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AIME CESAIRE
THE POET'S PASSION
Edouard Glissant
translation by Christ opher Winks

The Balat a road ascends thro ugh Martiniq ue 's
pr imal for est un til Morne-Ro ug e and
beyond , toward th e plateaus of Ajo upa ­

Bouillon, Lorrai n, and Basse-Poin te, where th e
poet was born , and wh ere you discover and expe­
rien ce "the hysteri cal gra nds uc k of the sea ." ]
No bo dy knows o r ca n say precisely wh en , o n th is
route, you leave th e so u th of th e country, its d ry
bri ghtness, its tarried beach es, its an xious insou ­
ciance, and en te r the domain of thi s north of
heavy rain s and occ as iona l mists, whose fruits­
ches tnuts, ap rico ts, and terebinth man goes-are
rich and present , and wh ere in the di stance the
drummers and sto ry tellers may be heard. There,
everyo ne roo ts th em selves motionlessly in their
child ho od, as if standing in the red m ud that lies
in wait to attack the Pcrou and Recu lee mo rn es.

But the po et 's yo uth was also marked by peace­
fu l errantr ies. In the years im mediately precedi ng
Wor ld War 1[, he was a studen t in Par is, havin g left
these mo rn es in Ma rti niq ue's north and th e Lycee
Schoe lche r in Fort-d e-Prance. He discovered the
so-ca lled Old Co ntine nt, but above all he encoun­
tered Afr ica, "gigant ically ca terp illar ing up to th e
Hispanic foot o f Europe, its nakedness where
death scythes wildly." No t th e explorer's discover y,
but th at essen tial part of th e so n who had returned
to th e so urce of his passions and concerns. Am ong
th em were Afr icans, Antillea ns, Guyanese, Mad a­
gasca ns, and Reunio nese, wh o at that time made
up th e co lonial int ellectual em igra nt communities
in Pari s, itself at th e mar gin s of another em igra­
tion from th e sam e plac es, factory wo rkers and
sub-proleta rians as th ey were called at the time,
and whi ch would subseq uen tly be officially and
systematically orga nized around postwa r recon­
struc tio n (so m e wi ll re mem ber th e famo us
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" Bureau of Migra tio n of the Overseas Depar t­
men ts," known by its Frenc h acronym as the high­
ly efficient Bumidom, whic h ope rated until th e
end of th e 1960s ). Aim e Ces aire was already a
po litica l mi litant wh o m oved in th e circles of the
editors of the journals L'Etudian t 1I0ir and
Legitime Deien se, and wh o ma y have attended th e
meetings at th e home of Madame Paul ette Narda l,
a committed defender of th e Antillean and Black
personalit y. He m et th e Seneg alese Leop old Seda r
Seng ho r and th e Guya nese Leon-Gontran Damas,
forming th e inseparable tr io of Neg ritude, bu t
above all-in 1939, in wha t co uld be called soli­
tude but in any case through a powerful effort that
went unnoticed at th e time, publish ed as it was in
a provincial journal called volontes that entered
in to h isto ry as a resu lt, he caused to spring for th,
as if by di nt of a powerful stampi ng of th e foot on
the st ill d istan t lan d , th e Cahier d'un retour au pays
natal (Notebook of a Return to the Native Land), a
wo rk we wo uld immedi ately place o n th e level of
its precursor of 1917, Sain t-John Perse 's Eloges,
and its successo r of 1943, Ren e Char's Fcuillets
d'Hypnos (Leaves of Hypnosi, co m posed during
th e French Resistan ce and among the greatest
poems of our age, o ne whi ch fo r me carr ies a
deeper m eaning well beyond its reputatio n as a
work of political militan cy.

Thus, his errantry, in no way er ra tic, and his
discover y of th e world were rad icalized through a
de liberate act : a plunge int o th e Mart iniquan
native land, with the following parti cul arities. Th e
Notebook is not a rea listic, descriptive text, but
there is no thing closer to the rh ythms, the suffoca­
tions, and the pulse of that real; it is not a text of
trium ph alist exal ta tion, and yet it was to beco me a
so urce of insp iration for th e African diasp or a. lt



