serv­

itude such as~ccurred in the French Caribbean , and even in Haiti after polit ­

ical independence had been won . The new generation of French African writers, 

though not be dragged protesting under the Negritude banner as is too often 

done ,are nevertheless ' post - Negrit ude ' writers in that they take it for grant ­

ed that peculiarly African attitudes and preo c cupations have droit de cite 

in their writings , whereas had the Negritude mo vement never taken place French 

Africans , (who are still today eminent l y francophile) , might have sought to 

eradicate these peculiari t ies(l)and ins tead strive to prove t hems elves well­

taught ' evolues ' ~2 ) 

It has been s ome time now s ince the Haitian Lal eau made hi s clumsy 

complaint: 

sentez - vous cette souffrance 
Et ce desespoi a nul . aut re egal 
D' a pprivoiser avec des mots de France 
Ce coeur qui m' est venu du S enegal? (3) 

( ... do you not feel this anguish 
This hopelessness unequalled 
At taming with wo r ds f rom France 
This heart I have f rom Senegal?) 

notwithstanding which difficulty , t h e medium of the Negritude movement , a react ­

ion against Frenc h culture, was the French langua ge. 

The fac t that the Negritude writ ers chose to write i n French had two very 

solid practical reasons . One was tha t XNR Negritude being a revolt against 

their French colonizers it was desirable that these latter understand,· th em . 

Another reaso ~ was the literacy facto r . To write in t h eir own languages would 

be to restric t their audience t o the narrow educated layer of theirfeompatriots . 

There was little point in writing in Serer or Wolof if the onlY; eople who 

could read what one had written would be the relatively smallp er centage of 

these tribes who had received an ' education '. The French language provided a 

(1) This is an opinion also expressed by Ulli Beier in ' The theme of the ancest ­
ors in Senghor ' s peetry ', Black Orpheus, Ibadan, No . 5 , May 1959 , p . 17 . 
(2) ' Evolved persons ' - official term used in the Fr enc h colonies for ' Natives ' 
having attained to a certain de gree of as s imilation to French cul ture . 
(3 ) Quoted Ch . 1, p . 



ready lingua fr anca for the supra- national community established by Negritude . 

But the success of French African and Caribbean literature proves that 

the French language is in fact no more alien and uncomfortabl e to the black 

writers than were Damas ' ' smoking ' and collar whan he wrote ' Solde~(l) They 

were able thus effectively to articulate their revoili~ against the cultural 

assimilation undertaken by their colonizers because this assimilation had 

thoroughly( 2 )equipped them with the very weapo ns of their coloniz ers . There 

was no need to st eal their fi re - it had been thrust : ~nto their hands . 

It is to be hmped that the spread of literacy - and literacy a1s o in 

African and not exclusively European ·· languages - will open the way for the 

establishment of separate na tional literatures in African langua ges, which 

would come to the r es t of the world i n translation . But for the time being 

French African literature is inextricably a part of French l i terature, bring~ 

ing a fresh and HI distinctive not e to it . 

Leon Damas is perhaps the most cont rovers ial figure of the Negritude 

movement , controver sial without being in any way flamboyant . Most of his 

notoriety . has grown out of one slim volume of poetry , Pigments. He i s not 

a prolific writer , and since the publicqtion of Pigments in l 937 he has 

largely effaced himself behind activities s uch as anthologizing, cultural 

research, politi cal writ ing and political involvement , onl y bringing forth 

a volume of his own poetr y at sporadic intervals. 

The reco gnition which Damas has gained as a literary figure is by no 

means merely to be seen as a succ es de s candale . Thos e who have seen fit to 

dismis s him as a racist have not been able to dismiss his poe try . Had Damas ' 

work been no more than sloga nizi ng (as is a regre t table quantity of matter 

today which manages to be published,-. under the auspices of ' Negro poetry '), 

it woul d hardly have impos ed itself in t he first place upon the attention of 

his critics to the extent to whi ch it has imposed itself . 

One day in t he future a generation of French West Indians wi ll not 

entirely comprehend the rage of Pigments . But po ets as opposed to pamphleteers 

continue to be read and a ppreciated long after the questions which animated 

their writing are no longer burning issues, and th e l i terary value of Damas ' 

'racial ' p9etry will s urvive the relevance of his protests . 

