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            Notes
          


          
            1.

            
              Avec tous nos remerciements et notre gratitude à Madame Toni Morrison qui a eu l’extrême gentillesse de nous accorder le droit de publier deux de ses chants-poèmes, « Stones » et « Shelter », et accompagnés d’une traduction inédite en français dans cet ouvrage. « Stones » and « Shelter » (Toni Morrison, « Four Songs ») (pour soprano, violoncelle et piano 1994). In Previn, André (compositeur). From Ordinary Things. Sylvia McNair (soprano), Yo-Yo Ma (violoncelle), Sandra Church (flûte alto), André Previn (piano). Producteur : Steven Epstein ; enregistré à Seiji Ozawa Hall, Tanglewood, Massachussetts, 17-19, 26 juillet 1995. Sony Music Entertainment Inc. 1997.
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      INTRODUCTION
    


    
      


      
        I am all the ways I have failed: […]

        I am all the ways I have survived:

        I am all the things I have seen: […]

        I am not complete here; there is much more […]

      


      
        Toni Morrison
      


      
        Je suis tout ce que je n’ai pas su faire : […]

        Je suis tout ce que j’ai su surmonter :

        Je suis toutes les choses que j’ai vues : […]

        Je ne suis pas que cela… non ; il y a beaucoup plus […]


      


      
        Toni Morrison
      

    

  


  
    LA VÉRITÉ SANS APPRÊT1

    OU LES POUVOIRS DE L’ORDINAIRE
  


  
    Andrée-Anne Kekeh-Dika
  


  Il y a près de trois ans que Toni Morrison est passée dans nos lieux à Saint-Denis, l’université Paris 8 et le Musée d’art et d’histoire, dans le cadre du 6e congrès de la Toni Morrison Society, peu de temps après la parution de A Mercy / Un don2. Depuis lors, d’autres parutions, Desdemona, une pièce de théâtre présentée en Europe et aux États-Unis en 20113, son dernier roman, Home (2012), ont donné une nouvelle impulsion à l’ensemble de sa production et ont ravivé notre souhait de sonder à nouveau les textes d’une grande dame des lettres dont les écrits ont déjà été largement explorés et commentés.


  Deep Sightings and Rescue Missions4 : l’expression pourrait fort bien s’appliquer à l’œuvre de Toni Morrison elle-même, mais il s’agit du titre du recueil posthume de Toni Cade Bambara, écrivaine, militante, cinéaste et amie de Toni Morrison ; cette dernière a assuré la publication du livre posthume de Bambara et d’autres notamment lorsqu’elle était directrice de collection chez l’éditeur Random House dans les années 1960-1980. On peut déceler entre ces deux écrivaines une parenté, non par le style, mais parce qu’on y retrouve la même densité du verbe, une même acuité dans l’examen du monde ainsi que la même conception de l’écriture comme entreprise de réparation et de sauvegarde5.


  La question du regard et du visible se pose, manifeste, dérangeante, au seuil de l’œuvre de Toni Morrison. The Bluest Eye /L’Œil le plus bleu paraît en 1970 : premier livre placé d’entrée sous la tutelle d’un œil unique, cyclopéen, superlatif6. L’amorce du livre est un fragment de livre pour enfants, une histoire de famille, simple, lisible, dicible, saisissable au premier coup d’œil. Quelques lignes plus bas, reproduit deux fois, le fragment est devenu illisible, inaccessible à l’œil, à la voix, imprenable. La ponctuation a cessé de jouer son rôle ordinaire : les espaces entre les mots se sont amenuisés pour finalement disparaître ; les noms propres devenus noms communs, subsistent, signes presque vides. Quelques modifications ont suffi pour que la certitude d’un visible ordinaire s’effrite et s’effiloche.


  D’emblée, le premier roman de Toni Morrison pose la question de l’évidence du visible, de ce que l’on croit savoir aisément définir ou figer dans la langue ou dans un schéma ordinaire7. Or, les mots du livre d’enfants figurent très simplement les capacités paradoxales du référent et du langage : montrer tout en brouillant les tracés et l’ordre de l’usage8. En contrebas de la première page du roman, le troisième fragment repose à nouveau la question du visible et de la lecture : comment lit-on avec un œil au lieu de deux ? Comment lit-on avec l’œil le plus bleu de surcroît ? Comment lit un « je » en détresse ? La vision ne peut-être que singulière, faussée, autre, débilitante. Au ras de la page, une fois que l’écriture a aplati les mots du livre pour enfants, l’étrangeté d’un texte non exceptionnel, stéréotypé et soudainement dénaturé ébranle violemment la vision et la signification de surface9.


  Affronter la vie et le visible sous tous les angles, par tous les points et lieux du corps, s’en saisir par tous les mots sans ciller est l’une des qualités que Toni Morrison admirait chez l’écrivain James Baldwin10. On retrouve une semblable urgence dans la production de l’écrivaine : écrire et appréhender l’indicible et prendre en charge l’excès ou l’obscène, capter les zones floues où se côtoient le supportable et l’insupportable, le visible et le moins visible, telles sont quelques-unes des responsabilités que Frank Money assigne à la main de celle ou celui qui prendra en charge son témoignage : savoir écrire une présence qui, constamment, se dérobe : « Quand vous l’écrirez, sachez ceci : elle a été une ombre la plus grande partie de ma vie, une présence marquant sa propre absence11 […] (« When you write this down, know this : she was a shadow for most of my life, a presence marking its own absence12 […] » (Home). Pour écrire cette présence absente, il faut peut-être suivre ce que préconise la voix poétique de « The Dead of September 11 » et se tenir à distance d’une écriture de la démesure, d’une syntaxe dominatrice ou d’une phrase impérieuse :


  
              […] Il faudrait d’abord que

    je purifie ma langue, que j’abandonne les phrases fabriquées pour cerner

    le mal-gratuit

    ou délibéré : explosif ou tranquillement sinistre ; […]

                                                                […] j’expurgerai

    de mon langage toute hyperbole […]

  


  
    […] First I would freshen/my tongue, abandon sentences crafted to know evil – wanton/or studied ; explosive or quietly sinister ; […] I would purge my language of hyperbole13 […] (« The Dead of September 11 »)

  


  Dans ce poème composé après les événements du 11 septembre, l’écrivaine fait clairement entendre un parti pris pour la simplicité et pour une parole forte, épurée, sans apprêt, susceptible d’écrire et de dire le mal-être d’un monde en souffrance.


  
    L’appel du signe14


    Logé dans de petites choses15 ou de petits détails, l’ordinaire dévoile et se dévoile, sobrement, humblement : bouts de tissus, mouchoir, tâche d’humidité, souliers, aliments, l’ordinaire insignifiant fait signe, imprègne le corps et la langue de l’œuvre, ranime la mémoire ou insuffle la vie comme l’œuf de Pilate dans Song of Solomon ou ces fruits rouges de toutes sortes qui habitent l’œuvre, autant d’adresses à la survie de la mémoire et des sens, ou à l’intertexte (de Prinsac)16. L’ordinaire est aussi le lieu-tenant du trauma, il conserve les restes visibles, tangibles d’un état latent d’inconfort et de violence17. Shadrack, vétéran de la Première Guerre mondiale dans Sula, est exemplaire. Du trauma de la guerre va naître National Suicide Day, une fête atypique, mais jugée inoffensive, que le soldat invente à son retour dans sa petite ville, Medallion, et qu’il commémore seul tous les 3 janvier. En dehors de cette fête singulière, il reste aussi des choses plus impalpables comme le « ça » (« it18 »), marqueur générique, dérisoire, trace infime d’une violence que le soldat n’arrive pas à « accommoder » ou cette image du plateau d’hôpital :


    
      Quand Shadrack ouvrit les yeux, il était à moitié assis dans un petit lit. Devant lui, sur un plateau, une grande assiette en fer-blanc divisée en trois triangles. Dans un triangle il y avait du riz, dans l’autre de la viande, dans le troisième des [tomates] bouillies. Shadrack contempla les couleurs douces qui remplissaient les triangles : la blancheur grumeleuse du riz, la palpitation sanguine des tomates, le gris-brun de la viande. Toute cette répugnance était contenue dans l’équilibre parfait des triangles – une harmonie qui le rassurait, lui transférait un peu de son équilibre. Une fois certain que le blanc, le rouge et le brun resteraient en place – n’allaient pas exploser, s’enfuir de leurs territoires restreints – il se sentit soudain affamé et chercha ses mains autour de lui. […] Lentement, il avança une main vers la tasse, mais au moment où il allait ouvrir les doigts ceux-ci se mirent à grandir pêle-mêle comme le haricot géant de Jack, envahissant le lit et le plateau19. (Sula).

