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‘A first novel of precious humanity which mingles past and present, the horrors and delights of Haiti, in a quiet and dignified prose that would be impressive in a writer twice her age’ Independent

‘Stuffed with folk wisdom with a sprinkling of urban angst … a vision of female solidarity which transcends place and time’ Sunday Times

‘Danticat’s calm clarity of vision takes on the resonance of folk art … achieves an emotional complexity that lifts it out of the realm of the potboiler and into that of poetry … Extraordinarily successful’ New York Times Book Review

‘A novel that rewards the reader again and again with small but exquisite and unforgettable epiphanies … This quiet soul-penetrating story about four generations of women trying to hold on to one another in the Haitian diaspora … loaded with folk wisdom and fairy tales, the imagery of fear and pain, and an understated political subtext that makes this first novel much, much more than the elementary domestic story it might have been’ Washington Post

‘She delicately tiptoes with poetic intent … a brief, lyrical, disturbing novel’ Mail on Sunday

‘Extraordinary … a young and genuinely fresh voice’ Time Out

‘Vibrant, magic … Danticat’s elegant, intricate tale wraps readers into the haunting life of a young Haitian girl’ Boston Globe

‘Written in prose as clear as a bell, magical as a butterfly, and resonant as drum talk … An impressive debut’ Julia Alvarez
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Introduction

In 1994, Edwidge Danticat burst onto the literary scene with Breath, Eyes, Memory. I remember being very impressed and indeed moved by this novel by a young Haitian woman, then in her mid-twenties, who wrote with a sophistication and sensibility that belied her years. It was so woman-centred, so immersive, so shocking, and so otherworldly, at least to this Londoner, and it was simply very different to what was available in the literary culture at that time. I remember that it made a mark on my generation of writers who were keen to read and discuss it. Fast forward nearly thirty years and it has been a pleasure to revisit the book after such a long absence, and to discover that my memory of it holds up.

Danticat is a superb storyteller. Tactile and descriptive, her writing flows effortlessly, creating memorable images and scenes, with unexpected temporal shifts. Her atmospheric prose is gorgeously lyrical, utilising a poetic brevity that weighs more than its word count, and her writing is imbued with heavyweight thematic gravitas.

The novel centres on a young woman called Sophie, and it encompasses generations of women in her family — daughters, sisters, mothers, an aunt — and the bonds, history and tensions between them. Whether they live in Haiti or have emigrated to the United States, each woman carries inside her the unsaid; each woman is freighted with memories that continue to haunt her. Danticat skilfully peels back some of the layers of the silences in their lives, the old wounds that have scabbed over but are far from healed. We learn about an invasive intergenerational practice known as ‘testing’, which has been passed on from mothers to their teenage daughters for centuries. The mothers, who have been traumatised by this practice when they were young themselves, are nonetheless trapped by societal pressure into perpetuating this disturbing custom onto their female offspring.

In this society, women are supposed to adhere to the ideal of the virgin bride, which, let us not forget, remains an ideal or even a requirement in many countries today. It is an expectation that demands chastity from women before marriage, while accepting that men will ‘sow their wild oats’ before settling down. ‘Testing’ demonstrates that mothers do not trust their daughters, who are assumed to be dishonest and ‘immoral’ unless proven otherwise. The daughters, who once came from their mothers’ bodies, have to endure their mothers once more taking ownership of their bodies.

Breath, Eyes, Memory is set in an oppressive political climate predicated on the abuse of power that does not, however, overpower the narrative of the novel. Instead, the political environment is expressed through the shadowy presence of the Tonton Macoutes, the terrifying government militia or ‘death squad’ founded by President François Duvalier, also known as ‘Papa Doc’, a notorious despot who ruled Haiti for almost thirty years. He suppressed all political opposition and public dissent through these deadly enforcers who were answerable only to him, and who were given free rein to terrorise the population with every kind of violence. After the death of Duvalier père, the Macoutes continued as a paramilitary force throughout the presidency of Duvalier’s son, Jean-Claude Duvalier (‘Baby Doc’), and beyond, essentially lasting from the late fifties to the nineties. They were responsible for numerous atrocities perpetrated on tens of thousands of citizens including murder, rape, disappearances and burning people alive. In such a culture, people knew better than to speak out because retribution could be devastating, not only for the individual concerned but potentially for their entire family. The Tonton Macoutes were employed to silence a country, to suppress human rights and free will, and to keep the population squashed underneath the monster jackboot of dictatorships.

In the novel, we witness the consequences of such repressive politics and patriarchal power on the women’s personal lives, without the author spelling out or elaborating on the context. Danticat subtly suggests the wider political environment but situates Sophie at the heart of the novel, and the relationships between her female relatives. We become invested in the daily realities and preoccupations of the characters rather than the dramatic macro-politics of despotism. We learn about the women, their desires, disappointments, wounds and a sadness that simmers beneath the surface, as well as their resilience and support of each other. Danticat captures their unique Haitian and Americanised voices and ways of seeing through an often idiosyncratic diction, large doses of folk wisdom, and use of Creole and Creolised syntax. We see them, we hear them and we try to understand them, even when they do not fully understand themselves, because their lives seem to be unexamined. The exception is Sophie, a young woman for whom self-interrogation is urgent, although it is also incredibly painful. She struggles with the past rather than succumbing to its power to shape her future, and she knows that she must free herself from it. But will she be able to achieve this?

The novel asks questions about how an inter-generational inheritance that creates seemingly unhealable psychic damage in a country where people live with the daily threat of state-sanctioned male and sexual violence. The novel also speaks to the ongoing global project of bringing women’s untold stories into the light — in this case the taboos that have lain unchallenged for centuries.

Since Breath, Eyes, Memory was published, Danticat has gone on to have a prolific career as an important and celebrated novelist, essayist, anthologist, children’s writer, short story writer, and a writer of films. Born in Haiti, she migrated to America in 1981 aged twelve, unable to speak much English. It is astonishing that just over a decade later, she was able to write not only her first novel in English, but one that is considered a classic. What strength of character. What brilliance. What determination. What a talent.
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