(1) Appendix, p 
(2 ) ' Je pense en franGais ; je m' exprime mieux en franGais que dans ma langue 
maternelle'. (I think in French; I express myself better in French than in 
my mother tongue) - L.-S . Senghor, ' Le franGais , langue de cul t ure ' , in Negri­
tude et Humanisme, p . 361 . 1 ••• le ffanG ais n ' estl'lplus pour moi un "vehicule 
et ranger~ mais la forme d 'expres s ion naturelle de ma pensee .' (French is no 
longer for me a " foreign medium", but the natural form of es:pression for my 
thought . ) - Quoted by A. Guibert, Leopold-Sedar Senghor , l ' homme et l ' oeuvre, 
Paris, Presence Africaine, 1962, pp . 144-145. 
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Pigments is the beginning of the Negritude movement in l it erat ure . And 

Damas ' care er presents a compl ete embodiment of the mo vement in al l of its 

aspects . But hep-s also a worthy r epresentative of Negr itude in that hi s poetry 

has developed with Negritude . If his first bi ok of po etry is the mos t violently 

racial among Negr itude po et r y , his lat es t wo r k , in his own wor ds , wears the 

' nouveau visage de la negritude .(_l~ new face of negritude ), which is a face t urned 

towar ds the res t of humanity . 



HOQUET 

Et j 'ai beau avaler sept gorgees d ' eau 
trois a quatre fois par vingt - quatre heur es 
me revient mon enfance 
dans _un hoquet secouant 
mon ins tinct 
tel le flic le voyou 

Desastre 
parlez - moi du desastre 
parlez - m1 en 

Ma mere voulant d ' un fils tres bonnes manieres 
Les mains s ur la table 
le pain ne s e coupe pas 
le pain se rompt 
le pain ne se gaspille pas 
le pain de Dieu 
le pain de la sueur du front de votre Pere 
le pain du pain 

Un os se mange avec mesure et discr etion 
un estomac doit etre sociable 
et tout estomac sociable 
se pas s e de rots 
une fourchette n ' est pas un cure- dents 
def ense de se moucher 
au su 
au vu de tout le monde 
et puis tenez - vous droit 
un nez bien eleve 
ne balaye pas l 1 assiette 

Et puis et puis 
et puis au nom du Pere 

du Fils 
du Saint - Es prit 

a la fin de chaque repas 

Et puis et puis 
et puis desastre 

parlez - moi du desastre 
parlez - m' en 

:Ma mere vouil:.ant d ' un fils memorandum 

Si votre leGon d ' histoire n ' est pas sue 
vous n ' irez pas a la messe 
dimanche 
avec vos effets des dimanch es 

Cet enf ant sera la hont e de notre nom 
cet enfant sera notre nom de Dieu 

Taisez-vous 

a table 

Vous ai- j e di t ou non qu ' il vous fallait parilier franGais 
le f ranGais de France 
le f ranGais du f ranqais 
le franGais fran Gais 

26 . 



l 

HI CCUP 

And for aJ.t, I may swallow seven gulps of water 
three or four times every twenty- four hours 
my childhood comes back 
in a hiccup s haking 
my instinct 
lik~ a c~p and a delinquent 

Disaster 
talk about disaster 
tell me 

My moth er having s e t her h eart on a 
very-good~good- table- manner s son 

Hands on the table 
bread is not cut 
bread is broken 
bread is not wast ed 
bread of God 
bread of t he s weat of your Father ' s 
bread of bread 

brow 

A bone is eaten with res traint and discretion 
a s t oma ch shoul d be sociable 
and a so ciabl e s t omach 
m~nages without belches 
a f or k is not a tooth- pick 
nose- blowing forbidden 
in th e open 
in the open s i ght of all 
and then do hold yourself upright 
a well- raised nos e 
doesn ' t wi pe the plate 

And then again 
and then in the name of 

to round of f every meal 

And then again 
and t h en disas ter 

Talk about disas ter 
t eihl :me 

the Father 
th e Son 
the Holy Ghost 

My mo t h er having set. her heart on a 
memorandum son 

If you don ' t know your history les son 
then you shan ' t get t o come to Mas s 
on Sunday 
in your Sunday things 

This child will be disgrace of our name 
this child will be our unnameable ruin 

Be quiet 
have I told you or have I not t hat you are to s peak French 
French of France 
French of the Fr ench 
French French 



Desastre 
parlez-moi du desast re 
parlez - m'en 

Ma mere voulant d'un fils 
fils de sa mere 

Vous n ' avez pas salue voisine 
encore vos chaussures de sales 
et que je vous reprenne dans la rue 
sur l'herbe ou la Savane 
a l'ombre du Monument aux Morts 
a jouer 
a vous ebattre avec Untel 
avec Untel qui n ' a pas re GU le bapteme 