    


    
      When Shadrack opened his eyes he was propped up in a small bed. Before him on a tray was a large tin plate divided into three triangles. In one triangle was rice, in another meat, and in the third stewed tomatoes. A small round depression held a cup of whitish liquid. Shadrack stared at the soft colours that filled these triangles : the lumpy whiteness of rice, the quivering blood tomatoes, the greyish-brown meat. All their repugnance was contained in the neat balance of the triangles – a balance that soothed him, transferred some of its equilibrium to him. Thus reassured that the white, the red and the brown would stay where they were – would not explode or burst forth from their restricted zones – he suddenly felt hungry and looked for his hands. […] Slowly he directed one hand toward the cup and, just as he was about to spread his fingers, they began to grow in higgledly-piggledy fashion like Jack’s beanstalk all over the tray and the bed20. (Sula).

    


    L’œil est ouvert, le plateau est là dont l’ordonnancement géométrique rassure provisoirement Shadrack. Pourtant, le trouble demeure que les frontières du triangle ne parviennent pas à contenir21. Au cœur de l’ordinaire, les tomates débordent, dégorgent, réminiscences de ce qui survit, lambeaux refoulés de la vision d’un corps sans tête à la cervelle dégoulinante qui continue de courir sur le champ de bataille. Les légumes cuits font basculer d’un semblant d’ordre rationnel au mélange impur et sans forme et rendent concrètement visible et inassimilable un paysage de l’abject que Shadrack pensait avoir oublié :


    
      Avant d’avoir pu réagir au choc, ce qui restait du crâne disparut sous la soupière inversée du casque, mais le corps du soldat sans tête, sans recevoir d’ordres du cerveau, courait obstinément, énergique et gracieux, ignorant complètement la cervelle qui coulait sur son dos22. (Sula).

    


    
      Before he could register shock, the rest of the soldier’s head disappeared under the inverted soup bowl of his helmet. But stubbornly, taking no direction from the brain, the body of the headless soldier ran, with energy and grace, ignoring altogether the drip and slide of brain tissue down its back23. (Sula).

    


    Une scène de guerre et une scène d’hôpital brutalement accolées : tout est montré en creux dans le silence du hiatus et dans une juxtaposition forcée où seules l’image alimentaire banale et la figure du triangle font accroche, liant le soldat sans tête au corps plein de grâce aux mains « monstrueuses » du soldat survivant24.

  


  
    Voir, ne pas voir, « re-voir »


    Toute l’œuvre de Toni Morrison s’inscrit sous le sceau du regard et des multiples façons de voir le monde. Home, le dernier roman, ne fait pas exception : le néologisme « re-sight » (« re-voir ») qui apparaît dans les premières pages est exemplaire ; il littéralise et rend visible la pratique du « re-voir » à laquelle l’ordinaire nous contraint25. Il s’agit en effet d’aller au- delà du premier regard (ici l’au-delà de la palissade [« fence »]), au-delà de la césure que suggère le trait d’union pour mettre les choses à portée d’yeux, à portée de mains et du comprendre.


    Le terme « Home » est révélateur : titre, leitmotiv, retour d’un mot familier pour une notion complexe qui s’immisce dans toute la production fictionnelle et discursive de l’écrivaine, il est l’indice de la nature changeante et instable de ce que l’on croit savoir, des lieux que l’on pense contrôler. Home, le dernier roman de l’écrivaine, laisse resurgir une série de motifs bien connus du lectorat de Morrison : la guerre (celle de Corée cette fois-ci), la figure du soldat survivant, la ville et le « village », la communauté de femmes afro-américaines, les arts de faire du quotidien, le corps et les signes du monde, la question de l’interdit. Tout se passe comme si le lecteur se devait de faire et de refaire ce travail de l’œil qu’indique le terme « re-sight », d’accepter de voir ce qui a déjà été vu et de recreuser le territoire du familier26 :


    
      L’astuce pour feindre le semi-coma, comme pour faire le mort face contre terre sur un champ de bataille boueux, c’était de se concentrer sur un unique objet neutre. […] Pour finir, il choisit en guise d’objet neutre, la chaise qui se trouvait dans un coin de la chambre. […]

      À quoi bon. La chaise suscitait des questions, non l’indifférence totale27. (Home)

    


    
      The trick of imitating semi-coma, like playing dead face down in a muddy battlefield, was to concentrate on a single neutral object […] Finally, he settled on the chair in the corner of the room as his neutral object […] Hopeless. The chair was provoking questions, not blank indifference28. (Home).

    


    La chaise, objet platement ordinaire, pose question, refuse de jouer le jeu de la neutralité ou du simulacre et force le ré-engagement du regard auprès du déjà connu, de ce qui semble être dépourvu d’aspérités29. Home aborde frontalement les différentes façons d’approcher le monde. D’un côté, le regard pseudo-clinique du Dr Beauregard Scott, le mal nommé, engagé dans une pratique eugéniste sur les corps, de l’autre, le regard critique des soigneuses locales, trois femmes qui voient clair (« clear ») en dépit de l’œil manquant de l’une d’entre elles et qui utilisent toutes les ressources du quotidien pour réparer le corps abîmé par le médecin30. Deux regards, deux pratiques antagonistes s’opposent : annexer, mutiler, instrumentaliser le corps dans l’en-dedans et dans le clair-obscur d’un sous-sol ; de l’autre, il faut, pour les soigneuses, expulser les fluides au-dehors, exhiber le corps sous un soleil âpre et montrer la pertinence thérapeutique de la parole ordinaire31.


    Toni Morrison n’a jamais caché que la littérature était pour elle un espace de connaissance : « Literature, sensitive as a tuning fork, is an unblinking witness to the light and shade of the world we live in32. » La littérature est « diapason » ; l’expression en anglais « tuning fork » permet d’entendre les choses différemment : son, objet, mesure, réglage sont condensés dans le terme musical que l’écrivaine convoque pour parler du littéraire. La littérature-diapason, instrument de mesure et de saisie, fait voir et entendre toutes les nuances du clair-obscur de la vie et s’engage sans faillir. Pour un lecteur non anglophone, même averti, la tentation est grande de penser simultanément fourchette et diapason. Ce rapprochement forcé, voire incongru, n’est pas sans rappeler la défamiliarisation de l’ordinaire qui s’opère constamment chez Toni Morrison. Ainsi, bien souvent les objets quotidiens cessent d’être « pratiques » et deviennent peu fiables, pleins de malice (« whimsical ») comme le note la voix narrative de A Mercy33. L’instabilité du monde et du mot transite en effet par le biais d’un ordinaire équivoque :


    
      Tu peux penser que ce que je te dis est une confession, si tu veux, mais c’est une confession pleine de ces curiosités qui ne sont familières que dans les rêves et durant ces moments où le profil d’un chien se dessine dans le plumet de vapeur s’élevant d’une bouilloire34. (Un don)

    


    
      You can think what I tell you a confession, if you like, but one full of curiosities familiar only in dreams and during those moments when a dog’s profile plays in the steam of a kettle35. (A Mercy).

