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  Context


  Edwidge Danticat was born in Port-au-Prince, Haiti, on January 19, 1969. Her father and mother emigrated to the States while Danticat was a child, leaving her in Haiti to be raised by an aunt and uncle. At the age of twelve Danticat, like her protagonist Sophie, was sent to New York to live with her parents. She went on to receive a degree in French literature from Barnard College and a Master of Fine Arts degree at Brown. Danticat began writing Breath, Eyes, Memory, her first novel, while an undergraduate at Barnard. Finished as her MFA thesis, it was published in 1994 to critical acclaim. In 1998, Breath, Eyes, Memory entered a larger public consciousness when it was featured as Oprah's Reading Club Selection. In addition to various shorter pieces, Danticat has since published Krik? Krak! (1996), a collection of short stories which became a National Book Award finalist, and The Farming of Bones (1998), about the 1937 massacre of Haitian workers ordered by the Domincan Republic dictator Molina. Most recently, she has edited The Butterfly's Way: Voices from the Haitian Dyaspora (sic) (2001). She has taught creative writing and New York University, and lives in Brooklyn.


  Though Breath, Eyes, Memory is told through the eyes of a child and young woman, often in simple and direct language, it is by no means primitive. The novel has access to a wide variety of narrative styles, from parable to psychoanalysis and from revelation to remembrance. As a result, its deliberate reliance on Sophie's innocence, candor, mistakes and hyperbole does not romanticize childhood so much as expose the raw edges and debilitating fictions of the adult world. More broadly, though the novel incorporates folk wisdom, female intuition, kinship, parables, metaphors, and vaudou rituals as dykes against the world's horror, it does so in a way which highlights the hypocrisy and terror of the current order. Put otherwise, Breath, Eyes, Memory exposes the fundamental ways in which dominant narratives have restricted its characters' possibility of self-actualization and self- expression. It is smart, angry, articulate and self-aware. To read it as travelogue, as sentimentalism, as regionalism or as simple romance is to miss the full human reality of its women's experience.


  Though it is not gratuitously theoretical, Breath, Eyes, Memory can nonetheless be read in light of contemporary post-colonial and diasporic scholarship which has tried to formally address many of the novel's concerns. The opposition of women's narrative, women's bodies, women's creativity and women's time to the violence and rigidity of the masculine order suggest the work of French feminist Julia Kristeva, who has written extensively on the political consequences of female exile and woman's time. Likewise, the novel's parallel struggles with writing, sexuality, and psychoanalysis are reflected in French-Algerian theorist Hélène Cixous' account of her own "Coming to Writing." The vaudou practice of doubling suggests the techniques of simulation, mimesis and mimicry as a response to oppression, pain and power, explored in the context of French colonialism in Algeria by Frantz Fanon and in the context of English colonialism by Homi Bhabha. Finally, the novel's concern with the intricacy of Creole and the legitimacy of local, private languages reflects the argument for the legitimacy of black English given in James Baldwin's groundbreaking 1979 essay, "If Black English Isn't a Language, Then Tell Me, What Is?" Though the presence of such theory attests to a broader academic awareness of the issues raised in Breath, Eyes, Memory, the novel stands easily alone; theory is a supplement to, but not a necessary mediator of, its message.


  Summary


  Sophie Caco, age twelve, comes home from school in Croix-des-Rosets, Haiti, to the house she shares with her beloved, illiterate aunt Atie. Noting sadness in her aunt, Sophie presents Atie with a handmade Mother's Day card she had been meaning to save. But Atie refuses to take it, insisting that the card belongs to Martine, her sister and Sophie's absent mother.


  That night, at the konbit potluck dinner, Atie is forced to reveal that Martine has mailed her a plane ticket and instructions to send Sophie to her mother in New York. The gossips are delighted, but Sophie is devastated.


  Preparations for the trip begin. Sophie and Atie make a trip to La Nouvelle Dame Marie, Haiti, to obtain the blessing of Sophie's maternal Grandmè Ifé for Sophie's voyage. That week, Atie works late to buy Sophie a new dress for her trip. On the morning of Sophie's departure, the taxi arrives in the middle of breakfast. Arriving in Port-au-Prince, Sophie and Atie find themselves in the midst of a riot over the airport's name change. Sophie is rushed onto the plane along with a small hysterical boy whose father, a corrupt government official, has just been killed in the demonstration.