Desast;r,e 
parl ez-moi du desastre 
parlez - m' en 

Ma Mere vou1ant d ' un fils tres do 
tres r e 
tres mi 
tres fa 
tres sol 
tres la 
tres Si 
tres do 
r e- mi-fa 
sol-la- si 

do 

Il m'es t revenu que vous n ' etiez encore pas 
a votre le Go n de vi - o- lon 
Un banjo 
vous dites un banjo 
comment dites - vous 
un banjo 
vous dites bien 
un banjg~ 
No n monsieur 

vous saurez qu ' on ne souffre chez nous 
ni ban 
ni jo 
ni gui 
ni tare 
les mulitres ne fo nt pas Ga 
laissez done Ga aux negres 

Pigments 
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Disaster 
talk about disaster 
t ell me 

My Mother having set her heart on a 
like- mother - like- son son 

You haven ' t said good- day to the neighbour 
your shoes are dirty a gain 
and let me catch you at it t he street again 
on the grass or the Savanna 
round the Memorial 
frolicking 
cavorting with This - and- That 
with This - and - That who has not been baptized 

Disaster 
t alk about disaster 
tell me 

My Mother having set her heart on q 
very doh 
very ray 
very mi 
very £a 
very so 
very la 
very ti 
very doh 
ray - me - fa 
so - la- ti 

doh 
son 

I t has oc curred t o me that you were not 
at your vi - o- lin less on a g~in 
A banjo 
you said a banjo 
what did you s ay 
a banjo 
you did say 
a banjo 
No my good man-

ban 
nor 
jo 

I ' 11 teach you that in this house 
we put up wi t h neither 

nor gui 
nor tar 
mulattoes are not given to those things 
leave that to the negroes 

Pigments 
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- TU ETAIS AU BAR 
et moi 

- par mi d ' autres -
a meme la pis te enduite 
et patinee de steps 
de stomps 
de slows 
de songs 
de sons 
de blues 

Et de la table ou un Blanc a lunettes 
s ' ennuyait a lire un journal §_Q_g journal 
je te regardais boire un Canadian Club 

Fascine peut - etre 
soudain ton r egar d 
affront a le mien 
mais de toi ou de moi qui deja n ' etions 
qu ' un seul beau desi r insa tisfait 
je ne sais plus lequel 
vint au- devant de l ' Autre 
alors que l ' orchestre scandait 

Esclavo Soy 

Jene sais plus lequel 

Et ce fut le vertige 

Ac cr ochee ates pas 
accroch ee ates yeux 
accrochee a ton ame 
je me laissai aller 
au ry thme de ton drame 

Et j ' en vins a s ouhait er en moi - meme 
que le ch emin a par courir filt aussi long qu e le temps mis 
a nous voir l ' un et l ' autre 
face a face au Carrefour 

Br i sant l ' effroi qui nous rendait muets 
tu m' avais di t 

- JE ME RI S DU HASARD MAIS JAMAIS DU DESTIN 
qui deroule a sa guise le film 
et tout est l ac e soir qui rappel l e 
d ' une vie ant eri eure 
l ' apre parfum du jour 
ou malgre l ' i nterdit / / 

I L A ETE PENDU CE MATI N .... 
A L ' AUBE UN NEGRE COUPA-
BL~ D' AVOIR VOULU FRAN­
CHIR LA LIGNE 

l ' amour s ' etait promis a s oi - meme 
d ' etre a jamais fide l e a son desir 

Soudain ce soir s urgi s 
VOS mains VOS l evres 
vos yeux sont ceux de la stupeur 
ceux du desarroi 
ceux de la salive amere aval ee 

30 . 



- YOU WERE AT THE BAR 
and I 

- among others 
out on the floor that was plastered 
and polished with steps 
and stomps 
and s lows 
and songs 
and sounds 
and blues 

And from the tabl e where a hite with spectacles 
wearied of r ea ding a paper his paper 
I watched you drinki ng a Canadian Club 

Fascinated perhaps 
s uddenly yo ur eyes 
confronted mine 
but was it you or was it I the t wo of us already but 
one beautiful unsat is fied desire 
I don ' t know now which one 
came before the Other 
and the orchest r a tapping out 

Esc lavo Soy 

I don ' t know now which one 

And it was diz ziness 

Hanging on your st eps 
hanging on yo ur eyes 
hanging on your soul 
\:illingly I was carried 
on the rhy t hm of your story 

And so I came to wishing within me 
that the road to be covered were just a s l ong as the time we took 
at se eing each other 
face to face at the Cross roads 

Br eaking through the terror that made us mute 
yo u had said to me 

- I MO CK AT CHANCE BUT NEVER AT FATE 
that roll s out as i t will the f ilm 
and all is here this evening that recalls 
from a former life 
the harsh perfume of t h e day 
wh en despite t he interdict 