    


    La vapeur d’une bouilloire où un profil de chien se laisse entrevoir ; c’est l’ordinaire qui conduit vers un autre univers faussement familier, un cabinet de curiosités placé à la frontière mouvante du réel et du rêve, du certain et du non-certain.


    Les contributeurs ont choisi d’interroger ces zones floues, incertaines où les choses se disent, s’écrivent ou s’entrevoient à moitié. Comment parler et écrire en dehors de la langue commune et de la langue institutionnelle pour créer une grammaire à soi, des « lettres- paroles » qui défont les attendus ordinaires de la grammaire ou de la prose (Andres) ? Comment détourner le code de confiance (« grammar of trust ») qui régit le négoce des corps et des biens dans le monde colonial du xviie siècle des Amériques et lui substituer une grammaire du maternel (Beavers) ? Qu’advient-il de la nature de la peau après le passage de la variole ? De quoi la maladie est-elle le signe ? La variole, inscrite en filigrane dans A Mercy, trace historique et métaphorique, différencie les morts, les morts-vivants et les survivants et rend manifestes les fonctionnements et les apories d’une économie coloniale faussée dès l’origine, minée, en passe de s’effondrer et de revenir à un état de néant « ground zero » (Beavers) ? Quelle est au fond la véritable valeur de cette parole dont témoigne la voix narrative de A Mercy  : récit, confession, lettre, parole fluide devenue finalement parole minérale (Raynaud) ? Ce sont là quelques-uns des questionnements surgis de l’ordinaire familier qui forcent le lecteur à « enjamber le prévisible36 » auxquels se sont attachés les contributeurs de cet ouvrage. Il s’est agi aussi d’aller au-delà des topoi ordinaires, d’interroger notamment la notion d’allégorie et les limites des demeures fondatrices de la nation américaine, la demeure symbolique des Pères pèlerins et celle du capital (Le Fustec, Beavers). Les contributeurs ont prêté attention aux voies silencieuses et réparatrices de la chaussure ou d’autres objets de peu (Prinsac), aux trajets sinueux du trauma incrusté dans les sillons photographiques ou dans l’objet-image, à tous ces interstices mémoriels que laisse entrevoir l’écriture (Mihăilescu). Les chemins critiques du « marronnage littéraire » des Amériques noires proposés par Greg Thomas ont fait percevoir l’en-dehors du texte de Morrison, un espace littéraire autre qui permet de se déplacer au-delà d’un canon institué37. Lors de son passage au Louvre en 2006, Toni Morrison insistait sur le fait qu’il « fallait laisser l’écrit suivre ses multiples chemins » (« You have to let it go ») ; nous remercions l’écrivaine d’avoir généreusement accepté que deux de ses chants-poèmes, « Stones » et « Shelter » (« Four Songs ») dévient de leurs trajectoires pour faire aussi chemin, en anglais et en traduction inédite en français, dans cet ouvrage.


    L’ouvrage propose trois voies de circulation : la première s’organise autour de A Mercy et interroge les négociations ou autres transactions ordinaires qui s’élaborent dans les creux du mot ou de la lettre, autour des signes du corps et qui donnent lieu à de multiples reconfigurations. Dans un deuxième mouvement, l’ouvrage explore les modes de présence de l’objet et la mise en mouvement des savoirs et des pratiques de mémoire. La troisième entrée porte sur quelques-uns de ces « après-textes » : la médiation du traduire (Mayes) et les formes de compagnonnage à réinstaurer entre l’univers de Morrison et les littératures de marronnage des diasporas noires des Amériques (Thomas).


    De nombreux philosophes et historiens ont largement rendu compte des concepts épineux du visible et de l’ordinaire38 ; nous avons souhaité suivre les voies de l’écriture d’un auteur dont les préoccupations littéraires ont toujours été intimement mêlées aux questions du politique et de l’historique. Notre propos a été d’interroger l’œuvre à partir de ce que l’écrivaine nomme les « petits mécanismes qui régissent la vie quotidienne », les trajectoires des objets, les « petites pensées » ou « signes » de peu, autant de traces modestes qui figurent le difficile parcours pour être, dire ou écrire39.


    De part et d’autre de l’Atlantique, de part et d’autre de deux langues, voire trois, l’anglais, le français et le roumain empruntant les détours de l’anglais, les contributeurs de cet ouvrage ont voulu éclairer l’univers de Toni Morrison par le biais du détail, de ce presque rien qui en dit long sur les choses subies et tues, sur ce qui se montre sans toujours être vu40 – un bout de pied qui dépasse d’une brouette, exhibant subrepticement une mort violente passée sous silence, ou bien alors des crayons de couleur et des orteils ravagés et déformés par un acte brutal à ne pas raconter41.


    
      Qui pouvait se méprendre sur un signe aussi évident42 ? (Home)

      Quelle est la bonne lecture43 ? (Un don)

    


    
      Who could mistake a sign that clear44 ? (Home)

      Which is the true reading45 ? (A  Mercy)

    


    Ces questions, injonctions impérieuses formulées par les voix narratives de Home et de A Mercy sur les façons de lire (le monde), ont interpellé tous les contributeurs de cet ouvrage : il s’est agi aussi d’interroger nos pratiques de lecture respectives, leur bien-fondé, leurs présupposés, leurs destinataires ainsi que la nature de la vérité de la fiction et les imbrications entre le littéraire, l’économique et l’historique qui se donnent à voir dans l’univers de Toni Morrison. Les voix réunies ici, contrastées, divergentes, polémiques ont tenté d’être à l’écoute d’une partie de l’imaginaire de l’écrivaine et de rendre perceptibles, tangibles les nuances d’une œuvre plurielle ainsi que quelques-unes des façons d’habiter la demeure Morrison46.

  



  
    
      Notes
    


    
      1.

      
        L’épigraphe d’ouverture est un extrait du texte de Morrison qui entame l’ouvrage de The Black Book (Harris (dir.) [1974] 2009) ; l’extrait est traduit par mes soins. « La vérité sans apprêt » est une formule que j’emprunte à Toni Morrison. Dans un éloge qu’elle consacre à James Balwin, l’écrivaine rend hommage à la clarté de sa parole sobre, vraie, puissante : « And in place of deviousness was clarity. In place of soft plump lies was a lean, targeted power. In place of intellectual disingenuousness called “exasperating egocentricity, you gave us undecorated truth » (Morrison 2008c : 91).

      

    


    
      2.

      
        En novembre 2010, l’université Paris 8 et le Musée d’art et d’histoire de Saint-Denis ont accueilli une partie du congrès de la Toni Morrison Society, (« Toni Morrison and Circuits of the Imagination / Toni Morrison et les circuits de l’imaginaire ») qui s’est tenu du 4 au 7 novembre 2010 à Paris et Saint-Denis en présence de l’écrivaine. La coordination scientifique était assurée par Maryemma Graham (University of Kansas), Andrée- Anne Kekeh (E.A. 1569, Université Paris 8), Janis Mayes (Syracuse University, New York), Anne Wicke (Université de Rouen). J’utilise les éditions suivantes pour A Mercy : Morrison 2008a ; pour l’édition française, Morrison 2009a ; pour Home, Morrison 2012a ; Morrison 2012b.

      

    


    
      3.

      
        La création, reprise de Othello d’après un texte de Toni Morrison, a été mise en scène par Peter Sellars. Elle a été présentée au Théâtre des Amandiers de Nanterre en octobre 2011.