  Arriving in New York, Sophie is met by Martine, who looks scrawny and tired, unlike the smiling woman in Atie's photographs. Arriving home to a poor neighborhood, Martine tells Sophie that her only chance lies in academic success. Sophie promises to work hard. That night, she wakes to find Martine the midst of a violent nightmare. Sophie wakes her, and Martine thanks Sophie for saving her life.


  The next night, Sophie and Martine go to a Haitian restaurant with Marc, an affluent Haitian immigration lawyer who has become Martine's long-term lover. Sophie realizes that she is a relic of her mother's past, and is ashamed that she looks like no one in her family.


  In the months before school starts, Sophie spends her days with Martine at her various jobs. Late one night, as Martine is babysitting an invalid old woman, she reveals to Sophie that her own mother used to test for virginity by making sure her hymen was intact. But this testing stopped early, as Martine was raped by a masked man at sixteen on her way home from school, leaving her pregnant with Sophie. The rapist's unseen face is mirrored in Sophie's own.


  Six years have passed and Martine's work is paying off, though her nightmares continue. The Cacos have moved to a small house in a neighborhood near Marc, and Sophie is preparing to attend college. In the past six years, Sophie has done little but study, and has known no men. Now, she finds herself attracted to Joseph, the older musician next door. While Martine works night and day, Sophie and Joseph gradually become friends. He is kind, articulate and respectful. Eventually, he asks her to marry him.


  Coming home late the next night, Sophie is caught by a furious, frantic Martine, who takes her upstairs and promptly tests her virginity. In the weeks that follow, the testing continues and Sophie begins to feel depressed and isolated. Finally, in desperation, Sophie impales herself her mother's spice pestle, breaking her hymen. She subsequently fails Martine's test, and is thrown out of the house, whereupon she elopes with Joseph to Providence, R.I.


  Sophie arrives in La Nouvelle Dame Marie, Haiti, with her infant daughter Brigitte, not having spoken to her mother in two years. She finds Macoutes wandering the marketplace, a desperate Louise trying to raise money to leave Haiti, and an increasingly alcoholic Atie. Nonetheless, the women are delighted with Brigitte, whom they declare has Martine's face.


  The reasons for Sophie's trip gradually become evident. She left while Joseph was on tour, driven to desperation by a hatred of her body and a terror of sex. Though Joseph is understanding and kind, she cannot sleep with him without doubling. She blames her phobia on Martine's testing of her, and in turn on Grandmè Ifé's testing of Martine.


  Several days into her trip, Louise arrives in tears with the news that the Macoutes have arbitrarily killed a poor coal seller, Dessalines, in the marketplace. Sophie mediates on her mother's rape, probably due to a Macoute, and on the Haitian obsession with female purity.


  The next week, Martine arrives in Dame Marie, summoned by Grandmè Ifé for the purpose of reconciliation. She tells Sophie that although they started off wrong, now that Sophie is an adult, she and Martine can begin again. The sympathy between them returns. That night, Atie and Martine reflect on the mess of their lives. Later, Grandmè Ifé, fed up with Louise's influence on Atie, finally buys her pig so that she will have money to leave the country. Louise leaves without telling Atie goodbye.


  On the plane home, the stress of being in Haiti leaves Martine physically ill. Sophie spends the night at her mother's house, and the next morning Martine reveals that she is pregnant by Marc. As a result, her nightmares of the rape have been getting worse, and she does not know what to do.


  Sophie returns home to Joseph, who is furious at her for leaving, though he loves her very much. In that week, Sophie attends her sexual phobia group and meets with her therapist, Rena, while Joseph tries to help her heal.


  As a gesture of goodwill, Martine invites Sophie and Joseph to spend that Saturday with her and Marc. The day is spent eating, laughing, and singing spirituals. When Sophie, Joseph and Brigitte return home, Martine calls to tell Sophie that the baby has begun speaking to her in the rapist's voice, and that she has decided she must have an abortion.


  The next day, Sophie returns from therapy to an urgent message from Marc. When she finally gets through, he tells her that Martine has committed suicide by stabbing herself in the stomach with a rusty knife seventeen times. She died in the ambulance after telling Marc that she could not carry the baby.


  Sophie and Marc make the trip to Dame Marie for Martine's burial. During the funeral, unable to watch dirt being shoveled over her mother, Sophie runs into the cane fields, the scene of her mother's rape, and begins violently attacking the stalks. She has finally become free.
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