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To Miguel Chamoiseau, who might know where the Stone is.

P.C.
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TRANSLATOR’S NOTE

Histoire means both ‘story’ and ‘history’ in French, and through this story of a slave’s flight into the unknown, Chamoiseau offers a cryptic history of the Caribbean, where many African peoples, stolen from their homelands and plunged into a Babel of tribal and European tongues, had to patch together what became Creole languages. Plantation owners used their own languages as a weapon of control over their traumatized slaves, who then turned that weapon against the oppressor: plantation storytellers said more in their homemade Creoles than their listening masters could ever understand, taking care, as Chamoiseau says in his Creole Folktales, to speak in a way ‘that is opaque, devious – its significance broken up into a thousand sibylline fragments.’ Which, if you think about it, is a fine definition of poetry.

Chamoiseau’s novel offers loving and mischievous tribute to these Creole languages. In this novel are words and references from the history, culture, and natural world of Martinique, as well as both creolized and arcane French, because Chamoiseau is a free-range writer. ‘My use of French,’ he writes to his translators, ‘is all-encompassing.’ French readers are more familiar with this background material than are English speakers, however, so while the author does not want any Creole dimension of his work spoiled by the reductive ideal of ‘transparency,’ a translation must sometimes shine some light on these sibylline fragments for them to mean anything at all for the Anglophone audience. I have tried to make any explanatory material unobtrusive, while moving this text into English with the least possible distortion.

The majority of such Martinican Creole and creolized French words remain intact in the translation, either easily understood in context, or clarified by me with a descriptive word or two, or paired with an English meaning: ‘djok-strong,’ for example. For more complicated words or a short phrase, the English will appear next to the italicized original text. Some words, as well as almost all the deeper background references (customs, places, etc.), are marked with an asterisk and explained in my endnotes, all listed by the number of the page on which they appear, in case any readers prefer to check batches of endnotes in advance.

Here is a look at the creolized French in the novel’s opening sentence: ‘In slavery times in the sugar isles, once there was an old black man, a vieux-nègre, without misbehaves or gros-saut orneriness or showy ways.’ In Martinican Creole, neg means both ‘man’ and ‘people.’ It is the default term for any Creole person of color. It also means: a black man, any mixed-blood person, a servant, a friend, and has many compound forms, such as neglakanpay, a country fellow, and gran-neg, a pretentious fellow or uppity youngster. The Creole vié-neg is not necessarily derogatory – vié means ‘old,’ as well as ‘ugly,’ ‘horrible,’ ‘shoddy,’ even ‘diabolical’ – and here simply means an ‘old man who is black.’ Gros-saut looks like ‘big-jump’ in French, but the Creole gwo-so breaks down as follows: gwo means ‘big’ (among other things), and so can mean a bucket, a hard tumble, a waterfall, and the kicking of a harnessed horse. The expression fè gwo so refers to that last meaning, and its figurative sense is thus ‘to kick, lash out at, be ornery.’ So: the context suggests the interpretation.

One last remark about Chamoiseau’s old man. In the original French title and novel, he is l’esclave vieil homme: ‘the slave old man.’ He also appears in the story as le vieil homme esclave: ‘the old man slave.’ The nuance is telling, and such labels continue to evolve as the tale progresses.

Chamoiseau introduces each section or ‘cadence’ of this novel with an entre-dire, an ‘interchange’ that opens connections among French literary texts. Here these links are short, evocative passages from L’intention poétique (Poetic Intention) and ‘La folie Celat,’ an unpublished text later revised in Le monde incréé, all works by Édouard Glissant, a fellow Martinican and a foundational figure of Caribbean literature. Chamoiseau thus opens a dialogue with Glissant about the nature of island identity in the West Indies. Glissant’s powerful writings speak vitally to this story, and readers unfamiliar with them will find broad guidelines in the endnotes and my afterword.

Poetic epigraphs from Touch, an anonymous text, describe a meditative arc that moves ever closer and more clearly to the grand theme and climax of the novel.

Writing with both studied care and fond disrespect for words, Chamoiseau is not only free-range, but free-form. His syntax, lexicon, and punctuation (or lack thereof ) can even be technically incorrect in French but must be respected – in this disrespect – by the English. In this novel, language not only tells the story; it is the story, an enactment of the subversive action it describes, and as the slave old man moves into a disorienting but exhilarating new dimension, Chamoiseau’s parlance does too. As with poetry, the reader makes sense of the text, as an active audience for this storyteller. In the end, as Chamoiseau has said, créolisation is a matter of expressing a vision of the world, and my aim has been to make that vision accessible to the English-speaking reader in its moving and mysterious glory. Regarding the prickly counterpoint of sound and sense, and in homage to the voice of the Creole he champions, Chamoiseau sums up his instructions to his translators with triumphant glee: ‘I sacrifice everything to the music of the words.’
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