      

    


    
      4.

      
        Bambara 1996.

      

    


    
      5.

      
        En effet, pour Toni Morrison, l’écrivain a un pouvoir et un devoir de veille et doit porter encore et toujours unb œil acéré sur le monde : « Writers who are unsettling, calling into question, taking another, deeper look. » (Morrison 2009d : 1-4). Il s’agit du texte introductif d’un recueil d’essais recueillis par Toni Morrison sur la censure. Sur la fonction de réparation ou de remembrement par l’écriture, voir Bambara 1999, roman imposant qui retrace la vie des enfants assassinés d’Atlanta dans les années 1980. Voir Bambara 1996 : 237-239. Sur l’œuvre de Bambara, voir Le Fustec 2003.

      

    


    
      6.

      
        L’édition utilisée est la suivante: Morrison [1970] 1979.

      

    


    
      7.

      
        Sur les « évidences du visible » et sur l’importance du peu et de l’apparemment insignifiant dans le processus interprétatif en peinture, voir Arasse 2000.

      

    


    
      8.

      
        Il y a une semblable référence aux aléas de l’ordinaire et à la belle calligraphie devenue illisible dans Love : « Like all the carved letters in the house, the double C’s went beyond ornate to illegible » (Morrison 2003: 22). Sur le pouvoir disruptif du langage ordinaire, voir « The Uncanniness of the Ordinary » (Cavell 1988: 153-178).

      

    


    
      9.

      
        Le troisième fragment qui entame The Bluest Eye devient littéralement infra-ordinaire, placé qu’il est au ras de la page ; il échappe pour ainsi dire à la domination de « l’œil le plus bleu » qui le surplombe dans le titre. Un rapprochement inopiné à l’image de l’œil chez Michel de Certeau pourrait faire sens ici ; l’historien évoque un œil situé au sommet du World Trade Center qui croit voir l’ensemble du monde mais qui ne détient « qu’une fiction du savoir » […] et ne perçoit pas « toute l’étrangeté du quotidien qui n’est visible que lorsque l’on est au ras du sol » (Certeau [de] 1990: 140 sq.). On songe à un autre œil inquiétant, celui d’un oiseau sans nom à l’œil grand ouvert, sans paupières. L’oiseau apparaît dans « Recitatif » ; il incarne la violence de la période des droits civiques où s’inscrit la nouvelle. Ce texte est la seule nouvelle de Toni Morrison publiée dans Baraka 1983. « Strife. Racial strife. The word made me think of a bird – a big shrieking bird out of 1, 000,000,000 B.C flapping its wings and cawing. Its eye with no lid always bearing down on you. »

      

    


    
      10.

      
        « Yours was the courage to live life in and from its belly as well as beyond its edges, to see and say what it was, to recognize and identify evil but never fear or stand in awe of it. » (Morrison 1987d : 92).

      

    


    
      11.

      
        Morrison 2012b :110.

      

    


    
      12.

      
        Morrison 2012a : 103. Voici ce que dit le narrateur de Home sur la difficulté de dire ou d’écrire les choses ordinaires : « Vous ne savez pas ce que c’est que la chaleur tant que vous n’avez pas traversé la frontière entre le Texas et la Louisiane l’été. Vous ne pouvez pas trouver de mots pour la capturer. Les arbres renoncent. Les tortues cuisent sous leur carapace. Décrivez-moi ça si vous savez comment. » (Morrison 2012b : 47 sq.) ; « You don’t know what heat is until you cross the border from Texas to Louisiana in the summer. You can’t come up with words that catch it. Trees give up. Turtles cook in their shells. Describe if you know how. » (Morrison 2012a : 41).

      

    


    
      13.

      
        Morrison 2001a : 48-49.

      

    


    
      14.

      
        Nous faisons ici allusion à ce passage tout à fait significatif dans le dernier roman de Morrison, « A sign trying to tell him something » (Morrison 2012a : 34). « À moins que ce ne soit un signe essayant de lui révéler quelque chose. » (Morrison 2012b : 42).

      

    

  


  
    15.

    
      On notera que le mot « chose » (« thing ») est un mot qui pèse lourd dans l’univers de Morrison, il est l’annonce dans Sula de tous les désordres à venir (Morrison 1982 : 103-104). J’utiliserai les éditions suivantes, Sula [1973] (1982) New York, Plume pour l’édition en anglais, Sula (1992b) Paris, Christian Bourgois pour la traduction française. Ailleurs, des éléments de la vie ordinaire matérialisent ce qui est resté en suspens dans une zone de non-dit : « All unasked questions multiplying like mold in the shadows of the photographs he saw. » (Morrison 2012b : 22) ; « You know that toothless smile babies have ? » she said. « I keep seeing it. I saw it in a green pepper once ? » (Morrison 2012b : 132).

    

  


  
    16.

    
      Dans Song of Solomon, la recherche et la cueillette de baies dans laquelle Pilate et son frère sont engagés s’inscrivent à l’encontre d’une nature locale, pastorale et nourricière comme celle décrite par Henry David Thoreau 2000 : 3 sqq. Sur le pouvoir de monstration du fruit et sur le pouvoir inquiétant de l’orange que tient l’enfant sur le champ de bataille ; le fruit apparaît comme l’un de ces signaux ordinaires incongrus qui masque et révèle à la fois l’acte déviant commis par le soldat Money (Morrison 2012b : 95). Sur l’ambivalence de l’orange, signe d’espoir et de manque, voir Morrison 2003a : 82 sq.

    

  


  
    17.

    
      Le terme est emprunté à Jean-Luc Nancy (Nancy 2008 : 54). Sur la notion de reste, voir Sansot 2006.

    

  


  
    18.

    
      « …and though he knew that this was something called it, he could not muster up the proper feeling – the feeling that would accommodate it » (Morrison 1982 : 7 ; Morrison 1992b :15).

    

  


  
    19.

    
      Morrison 1992b : 16-17.

    

  


  
    20.

    
      Morrison 1992a : 8-9.

    

  


  
    21.

    
      Sur la figure du triangle comme forme contraignante d’un ordre imposé, voir « Recitatif »; l’écrivaine y fait allusion à plusieurs reprises : « Without looking I could see the blue and white triangle on my head, my hair shapeless in a net, my ankles thick in white oxfords ». Plus loin, la narratrice se décrit comme un soldat (« veteran ») portant un tricorne bleu et blanc (« a blue and white triangle waitress hat ») (6, 9) ; la figure du triangle fait référence à l’uniforme, au vêtement institutionnel qui enserre mais ne peut domestiquer le « sans forme » (« shapeless »). Il y a aussi une référence probable au commerce triangulaire dans cette présence silencieuse du triangle dans « Recitatif ». Voir le recueil de Guillevic, « Triangle équilatéral », où le poète fait du triangle équilatéral une figure de l’ordre et de l’excès : « Je suis allé trop loin / Avec mon souci d’ordre // Rien ne peut plus venir » (Guillevic [1967] 2003 : 175).

    

  


  
    22.

    
      Morrison 1992b : 16.

    

  


  
    23.

    
      Morrison 1992a : 8.

    

  


  
    24.

    
      Home témoigne une fois de plus de la force intrusive et perturbatrice du souvenir (« Souvenirs abrupts et non régulés » (Morrison 2012b : 106) ; « Abrupt, unregulated memories » (Morrison 2012a : 99) dont Beloved (1987) a aussi puissamment rendu compte à travers le motif de la femme fantôme.

    

  


  
    25.

    
      Morrison 2012a : 4.

    

  


  
    26.

    
      Sur le concept de « home », on peut se reporter à l’essai de Toni Morrison intitulé « Home » (Morrison 1998c : 3-12).

    

  


  
    27.