HANGED THIS MORNING . 
AT DAWN WAS A NEGRO 
GU ILTY OF WANTI NG TO 
CROSS THE LI NE 

love had made the promise to itself 
to be f orever faithful to its desire 

Suddenly thi s evening ris ing up 
yo ur hands yo ur lips 
yo ur eyes are t hose of t he stupo r 
of the confusion 
of the bitter saliva swall owed 
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ceux 
ceux 

de 
de 

la larme versee en un coi n de ma pei ne 
ma detresse 

ceux 
ceux 
ceux 
ceux 
ceux 

Car 

de 
de 
de 
de 
de 

la to r ture 
la souffrance 
l a patience 
l ' angoisse 
l ' attente 

ce soir soudain surgis 
VOS mains VOS levres 
vos yeux so nt ceux 
demon tout pr emier r eve 
alors qu ' enfant mo n co eur 
i gnorait la puissanc e du mepris 
la puis sance de la haine 

Mais tout est l a ce soir qui rapp~l le 
d ' une vie anterieure 
l ' apre parfum du jour 
ou malgre l ' interdit , J 

IL A ETE PENDU CE .MATI N 
A L ' AUBE UN NEGRE COUPA­
BLE D' AVOIR VOULU FRAN­
CHI R LA LIGNE 

l ' amour s •etait promis a soi - meme 
d ' etre a jamai s f idel e a son desir 

ET 
tout est lace soir ou nos vies 
ont cesse d ' etre paralleles 

- Ac crochee ates pas 
a cc r ochee ates yeux 
acc r oc hee a to n ame 
j e me laissai al l er 
au r ythme de ton dr ame 

Bl ack- Label ( extract) , pp • ·7-Cn c 



of the tear shed in a corner of my sorrow 
of my dist ress 
of the torture 
of the suffering 
of the pa tience 
of the anguish 
of the waiting 

For 
this evening sudde nly riSing up 
your hands your lips 
your eyes a re those 
of my very first dream 
when a child my heart 
knew not the power of contempt 
the power of hate 

But al l is there this evening that recalls 
from a former life 
the harsh perfume of the day 
when despite the interdict 

HANGED THIS MORNI NG 
AT DAWN WAS A NEGRO 
GU ILTY OF 1ANTI NG TO 
CROS S THE LI NE 

love had made the promise to it~elf 
to be fo rever fai thful to its desire 

AND 
alLis here this evening when our lives 
heve ceased to be parallel 

- Hanging on your steps 
hanging on your eyes 
hanging on your soul 
willingl y I was carried 
on the rhythm of your story 

Black- Label (extract) 
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SOLDE 

J ' ai l'impression d ' etre ridi cule 
dans leurs so uliers 
dans leur smoking 
dans leur plas tron 
dans leur faux - col 
dans leur monocle 
dans leur melon 

J ' ai l ' impress ion d ' etre r idicule 
avec mes orteils qui n e sont pas faits 
pour transpi r er du mat i n jusqu ' au soir qui deshabille 
avec l ' emmaillotage qui m1 affaiblit les membres 
et enl eve a mon co~ps sa beaut e d e cabhe - sexe 

J ' ai l ' impr ession d ' et r e ridicule 
av e c mon co u en chemi n ee d ' usine 
avec ces maux d e tete qui cessent 
chaqu e f ois que je s alue quelqu ' un 

J ' ai l ' impress ion d ' etre ri dicule 
dans leurs s alons 
dans l eurs manieres 
dans l eurs courbettes 
dans leur multiple b esoin de s ingeries 

J ' ai l ' i mpr ession d ' e tre ri dicule 
av e c t ou t ce qu ' ils r acontent 
jus qu ' a ce qu ' ils vous serv ent l ' apres - midi 
un peu d ' eau cha u de 
et d es gateaux enrhumes 

J ' ai l ' i mpr ession d ' e t r e ri dicule 
avec l es theori es qu ' ils assaisonnent 
au gout de l eurs bes oins 
de leurs pass ions 
de leurs instincts ouvert s la nuit 
en fo rme de paillas s ~n 

J ' a i l ' i mpression d ' etre ridicule 
par mi eux complice 
parmi eux souteneur 
par mi eu x egorgeur 
les mains effroyablement rou g es 
du sang de l eur ci - vi - li - s a - tion 

Pigments 
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HAND- ME- DOWNS 

I feel somehow foolish 
in their s hoes 
in th eir dinner - jacket 
in their shirt - fron t 
in their collar 
in their monocle 
in their bowler 

I feel somehow foolish 
with my toes which were not meant 
to sweat from mornin u ntil night - time liberates them 
with all this binding bandage depres s ing my limbs 
and denying my body its loin- cloth s plendour 