Film still from Aime Cesaire; A Voice for the 21st Century, 2006. Courtesy California Newsreel. 
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weaves a tragic and in n o way complacent poetics 
of the geography and history of this count ry that 
was still unknown to itself, and for the first t ime in 
our literature, it marked a communica t ion , a rela­
tion, of this same country, with the civilizations of 
Africa, the histories, at long last known, of Haiti 
and the Blacks of the United States, the peoples of 
the Andes and South America, with the sufferings 
of the world, its passions and its t remors . From 
this beginning, then, the relationship to Africa 
would not be sung as someth ing immediately 
poli t ical; it wou ld no t p roceed from Frantz 
Fanon's approach, which it would encounter later, 
nor would it consist, as it did with Marcus Garvey 
and the Blacks of the United States, in an exchange 
of populat ions, another return that could have 
resembled an occupat ion (of Liberia or Sierra 
Leone, for example): it would, rather, be a p ro ­
found poetics of the historical sufferings of the 
Africas and of the shared knowledge of the world. 

These characteristics would appear even more 
remarkable in that the Notebook found a second 
life, from 1940 to 1943 and 1944, in a Mar t in ique 
that was cut off from the world, occupied by the 
sailors of Admiral Robert , the delegate of the 
Vichy regime, and sur rounded by the U.S. fleet of 
the Car ibbean and Atlant ic . The p o e m was 
enriched by the resistance texts published at that 
m o m e n t by Aime Cesaire and his friends (includ­
ing his wife Suzanne Cesaire and Rene Menil) in 
the journal Tropiques, a m o n g them a manifesto 
that even today has been insufficiently considered, 
"Poetry and Knowledge." In 1941, the journal , 
along with Cesaire's work, was revealed, thanks to 
a casual glance in a bookstore display window, to 
Andre Breton while the French poet was en route 
to the Americas with a g roup of artists and intel­
lectuals in flight f rom the Nazi occupa t ion . 
Dur ing this period, Aime Cesaire wrote some of 
his mos t beautiful p o e m s ("High Noon ," 
"Batouque") collected in Les armes miraculeuses 
(Miraculous Weapons), a book of telluric power. 
He joined the French C o m m u n i s t Party, from 
which he would resign in 1956 (see his "Letter to 
Maur ice T h o r e z " ) , and in 1945 was elected 
Deputy of Mar t in ique for the Party, and later 
Mayor of Fort-de-France, posts he would occupy 
for m o r e than fifty years, in the n a m e of the Parti 

progressiste martiniquais, which he founded after 
his break wi th the French C o m m u n i s t Party. 
N o b o d y can say whether his political battles were 
waged to the de t r iment of his poetic product ion 
or not . The simplest opin ion would be to say that 
each suppor ted the other. 

His relations with the Surrealists on one hand, 
particularly his friendships with Andre Breton and 
Paul Eluard, a n d his in t imate relat ions with 
Leopold Sedar Senghor and the Cuban painter 
Wifredo Lam on the other, help us unders tand 
that what is involved here is a complicity between 
m o d e r n Western poetics, all involving the ques­
t ioning and the revolution of language, and Black 
poetics, whose inspirations (the power of rhy thm, 
the marvelous, the lack of restraint, humor , the 
original fusion and cosmic foundat ion of the 
word, along with the procedures of accumulat ion, 
assonance, vertigo, etc.) encounte r each other 
wi thou t blending in to each other. Cesaire is only a 
surreal is t because he has founded it in his 
Negri tude, and no t the other way a round . This 
Negr i tude is at the same t ime an awakening of 
m e m o r y and a p remoni to ry call for a renaissance; 
to a certain extent, it precedes the flowering of the 
m o d e r n Negri tudes of the African diaspora, and 
in this sense it differs from Senghor's, which pro­
ceeds from a millenarian communi ty , whose wis­
d o m it encapsulates. Aime Cesaire's poetics is one 
of volcanoes and erupt ions; it is torn from the tan­
gles of consciousness, sailing the waves coursing 
out of Black suffering, with at m o m e n t s a surpris­
ing tenderness of spring water and a c lamor of joy 
and jubilat ion. 

At t imes the French reader might reproach h im 
for a lack of modera t ion , a l though his is a poet ry 
of t rue measure , bu t a measure measur ing some­
thing unmeasured: the world. The poet is one who 
brings the beauties of his heritage into accord with 
the beauties of his becoming in the world. But he 
has forgotten neither the Plantat ion (he was born 
there) no r the slave ship. We can establish a differ­
ence from Leopold Sedar Senghor ' s elegies, 
bestowed as from a boat slowly moving down the 
great river of the African land, as well as Leon-
Gon t ran Damas's sharp, grat ing song, its to r tured 
rhy thms welling u p from the stench of a s tum­
bling m o r n i n g on the quays of rusted por ts . A sur-
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prising dis-symphony of these three Words cele­
brat ing source and diaspora, and th rough which 
one unders tands that these poetics have explored 
the diversities of the world together. 