    
      Morrison 2012a : 14-15.

    

  


  
    28.

    
      Morrison 2012b : 7-8.

    

  


  
    29.

    
      Une traduction littérale, « plat » pour « flat eyes », les yeux de Cee, la sœur de Money, dont ce dernier n’a pas perçu la profondeur, serait maladroite, mais témoignerait de l’incapacité de Money d’aller au-delà de l’immédiatement visible : « Her eyes. Flat, waiting, always waiting. Not patient, not hopeless but suspended. Cee. Ycidra. My sister. Now my only family. » (Morrison 2012a :103 ; « Ses yeux. Vides, qui attendaient, toujours qui attendaient. Non pas patients, non pas désespérés, mais incertains. » (Morrison 2012b : 110, trad. Laferrière, Christine).

    

  


  
    30.

    
      Morrison 2012a : 3-12.

    

  


  
    31.

    
      Ainsi en est-il de la parole proverbiale et profondément concrète des femmes qui « réparent » le corps de Cee abîmé par le docteur Beauregard et qui sont dotées d’une vision exceptionnelle (« seen-it-all-eyes ») et d’un « esprit photographique » (Morrison 2012b : 135 sq.) ; « Les hommes reconnaissent un pot de chambre quand ils en voient un » (Morrison 2012b : 128 sq.) ; « Men know a slop jar when they see one » (Morrison 2012a : 122). Il y a aussi une pléthore de références aux yeux des personnages secondaires dans Home qui attestent de la primauté du regard chez l’écrivaine.

    

  


  
    32.

    
      Morrison 2008d : 185. Sur les rapports entre littérature et connaissance, voir aussi Morrison 1992a : 4 sqq.

    

  


  
    33.

    
      Morrison 2008a : 88.

    

  


  
    34.

    
      Morrison 2009a : 9.

    

  


  
    35.

    
      Morrison 2008a : 1.

    

  


  
    36.

    
      Gracq 1980 : 31.

    

  


  
    37.

    
      Lors de son passage au Louvre en 2006, Toni Morrison, parlant du texte de l’écrivain, rappelait que tout texte a pour vocation d’échapper à son créateur.

    

  


  
    38.

    
      Voir Merleau-Ponty 1964 ; Cavell 1988 ; Certeau (de) 1990 ; Schilling, 2006 ; Sansot, 2006.

    

  


  
    39.

    
      L’expression « small mechanics of life » est tirée de Home (Morrison 2012a : 75) et traduite par les « petites mécaniques de l’existence » (Morrison 2012b : 82).

    

  


  
    40.

    
      On doit l’expression à Saint Augustin qui, parlant de la matière et de la « mutabilité des choses » écrit ceci : « C’est un rien qui est quand même quelque chose […] elle est tout en n’étant pas. » Saint Augustin 1998 : 1060.

    

  


  
    41.

    
      Le pied, très présent chez Morrison ainsi que la chaussure, est l’un des lieux discrets où s’inscrit l’outrage (Morrison 2003a : 55-59).

    

  


  
    42.

    
      Morrison 2012b : 88.

    

  


  
    43.

    
      Morrison 2009a : 165.

    

  


  
    44.

    
      Morrison 2012a : 81.

    

  


  
    45.

    
      Morrison 2008a : 139.

    

  


  
    46.

    
      Nous aurions souhaité avoir dans cet ouvrage sur le rôle de l’ordinaire une contribution sur les livres pour enfants écrits par Morrison, cela n’a pas été possible. On pourra lire notamment de Toni et Slade Morrison, Who’s Got Game (2003), The Book of Mean People (2003) ou Peeny Butter Fudge (2009). Je tiens à remercier les personnes suivantes pour leur présence et leur soutien sans faille ; elles se reconnaîtront : Naima, Noël, Doris, Yasmin, Jessy, Carole et Chuck.

    

  


  
    
      FROM THE VILLAGE TO THE WORLD: TONI MORRISON’S CRITICAL GEOGRAPHY
    


    
      Maryemma Graham
    


    
      I want to draw a map, so to speak, of a critical geography and use that map to open as much space for discovery as did the original charting of the New World—without the mandate for conquest.

      Toni Morrison, Playing in the dark (1992)
    


    
      Globalization… must always begin at home

      Homi K. Bhabha, The location of culture (1994)
    


    Toni Morrison has been writing for more than four decades. With ten novels and twenty-one books to her credit, most critics agree that there is no living writer who has had more influence within an international literary community. No one reminds us in these times of the special power of language, its beauty and its tyranny than she does. No one reminds us more of the need to make visible those sublimated aspects of America’s essential self. To paraphrase what is so often said, no one speaks so eloquently about difficult and painful truths that we must tell ourselves as a people, a nation and world. For Morrison, narrative does not consist merely of the stories we tell and retell, events filtered through imagination and memory, but an experience that we embrace as much as we resist. For her, the past is not merely the past, but a place to make deeper discoveries, as satisfying as they are disturbing, reaffirming our shared humanity.


    Morrison’s map is embodied in her “house of language.” While many see her as giving a nod to structuralism/poststructuralism and its playfulness with language, Morrison’s contribution is to take control of the language, to resituate it as a space for different kinds of stories. In her expressed desire to create a language “indisputably black,” she opens up critical spaces for those historically excluded. Nowhere is this expressed more clearly than in the opening epigraph, which offers us a useful way to introduce this volume, Toni Morrison: Beyond the Ordinary Visible. The words point to Morrison’s belief, evident from her practice, in the capacity of language to move beyond the limitations of geography and social predicament, to give the imagination full reign. For Morrison “critical geography” then is the imaginative field that foregrounds a spatial, social, and literary construct, allowing her gaze over a long history of human interaction. More specifically, Morrison connects human history and human nature. In her words written elsewhere, she tells us that writing is “a kind of literary archeology […where] you journey to a site to see what remains were left behind and to reconstruct the world that these remains imply.” She acknowledges her reliance on “the image-on the remains-in addition to recollection, to yield up a kind of truth.”1 Her “truth” not only means remaining faithful to a distinct milieu in all of her novels, but also pushing the boundaries of imagination in gaining access to the private, interior lives of those people whose experiences, despite their location in differently situated places and histories, are easily replicated within a postcolonial world order.


    We use her term “critical geography”2 quite literally here. First, it leads us to make certain observations about Morrison’s global expansiveness and her materialist understanding of human subjectivity that drives her intellectual preoccupations and aesthetic choices. Her texts move across time and location in their subject and theme and in the circulation and reception of her work, making her texts, in other words, objects of global exchange. “Stories originate in local contexts already transected by global concerns and forces [become reproduced] in dispersed sites,” according to Kay Schaffer and Sidonie Smith. “They enter and travel through global circuits of exchange that affect the import of the stories. By reception, we signal the conditions enabling and constraining the ways in which stories are received and interpreted by multiple audiences in their immediate contexts of production as well as those distant from the originating event.”3 Readers, whether reading in English or in translation, are attracted to the ordinariness of Morrison’s characters, their location within a physical environment and the social spaces that they occupy. We read her novels as resistance to silence, as ruptures in national narratives, as chronicles of oppression, violence and shame, as challenges to normative conceptions of knowledge and being, and as investments in freedom and agency, places where diasporic diversity is a given, migratory cultures abound, and the idea of home is constantly being reimagined. Morrison as literary archaeologist, as critical geographer, is constantly pushing us into larger, global conversations that rest on contemporary critiques of social inequality and repressive power relations.