I feel s omehow f oolis h 
with my neck in its smoke- stack collar 
with th ese head- aches that let up 
ev ery time I say good- day 

I feel somehow fooli s h 
i n t h eir s alons 
i n their mannerisms 
in t heir bowings 
in their mul t iple need 

I feel some how foolish 
with all their claptrap 

of mi micry 

down to their habit of serving in the qft ernoon 
a li ttle warm wat e r 
a n d snot t y cqkes in wet s pirits 

I feel some how foolish 
with t heir a-priorities flavoured 
to taste accordmng to their needs 
ac cording to their pass ions 
ac cording to their instincts that roll out i n the night 
like a folding - ma t t res s 

I feel s omehow foolish 
an ac complic e 
an abettor 
a mur derer with t hem 
my hands a hor r ibl e red 
with th e bloo d of t heir ci - vil - iz - at - ion 

Pigments 
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ET CAET ERA 

Devant la menace all emande , les 
Anciens Combattants Senegalais a dr es ­
sent un cablogramm e d ' indefectible 
at tachement . (Les Journaux.) 

Aux Anciens Comba ttants Senegalais 
aux Futurs Combatt ants Sen egalais 
a tout ce que le S enegal peut ac coucher 
de combattants sen egalais futurs anciens 
de quoi - je- mele futurs anciens 
de mer cenaires f uturs anciens 
de pensionnes 
de galonnes 
de decores 
de decaves 
de grands bl esses 
de mutiles 
de calcines 
de gangrenes 
de gueules cassees 
de bras co up es 
d'intoxiques 
et patati et patata 
et caetera futurs anciens 

Moi 
je leur dis merde 
et d ' autres choses encore 

Moi je leur demande 
de r emiser les 
coupe- coupe 
ies acces de s adisme 
le sent iment 
la sensation 
de saletes 
de malpropretes a fai r e 

Moi je leur demande 
de taire le besoin qu 'ils ressentent 
de pill er 
de voler 
de violer 
de souill er a nouveau les bards antiques 
du Rhin 

Moi je leur demand e 
de commencer par envahir le Sen egal 

Mo i je leur demande 
de fout re aux 11 Boches 11 la paix 

Pigments 

36 . 



ETCETERA 
In the face of the German peril , the 

As s ociation of Senegales e Ex- Servicemen 
has dispatched a telegram ple dging their 
undying l oyalty. (The newspapers . ) 

To Senegalese Ex- Sevicemen 
to Future Senegalese Servicemen 

o anything Senegal happens to throw up 
Senegalese servicemen ex- or future 
~ 1hat - t he - hel l future ex- or futu r e 
mercenaries ex- or future 
the pensioned- off 
the many - striped 
the medal - hung 
th e broken-down 
th e battle- s carred 
the maimed- for - life 
the fir e- scorched 
the gangrenous 
disfigured men 
the amputees 
inebriates 
and f ol derol and fal ala 
etcet era a nd f uture ex-

I 
I say to them 
balls 
and a f ew other things 

I will ask them 
to pack in t he 
machetes 
the f it s of s adism 
t he urge 
the itch 
for the ugliness 
for the obs cenities i n s tore 

I will ask them 
to sil ence the need they feel 
to pull apart 
to plunder 
to violat e 
to fo ul again the ancient banks 
of the Rhine 

I wil l ask them 
to begin by invading Senegal 

I will ask them 
to piss - off from the 11 Boshes" 

Pigment s 



TREVE 

Treve de blues 
de martelements de piano 
de trompette bouchee 
de folie claquant des pieds 
a la satisfaction du rythme 

Treve de seances a tant le swing 
autour de rings 
qu ' ener vent 
des eris de fauves 

Tr eve de lachage 
de l echage 
de l eche 
et 
d ' une attitude 
d'hyperassimiles 

Treve un instant 
d ' une vie de bon enfant 
et de desirs 
et de besoins 
et d ' egoi smes 
particuliers 

POSITION 

Les jours eux- memes 
ont pris la fo r me 
des masques africains 
indifferents 
a toute profanation 
de chaux vive 
qu ' encense 
un piano 
r epetant la rengaine 

Pigments 

d ' un clair de lune a s oupirs 
tout format 
dans les halliers 
gondol es 
et caetera 

Pigments 
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LET UP 
Let up with the blues 
with hammering on pianos 
with muted trumpets 
wi th mad- tappi~g feet 
gone on the rhythm 

Let u p with the showings at such and such t h e swingi ng 
round rings ides 
hysterical 
with jungle cries 