However, the poet's matur i ty was marked by 
fertile creations. The books of poetry, Soleil cou 
coupe (Solar Throat Slashed), Ferrements, 
Cadastres, histories and geographies, now and for­
ever sealed within the tragic shudder of the world, 
up until the final one, Moi, laminaire (I, laminar-
ia), bo th laminaria and laminated, which from the 
depths of so many activities and responsibilities 
erects the shadowy statue of an essential and irre­
placeable solitude. The essays and studies, in par­
ticular Toussaint Louverture, and the most impor ­
tan t of which r ema ins the Discourse on 
Colonialism, where the poet brings to bear his eru­
d i t ion as a g radua te of the Ecole N o r m a l e 
Superieure to dredge u p n u m e r o u s racist state­
ments hidden in the compost of Western elite cul­
ture. The deadly accuracy of his phrases. His elo­
quence as well, which opens forth into anger. 
Great poets are the greatest pamphleteers . 

Aime Cesaire created a body of dramat ic work 
shaped as a whole by tragedy, and which can be 
approached through A Tempest, where, for ou r 
benefit, he makes use of Caliban, the (cannibal?) 
monster of William Shakespeare's The Tempest, as 
none other than an inhabi tant of a Caribbean 
island conquered by the legitimate Duke of Milan, 
the repository of all the sciences and of magical 
and logical knowledge alike. This refutation by 
Cesaire of all legitimization of the principles of 
colonialism, and of any apologetics for its deeds, 
serves as a good in t roduct ion to his o ther plays: 
The Tragedy of King Christophe and A Season in the 
Congo, which examine the implacable dis tort ions 
that often follow struggles for decolonization and 
sometimes result from such struggles. It has been 
said that as a complet ion of this cycle, the poet had 
intended to write a tragedy about the situation of 
Blacks in the United States, ano ther aspect of col­
onization, about its e n o r m o u s diversity and its 
incalculable consequences. If tragedy is the resolu­
tion of a dissolution, it is fair to consider tragedies 
by anticolonialist poets—or, stated simply, by 
poets from the coun t r i e s of the S o u t h — a s 
at tempts to resolve this inconceivable dissolution 

represented by the act of colonizing and its conse­
quences. The tragic word accompanies this other 
action, which in t u rn opposes the colonizer's deed. 
Suddenly, the mons ter Caliban is a consciousness. 
But it also happens that the resolution of the dis­
solution miscarries, in the architecture of tragedy 
as in the reality of countr ies ' suffering, and recent 
history furnishes n u m e r o u s examples: the former­
ly colonized adopts the manners , strategies, and 
injustices of the former colonizer; the passion for 
power suffocates h im and tu rns h im against his 
people, in Haiti as in the Congo: tragedy is aware 
of that . 

And so the poet stands upright on the terrain of 
his struggle. Aime Cesaire's presence and interven­
tions at the two International Congresses of Black 
Writers and Artists, at the Sorbonne in 1956 and in 
Rome in 1959, remain in memory. Those were the 
t imes of a rduous liberation struggles in Africa, and 
what was needed above all was to help these eman­
cipations, but also and already to preserve as much 
as could be preserved of the African opening, the 
poetic word, the passion for exchange, the enjoy­
m e n t of being toge ther in the wor ld , which 
Presence Africaine and its director Alioune Diop 
had under taken to defend, and with which Aime 
Cesaire joined forces with all his strength. 

Sur round ing the death of poets is an air that 
more crushing or terrifying misfortunes do not 
have. This is because we know that a great poet, 
here a m o n g us, has already entered a solitude we 
cannot defeat. And at the very m o m e n t of his 
depar ture , we know that even if we were to follow 
h i m immedia t e ly in to the infinite shadows , 
we would never again be able to see h im, or to 
touch h im. 

Edouard Glissant is Distinguished Professor of 
French at The Graduate Center, City University of 
New York. Born in Martinique and educated in 
Paris, Glissant's expansive theories of creolization 
have much to say about an evolving global culture, 
as well as his native Caribbean. 

Note 
' All translations of quotations from Aime Cesaire's poetry 
are by Clayton Eshleman and Annette Smith. 
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