    While Morrison’s novels might function as an allegory of globalization with the emphasis upon dislocation, relocation, migrancy, and diverse social formations, there are certain concrete ways in which her critical geography operates. Her fictions move beyond an essentialized, U.S. centric black identity and even expressions of the “other.” They are more likely to explore identity in self-reflexive ways, to focus on the conflicts that shatter and transform our sense of reality, and to participate in a larger process of cultural revisionism with the intention of redefining history and historical memory. Her local geographies become global as they blur the boundaries between the present and the past and between interior and exterior experience, between historical memory and traumatic memory. In short, Morrison’s novels bear witness to a shared history of colonialism and subjecthood by exploring traditions and ways of knowing that transcend specific historical events, at times defying all that is modern in the world. Because racism has seldom observed national boundaries, the expression of its causes and effects enables the renegotiation of meaning that has relevance for a transnational community.


    Morrison reaffirms these views in her own words. In 2005, for example, in a presentation at the Ibero-American International Book Fair, she spoke candidly about the threat and promise of globalization, the increasing fragmentation of identities, the distortion of the public and private sphere, and the marketing of the developing world (film, fashion, food). With reference to migration, identity, and globalization, she acknowledged the “African American relationship [to] Africa as one of mutual ignorance and disdain.” Speaking to the Latin American audience, Morrison asserted boldly, “No culture can allow itself to be seen only through the eyes of visitors,” reminding her listeners of the racism in Latin America.4 Both Indigenous inhabitants and enslaved Africans, routinely excluded from the practices of the new American nation, possessed histories that deemed unimportant and thus remained unarticulated. These unnarrated, unspeakable stories of conflict, conquest and exploitation became an intellectual repository and a site of resistance. These are the stories that inform much contemporary literature, resonating with today’s transnational community, who, like the early Africans to the Americas, have their origins and identities in places other than their present location.


    The distance in time and space between Morrison’s native village of Lorain, Ohio and Paris, where she curated the 2006 Louvre exhibit, “The Foreigner’s Home”, forms a second instance of Morrison’s critical geography. More than making clear our global interconnectedness, the multidisciplinary program on art, literature, music and dance was a singular moment in the art world, affirming cultural mobility as an intellectual trend inextricably linked with the movement and flow of economic and cultural capital. Her choice of three writers to join a conversation, Haitian immigrant writer Edwidge Danticat, Sri Lankan native Michael Ondaatje and Senegalese novelist Boubacar Boris Diop, is further evidence of Morrison’s map making, linking home and homelands, loss and discovery, departure and return; all derive from the archeological project just as her books are the routes to that reconstructed world and larger truths that these worlds imply.


    The first novel Toni Morrison wrote made barely a dent in the literary landscape, primarily because those who make judgments about literature, telling us which books matter the most and why, found The Bluest Eye in 1970 too difficult to categorize, too hauntingly real. Not surprisingly the reviews were mixed, and more than a few dismissed the novel altogether. While some recognized a clear imprint of American culture, too many others were uncomfortable with Morrison’s depictions of childhood and family. On the one hand was her admission of a painful public truth about America’s obsession with white standards of beauty. On the other was the complicated picture of American race relations she drew that let none of us off the hook. Morrison herself believed that this first experiment was not as successful as she wanted it to be, her narrative style sometimes overwhelming the message she was trying to convey.


    Morrison’s reputation is now more than well-established just as Morrison Studies, while a relatively new field, is one of the fastest growing within literary studies generally. The ten books published between 1970 and 2012 are all social mappings, provoking us with questions, taking us out of our comfort zone, insisting that we see ourselves and others and our/their places in the world differently. To add to the richness of Morrison Studies, a cascade of lectures, essays, speeches, interviews and dramatic works by the author provides a clue to the relentless pursuit of her own creative work and her persistent engagement with art as an intellectual enterprise. No summary can do justice to the wealth of collected scholarship, but the Nobel Prize Committee’s chosen words “visionary force” and “poetic import”5 exude a confidence that is widely shared.


    That “visionary force” is Morrison’s concern for showing us different categories of human experience within historical determined environments, and the principles and values that cohere. Words like freedom, justice, ethics, power, love, and beauty matter deeply to Morrison. We are most familiar with the ways she navigates the worlds of slavery, segregation, and migration. Her works move through interior spaces to show the impact of dominant ideologies; she builds bridges that help us see the personal against a larger narrative. She looks at processes and outcomes, what is lost and what is gained through various kinds of human interaction in key historical moments.


    Given this preoccupation with the personal, the intimate, it is not surprising that autobiographical strategies continue to dominate the African American novelistic tradition; Morrison is no exception. A speaking subject becomes representative of a people and a nation. The slippage between fiction and autobiography is intentional: the former allows more fluency while the latter ensures authenticity. Historically marginalized subjects, critics suggest, speak in autobiographical modes in order to seek an alignment between the private and the public, the individual and the collective.


    Stuart Hall’s thesis that identity is formed at the point when “the unspeakable stories of subjectivity meet the narratives of history,”6 raises a question about our understanding of identity historically. Certainly for African Americans before the 1960s, race played a far more crucial and defining role in shaping identity. As African Americans, like other subject people, found themselves responding to larger communal imperatives, questions about the very notion of a fixed identity or a single history emerged. The civil rights movement, the struggles against and the eventual rupture of colonialism unleashed new forces, literature one of the most prominent, as a way to engage the contradictory impulses these periods generated. The struggle for civil rights and social justice remains the single most important marker for acknowledging the history of racist (read colonial) oppression. It energized a generation who provided the discursive template for understanding the relationship between the local and the universal, or in the terms expressed here, the village and the world. No longer were U.S. blacks a marginalized core of the world’s people. They were the dominant ethnic group in the U.S. at a time when ethnicity and difference were beginning to eclipse similarity and sameness, a time when marginality occupied a very productive space. According to Hall, it is not simply the flip of the script from mainstream to ethnicity and difference, but “also the result of the cultural politics of difference of the struggles around difference, of the production of new identities, of the appearance of new subjects on the political and cultural stage.”7


    What Morrison has called an “absent blackness” is reversed here. Blackness is not only very present, but in the public discourse, it becomes the center for the global postmodern. In other words, race as a signifier, a critical component of the U.S. intellectual and cultural paradigm, takes on global significance when the U.S. nation began to assume a leading position as a center of global production and distribution. The transformation and expansion of a global public culture converges with those distinctive black cultural repertoires that have an amazing resilience within the dominant culture. To simplify, the overdeterminded, proprietary nature of black expressive culture, one that has historically engaged in crossing boundaries and cultural geographies and critical recoding—or “signifying”—provides fertile ground for those working in the literary domain. No one has articulated the ways in which black writers “invent the truth” better than Toni Morrison, who reminds us that “memories within are the subsoil […] but cannot give total access to the unwritten interior life.”8


    Racialized thinking and race writing are not only central to our public culture in the United States; they are, in a word, our most important product. During those moments when cultural boundaries are shifting or otherwise in flux, racialized thinking and race writing reach a discursive threshold, “offering new or newly valued subject positions from which to speak […] counter histories, formerly untold tales of those who have not benefitted from the wealth, health, and future delivered to many others by the capital and technologies of modernity and postmodernity”9 as they have been for several decades now.10 The acceptance of race as a construct to which America seemed more obliged to follow than any other part of the world, links discussions of race matters to the larger field of human inquiry and uncovers the cultural complexity of America in profoundly interesting ways. The intellectual ferment becomes immediately visible in institutions of higher education, which has since the 1960s nourished a rich environment for cultural production in black and ethnic studies.