Let up with th e letting - go 
the lapping- up 
the li cking 
and 
with this hyper - whitened postur e 

Let up for one moment 
wi th the good- do g existence 
the desires 
the strivings 
the selfishness 
to each his own 

The v ery days 
have taken on 

POSITION 

the shape of African masks 
aloof from any 
profanation 
quicklime 
showered incerise - like 
fr om a piano 
beating out th e old refrain 

Pigme nts 

of a moonlight night complete with s i ghs 
c omes i n all sizes 
s hady woo ds 
gondolas 
et cetera 

Pi gments 
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, 
LIMBE 

Rendez -les moi mes poupees noires 
qu ' elles dissipent 
l ' image des catins blemes 
marchands d ' amour qui s ' en vont viennent 
sur l e boulevard demon ennui 

Rendez - les moi mes poupees noires 
qu ' elles dissipent 
l ' image sempiternelle 
l ' image hallucinante 
des f antoches empiles f essus 
dont l e vent porte au nez 
la misere misericorde 

Donnez - moi l ' illusion que je n ' aurai plus a contenter 
le besoin etale 
de misericordes ronflant 
s ous l ' inconscient dedain du monde 

Rend ez - les moi mes poupees noires 
que je joue ave c elles 
les jeux narrs demon instinct 
reste a l ' ombre de ses lois 
recouvr es mon courage 
mon audace 
redevenu moi - meme 
nouveau moi - meme 
de ce que Hier j ' eta is 
hier 

sans complexi te 
hier 

quand est venue l ' heure du derac i nement 

Le sauront - ils jamais cette rancune demon coeur 
A l ' oeil de ma mefiance ouvert trap tard 
ils ont cambr iole l' espace qui etait mi en 
la coutume 
les jours 
la vie 
la chanson 
le rythme 
l'e ffort 
le sentier 
l ' eau 
la case 
la terre enfumee grise 
la sagesse 
les mo t s 
les palabres 
les vieux 
la cadence 
les mains 
la mesure 
les mains 
les pietinements 
le sol 

Rendez-l es moi mes poupees noires 
mes pvupees noires 
poupees noires 
noires 

• noil"eS 

Pi mens 
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BLUES 
Give me ba ck my dar k dolls 
let t h em chase away 
this vision of palli d tarts 
trading i n love 
that uome aldng and go and come 
along the boulevard of my boredom 

Give me back my dark dolls 
let them chase away 
this haunting vision 
this hallucina ting vision 
of puppets with pil ed and padded bot toms 
and the breeze wafting up to my nose 
their misery oh mercy 

Give me the illusion that never again to reckon with 
the need of mercies 
stale and rumt l±gg 
under the world ' s oblivious s corn 

Give me back my dark dolls 
let me play with them 
play the artl ess games of my instinct 
benea th i ts overshadowing 
my courage regained 
my daring 
become myself again 
become myself anew 
myself t hat I was Yesterday 
yesterday 

free of complexity 
ye s terday 

at the hour of the uprooting 

Oh can they ever know t his rancour t hat I bear 

lfl. • 

Forever will b ear in my heart in my mistrust that wakened alas too late 
they have plundered t h e patch that was mine 
the cust om 
the days 
the life 
the singi ng 
the rhythm 
the toil 
the footpath 
th e water 
the hut 
the fire - blackened gr ound 
the wisdom 
the words 
the palavers 
the elders 
the t empo 
the hands 
the beat 
the hands 
the stamping f eet 
the earth 

Give me back my dark dolls 
my dark dolls 
dark dolls 
dark 

dark 
Pi gments 



Extract from Cahier d'un retour au pays natal , Aime Cesaire . 

. . . ceux qui n ' ont i nvente ni la poudre ni la boussole 
ceux qui n ' ont jamais su dompter la vapeur ni 
l ' electricit e 
ceux qui n ' ont explor e ni les mers ni le ciel 
mais ceux sans qui la terre ne serait pas la terre 
gibbosit e d 1 autant plus bienfaisante que la terre 
d eserte 
davantage la terre 
silo ou se pr eserve et murit ce que la terre a de 
plus terre 

Eia pour le Kallc edrat royal ! 
Eia pour c eux qui n ' ont jamais rien invente 
pour ceux qui n ' ont jamais rien explore 
pour ceux q ui n ' ont jamai5 rien dompte 

mais ils s ' aband onnent , saisis , a l ' essence de toute 
chose 
i gnorants des surfaces mais saisis par le mouv ement 
de t oute chose 
insoucieux de dompter, mais jouant le j eu du 
monde 

veri t ablement les f ils aines du monde 
poreux a t ousles souf f les du monde 
aire f raternel l e de t a us les s ou f f les du monde 
lit s ans drain de toutes les eaux du monde 
et incelle du feu sacre du monde 
chair de la chair du monde palpitante du 
mouv ement meme du monde ! 

Ec outez l e monde blanc 
horribl ement las d e son ef f ort immense 
ses arti cul a tions rebelles craquer s ous les et oiles 
dures 
ses r aideurs d ' aci e r bleu transperGan t la chair 
my s tique 
ecoute ses victoires proditoires t r ompeter Bes defait ea 
ec oute aux a libis grandioses son pie tre tr ebuchement 

Pitie pour nos vainqueurs omniscients et nal fs ! 

Eia pour la douleur aux pis de l a rmes r eincarnees 
pour c e ux qui n ' on t j a ma is rien explore 
pour ceux qui n ' ont jamais r ien dompte 

Eia pour la joie 
Eia pour l'amour 
Eia pour la douleur aux pis d e larmes reincarnees ... 
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Extract from Diary of a home coming , by Aim e Cesair e . 

.. the y who invented neither gun- powder no r t he compass 
they who neve : lea r ned to c onquer either steam or 
el ect r icity 
t h e~ wh o have explored neither the seas nor t he sky 
but they We r e it not for who m the earth woul d not be the earth 
a hump that more bountiful as the earth 
desert s 
mo r e and more the earth 
a s ilo preserving and ripeni ng all on earth that is most 
of the earth 

' Ray for .the ro yal Kall cedrat ! 
' Ray for those who have never inve nted anything 
f or those who have never expl ored anythi ng 
for those who have n e v e r conquered anythi ng 

but they giv e themsel v es u p , gripped , to the essence of all 
thi n gs 
knowi ng nothing of s ur faces b u t g r ipped by the movement 
of all things 
not car ing to conquer , but playing the game of the 
wo rld 

trul y the elder sons of the world 
po rous to a ll the breaths of the worl d 
f r aternal res ervoir of all the breaths o f th e worl d 
bed without d r a i n of al l the waters of the ,,orl d 
spar k of th e holy fire of the wo rl d 
flesh of the flesh of the worl d palpitat ing wit h the 
v e ry mo v ement of the world ! 

Hear the white wo r ld 
horribly weary of its enormou s effort 
its r ebel lious joints crack ing beneath the 
hard star s 
its blue s t ee l stif f nes s piercing the 
mystic flesh 
hear its deceitful vi ctories t rumpeting i ts d e feats 
hear i n its grandios e alibis i ts wretched tottering 

Pity on our omniscient and nai v e conquero r s ! 

' Ray for sorrow with the wo rs t of reinc a rnated tears 
for those wh o h a v e nev e r explored anything 
for tho s e who have never conquered an¥ything 

'-.., 

' Ray for joy 
' Ray for love 
' Ray fo r sorrow with the wors t of reincarnated t ears ... 
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Extract from ' A New Yo~k ' (Ethiopigues) - 1 .-S . Senghor . 

.. . Harl em Harlem! voici ce que j ' ai vu Harlem Harlem ! Une brise verte de bl es 
sourdre des paves · l abou r es par les pi eds nus de danseurs Dans 

Croup es ondes de soi e et s eins defers de lance , ballets de nenuphars 
et de masques fabule ux 

Aux pieds des chevaux de police , les mangues de l ' amour rouler des 
ma ruso ns basses . 

Et j 'ai vu le long des t ro ttoi r s, des ruisseaux de rhum blanc des ruisseaux 
de l ait no i r dans le brouillard bl eu des cigares __ -

J '.ai vu le ci el nei ger au soir des fleurs de coton et des ailes de seraphins 
et des panaches de sorciers 

Ecoute New - York ! 6 ecout e ta voix male de cuivr e ta voix vibrante de hautbois , 
l ' a ngoisse bouchee de tes larmes tomber en gr os caillot s de s ang 

Ecoute au loin bat tre ton coeur nocturne, rythme et sang du t am- tam , tam- t am 
sang et t am- tam 

New-York! je di s New- York , laisse a ffl uer le s ang noir dans ton sang 
Qu ' il derouille ~tes articulations d ' acier , comme une huile de vie 
Qu'il do nne ates ponts l a courbe des croupes et l a souplesse des l ianes 

.... ........................................... ...................... 
Voila tes fleuves bruissants de cai mans musques et de lamantins aux yeux de 

mirages . Et nul besoin d ' i nventer le s Sirenes . 
Mais il s uffit d ' ouvrir les yeux a l ' arc - en- ciel d ' Avril 
Et les oreill es , s urtout les oreilles a Dieu qui d ' un rire de saxophone crea le 

ciel et l a terre en six jours . 
Et le septieme j our , il dormit du grand s ommeil ne gr e . 