    Morrison’s vision of black writing includes her discomfort with the labels that critics have elected to use. Her intent is clear: “I’m looking to find and expose a truth about the interior life of people who didn’t write it (which doesn’t mean they didn’t have it); I’m trying to fill in the blanks,” she has said, “to part the veil that was so frequently drawn, to implement the stories that I heard […] the approach that’s most productive and most trustworthy is the recollection that moves from the image to the text.”11 Offering us insight into the dialectical relationship between the local and global, interior and outer worlds, Morrison produces what Herman Beavers has elsewhere called “narratives of injury,” depiction of suffering as inevitable and instructive, even necessary to effect change.12


    Several things we have come to expect in a Morrison novel: a village/community setting where things have fallen or are falling apart, an unsettling moral or ethical dilemma, and multiple narrators as owners of/participants in the story. “If anything I do,” she says, “in the way of writing novels isn’t about the village or the community, then it isn’t about anything.”13 Her words signal the importance of understanding the local as a way to formulate and deepen cultural meaning, the local as the key to those hidden histories, the local as the way to confront pain and seek recovery. But Morrison privileges the reader at the outset, taking great care to construct the language that invites the reader into the text. “To make the story appear oral, meandering, effortless, spoken—to have the reader feel the narrator without identifying that narrator, or hearing him or her knock about, and to have the reader work with the author in the construction of the book’s meaning… is what is important,”14 she explains. To this extent, all knowledge is communal knowledge; truth can only come from the multiple versions that we make available. Readers therefore enter the text through their imaginations, and it is up to Morrison to carefully control the tension between the real and the imagined, the known and the unknown to allow the spirit of the truth to emerge.


    The village for her first two novels, The Bluest Eye (1970) and Sula (1973) closely approximate Morrison’s own birthplace in Lorain, an Ohio town formed as a result of migration from the South after the end of slavery. The Bluest Eye shows the rawness of self-hatred and the perpetuation of community violence in the small migrant town. The novel opens as Morrison appropriates familiar lines from a Dick and Jane primer, common in early American schools. She asks us to place this story of the blond blue-eyed children whose parents live in domestic bliss alongside the terrible story of Pecola Breedlove, the little girl who dreams of these very same blue eyes. This is the story of a community brought to task for its own complicity in Pecola’s ensuing madness after her incest and rape; it is an exploration of the marginalization of little black girls from the very beginning of their formal education, a marginalization that continues beyond school. Racism has both external and internal manifestations, but it is the internal we talk less about, prompting Morrison’s allusive phrase, “Quiet as it’s kept, there were no marigolds in the fall of 1941”.15 The Dick and Jane passage moves from perfectly structured dialogue to the absence of spaces between words, giving the novel its structural unity. Most critics agree with Marilyn Mobley McKenzie’s interpretation that this strategy mirrors the movement in the novel from apparent order and logic to chaos, disorder and loss of meaning, foreshadowing Pecola’s decline as much as it does the illusion that blue eyes will make her beautiful.16 Morrison continues her interest in looking at intraracial themes in Sula, where the tensions within female friendships cut across class lines. Sula is a story about loss and betrayal in the friendship between Nel and Sula and in the community itself. The novel signals this with its opening words that look forward and backwards simultaneously. “In that place […] there was once a neighborhood,” 17 calls to mind the thousands of other times and places that displacement has occurred to make room for progress.


    Milkman Dead in Morrison’s next novel, Song of Solomon (1977), moves in and out of communities of the U.S. South and North, making it Morrison’s most historically grounded and geographically diverse. Two worlds collide, a world of the living and one that requires excavation, allowing the novel to become a figurative map that moves us through space and time as Milkman, the protagonist, reconstructs his own history from the fragments he systematically unearths. Morrison’s interest is in exposing a deeper truth, hidden within the histories of domination and oppression. The quilting of historical pieces enables Milkman and the reader to “recollect a certain world,”18 where the unraveling of family secrets can clear up misunderstandings. Only then can Milkman make whole sense out of the many disparate parts. Rich with metaphors of home and homelands, migration and resettlement, loss and survival, Song of Solomon concludes with the tale of the flying African, a mythical return to home. Pilate, an ostracized community griot, who holds private memories that dare not be made public, nevertheless performs a critical moral and spiritual role in the novel. Through Pilate, Morrison establishes a connection to those cultures where alternative forms of spirituality maintain a viable presence in the collapse or failure of more socially acceptable western norms and religious traditions. Ultimately, Milkman becomes a witness to and translator of a much larger story about national and racial identity, as Morrison draws a genealogical map of his family to give us the necessary critical perspective.


    Milkman’s quest symbolizes the meaning of home for those individuals and communities with histories of dislocation. His search is rooted in deception but soon acquires new meaning as he locates “Shalimar.” Morrison reminds us how significant language is, the need to reclaim it, yet blurs the boundaries between the written and the oral. The variations of Shalimar that Milkman encounters—Solomon/Sugarman/Charlemagne—privilege sound or the spoken word over the written word or recorded history. In a globalizing world, where migrants are far removed from home without the full knowledge of their history, oral, vernacular traditions and rituals become the major means of knowledge transmission. A culture revitalizes itself as ideas and practices move through and across particular locales. Paul Jay suggests that our understanding of “literature’s relation to the processes of globalization as they manifest themselves in a variety of historical periods […] might get short- circuited if we think of globalization only as a postmodern eruption.”19 This may help to explain why Morrison intentionally selects settings for her novels that force us to enter various historical spaces, offering alternative understandings through her meticulous language. Her worlds may not always look postmodern in the way we have come to define the term. What Morrison understands most clearly is that the U.S. is the epicenter for diasporic communities, with an even longer history as an immigrant nation in fact. From every wave of immigration and migration have come stories that recount the transformation from immigrant to American, experiences that are recast as encounters, taking one from global stranger to national citizen in a simulated conversion.


    In Tar Baby (1981) however, Morrison exchanges the U.S. village for Isle des Chevaliers, a fictional Caribbean community. The novel begins with doubt, “He believed he was safe.”20 Safety thus central to the novel that presents a word controlled by thoughts, not reality. What all the caracters share is a sense of dislocation, the experience of being an insider outsider, and the search for somethings tha may not exist. In moving beyond the U.S. Morrison explores the idea of rootlessness in a larger disaporic context.


    Morrison reverses her historical mapping in Beloved (1988), the first novel in her trilogy, in order to explore the meaning of black female agency during slavery. There is the haunting beginning, “124 was spiteful. Full of baby’s venom.” The world we enter incorporates the human and the nonhuman. Resurrected memories of Sweet Home Plantation, the slave plantation/village, give rise to the story’s plot, as we weigh the cost and consequences of Sethe’s pursuit of freedom for herself and her children. The novel turns on the moral dilemma of whether infanticide is ever the right thing to do. Morrison’s answer is clearly yes. In the second novel in the trilogy, the title and the setting provide the key to an improvisational style. Jazz (1992) moves forward in time to New York’s Harlem; we are on the other side of the Great Migration, that quintessential black urban village. That public world of Harlem and the New York of the 1920s form the background for the novel and the lives of Violet and Joe Trace, around which the story revolves. This, too, is a communal narrative, a black woman’s story, one too often silenced, that Morrison wants us to hear. The hearing and the telling, therefore, become part of Morrison’s unique narrative strategy in the novel. “Sth, I know that woman,” the words that open the novel, gain our trust and attention, for they are as culturally relevant as they are gender specific. The voice speaks to us in the first person, the only appropriate mode for something so intimately tragic. We, in turn, become silent witnesses to a series of all-too-common events that transpire when the freedom to love has no boundaries.