-.-
Extract from ' A l ' appel de l a race de Saba ' (Hosti es Noi r es ) - L .-S . Senghor . 

Je suis sur les marches de la demeure profonde obscurement . 
Mes fr eres et mes s oeurs s err ent co ntre mon coeur leur chal eur nombreuse 

de poussins . 
Je r epose la tete sur les genoux de ma nourrice Nga , de Nga l a poetesse 
Ma tete bourdonnant au galop guerrier de dyounrdyoungs (l) , au grand galop 

demo n sang de pur s ang 
Ma tete melodieuse des chansons loint aines de Ko umba l ' Orpheline . 
Au milieu de la cour , le ficus solitaire 
Et devisent a son ombre lunaire les epouses de l ' Homme de leurs voix graves 

et profondes comme l eurs yeux et les fontai nes nocturnes de Fi m}a . 
Et mon per e et endu s ur des nattes paisibles , mais grnad mais fort mais beau 
Homme du Royaume de Sine , tandis qu ' alentour s ur l es Karas (2 ), voix heroiques , 

les griots font danser l eurs doigts de fougue 
Tandis qu ' au loin monte , houleuse de sent eurs f ort es et chaudes , la rumeur 

cl assique de cent troupeaux . 

(1) ' dyo ung~dyoung ' - tam- tam roya l de la Cour de Sine , d ' origine malinke . 
(2) ' Kora ' - sorte de harpe de 16 a 32 cordes . 
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Extract f rom ' To New York ' (Et fuiopi gues) - LT~S . Senghor 

Harlem Harlem I! her e i s what I s aw Harl em Harlem~ A hr_e_ez.e green with corn 
s pringing up out of pavements ploughe d by naked feet of dancers da ncing 
And in 

Rumps moving folds of s ilk and breasts s pear - heads , bal l ets of water - lilies 
and fabulous mas ks 

Under t he feet of the polic e horses , the mangoes of love rolling out of low 
houses . 

And I saw alo_ng t he s idewalks streams of white rum s treams of black milk in 
the blue mist of cigars 

I saw the sky i n the evening snowing cott on- f lowers and s eraph- wings and 
s orcerers ' plumes 

Listen New York ~ oh lis t en to your voice mal e with copper your voice vibrant 
with oboes , the stopped- up a nguish of your t ears f alling i n great 
_pebbl es of blood 

Lis t en to ym ur nocturnal heart beating i n t he dis t ance, rhythm and blood of 
· tom- tom, t om- tom blood and tom- tom . 

New York ~ I s ay New York , let bla ck blood flow into your bl ood- st r eam 
Let i t r ub th e rust of f your steel joints , l ike an oil of li fe 
Let it giv e to your bridges the curve of rumps a nd the s uppleness of lianas 
............................. ... ............................ .............. 
See your rivers rumbling with musky caymans and manatees wi th mirage- eyes . 

And no need of inventing the Sirens . 
But i t i s enough to open your elfeS to the rainbow of Apr il 
And your ea rs , es pecial ly your ears to God who with a laugh of th e s a xophone 

crea t ed Heaven and E1rth i n six days 
And on t he seventh day, he s lept t he g reat Negr o sleep . 

Extract f rom ' I n answer to th e call of the race of Saba ' (Hos ties Noires ) -
L.-S . Senghor 

... I am on the s t eps of t he dwel l i ng that i s sombrely deep~ 
Hy brothers and sisters are pressing against my hear t like chick ens their 

te eming war mth . 
I am resting my head on my nurs e Ngi ' s lap, Ngi the poetes s 
My head throbbing with the warrior gal op of the j ung- jungs C,l), with the 

grand galop of my blood pure blood 
My head s i nging wit h the distant so ngs of Kumba the Orphan- girl . 
In th e mid dle of the yar d 'tt,e lone fi g- tree 
And gos s iping in its lunar shade the wives of the lla n wi t h th eir voices 

grave and deep like their eyes and th e di~taht nocturnal f oun tains of Fi mla . 
And my fat her stretched out on peaceful mats, but tall bpt strong hut handsome 
Man of the Kingdom of Sina , while aro und on the Karas (2 ), heroic voices , the 

griots da nce their fingers of f ire 
While in the distanc e s urging , heavy with warm s t rong odours , the class ic 

murmur of a hundr ed herds. 

(1) ' jung- j ung ' - r oyal tom- tom of the Court of Sina , of Malinkay origin . 
(2 ) ' Kora ' - s ort of _har p wi t h 1 6 to 32 HHRj& s trings . 
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