    The trilogy ends with Paradise (1997), an all-black Oklahoma village, one of many such communities that formed as black migrants moved westward rather than northward after slavery. Here, Morrison examines more closely the idea of borders, physical, human, as well as historical. “Paradise” suggests place of perfection, and the women of Paradise search for freedom in a borderless space. For a town that finds its origins in exclusion, the exercise of power takes a tragic turn: the residents plan to murder the women in the convent, forming their own village within a village. An eerie foreshadowing sets the tone for the novel as it begins, “They shoot the white girl first.”21


    Morrison’s most recent novels, Love (2003), A Mercy (2008), and Home (2012) are inquiries into histories with which many of her readers will have little familiarity. In Love, three women are bound together by their deep affection for one man, Bill Cosey. The provocative opening is a meditation setting the stage for a world of excess. “The women’s legs are spread wide open, so I hum.”22 Without the benefit of background or context, we must listen for more details as our imagination is held in abeyance. Whose voice this is, we do not know and are not sure we ever will. Nevertheless, the opening positions us as a member of the community, affirming our right to know the “truth” that will unfold before us, a truth that can be a carefully guarded secret that challenges our conventional sense of right and wrong. Recalling those village communities that thrived in the segregated South, Love looks inside the convoluted lives of people clinging to past and present memories. It is a story that contrasts black excess with human deprivation. A Mercy is distinctly Morrison’s pre-village novel, a completely imagined world that introduces us to individuals bound together by geography and predicament. Their mission is to make a “place out of no place” an experience that raises important questions about the origins of racism and the European conquest of what would become North America. Home is a reading of the Korean War, a local, national and global moment of shared trauma that the story of war veteran Frank Money encodes.


    As Morrison defamiliarizes historical events and human experiences, we are able to see more clearly the connections/disconnections between and among people and the ways in which sensibilities cohere and collide. The preoccupation with human conflict and their association with place, time periods and ideological practices is the domain of human geography that serves Morrison well. Her recasting of these human histories helps to make explicit our vulnerabilities, especially when they continue to impact those who people her fiction. Morrison’s greatest discontent is with an unexamined past, and her thoroughgoing investigations are intended to have profound implications for revising and redirecting the future. We create a meaningful new living history that acknowledges the psychological and physical cost of human bondage, the fissures that derive from migration and resettlement, the complex and often debilitating nature of maternal, filial or spiritual love, and the trauma of memory. At a time when the past has become so ordinary, due to the instant availability of undifferentiated amounts of information, Morrison takes us beyond this ordinariness in order to locate the intersections and entanglements that characterize the postmodern condition.


    What readers take away from Morrison’s works, therefore, is an understanding that the African American experience is perhaps the most visible and instructive within the global diaspora. The progress from chattel slavery to citizenship provides a narrative of compelling power: an originary moment for the most sustained point of contact for forced immigrants coming to America. Richard Wright observation that the “the Negro is America’s metaphor.23 A metaphor is a cultural and linguistic space for thinking and feeling beyond boundaries. Morrison’s expands and creates new critical vocabularies that seek greater relevance within the communities to and for whom her texts speak. Her reimaginings and retellings of a national narrative through the local, the traditional and the vernacular present paradigms for living in a world without boundaries and set limits. At the same time these narratives take shape and form through memory and the memorialized aspects of a distinct culture. She helps to expose and dismantle the mechanisms of exclusion by claiming a new legitimacy for stories that have been silenced or otherwise repressed. When the stories denote regional and historical specificity, as hers do, Morrison creates a new language of understanding by presenting a reality that extends far beyond their points of origin.24


    Pierre Nora explores this kind of historical specificity in a most meaningful way. For Nora considers les lieux de mémoire [the sites of memory], those objects, events, symbols and rituals from the past, are invested with and give meaning to our sense of continuity, the relationship between the past, present and future. Giving to memory such a place of importance underscores what is at stake in producing alternative histories, those counter narratives that emerge from the multiple places, experiences, reclaimed spaces and moments that are necessarily discontinuous. They are the sacred and authentic texts of a culture because of what they signify. This also creates a position for the restoration of cultural agency even as it reorders the way we look at various forms of knowledge, as fact and artifact. This preoccupation or upsurge in memory marks a global phenomenon, for example, the fall of the Berlin Wall and the dictatorships in Latin America, the collapse of the Soviet Union or the end of apartheid in South Africa. The intense struggles of the civil rights and Black Power movement in the U.S. are obviously part of this ordering. According to Nora, “to claim the right of memory is, at bottom, to fall for justice”.25 Nora suggests three basic types of minority memories: international, or the rehabilitation or fabrication of memories that have been oppressed or denied; domestic, or the need to reaffirm and cultivate particularism and difference attached to an identity threatened with disintegration (sexual, social, religious); and ideological, the need to reunite liberated peoples with traditional memories that have been confiscated or destroyed (Eastern Europe, Balkans, Latin America, Africa). Nora’s analysis is highly useful for framing connections between the local and the global as well.


    Creating a collective context for examining Morrison’s work is a daunting task, pretentious at best, especially for a group of twenty-first century scholars living and working in different countries, but mostly in Europe, speaking and writing in two different languages, French and English. Yet it is precisely these differences that have led to the formation of what we consider an exemplary partnership. Decentering our academic, geographic and linguistic selves necessarily forces us to think in new ways about the continuing evolution of Morrison’s work. Our title Au-delà du visible ordinaire/Beyond the Ordinary Visible reaffirms our belief in Morrison’s strenuous lyricism and illusiveness, their deeply encoded black referentially, but we intend it to be suggestive as well. With Morrison’s texts as a point of departure, regardless of the language in which these essays are written, we consider different modes of inquiry as a way to open up further space for inquiry and interpretation; we find answers to many of our questions in both Morrison’s practice and in the performance of the texts themselves.


    By creating a collection of essays in English and French, without the expectation that our readers will be proficient speakers/readers of both languages reflects our unintentional desire to strike a not-so-subtle blow against the global domination of English, that “cultural corollary of economic globalization,” says John Guillory.26 For although Morrison writes in English, she is remaking it all the while, extracting the sounds and feelings that become what Janis Mayes calls the “book language,” one that underscores, by inference and inflection, contact among Africans, indigenous peoples and Europeans. Thus we are reading a language forced into a new level of intimacy with its own history, with those who create, speak, hear or otherwise use it.


    Early in our planning for the volume, A Mercy became a focus point of our discussions because it was the latest novel to appear, one that, in our opinion, marked a radical shift in Morrison’s œuvre. Many critics seem baffled when Morrison stepped beyond her familiar boundaries to create A Mercy,  a more speculative inquiry into a lesser known part of our world history. Morrison’s reasons for doing so became our motivation, especially after listening to a reading from the as-yet-to be published work at the Théâtre de la Madeleine in 2010. We believed then as we do know that an intervention in Morrison Studies could provide its own kind of spatial and historical remapping as Morrison began to gain a greater transatlantic and transnational presence.


    The resulting volume contains all original essays that advocate for new interpretive approaches and interdisciplinary readings of Morrison’s work, with special focus upon A Mercy. We include examples of Morrison’s work other than fiction to suggest new directions for scholars who might draw on linguistics, philosophy, the visual arts, and translation studies to enlarge the dialogue. Our common goal is to capture the tenuous ways in which the seemingly familiar (world) of Morrison works as conduit, as textual yeast giving consistency and direction to narrative, bringing about short-circuits on its way, and questioning the field of knowledge we claim as human history.


    A Mercy, both gesture and object, resists the compulsion to see a world through the always already construct of race, but moves along a pre-colonial axis that shows us life in the act of being lived. As many have pointed out, this prelude to Beloved takes us to the heart of America’s twin original sins. Rather than accept the fact of African enslavement and the extermination of indigenous peoples, what might we see if we look beyond the ordinary finite? How did a non-nation, not yet a people, negotiate unexpected encounters in the natural and physical world where they found themselves? The authors look for answers that interrogate the fissures as well as the welding and repairing process unleashed by the familiar (ordinary) visible. They follow Morrison’s lead in suggesting to us many ways for circumventing what is predictable and consolidating new knowledge. The division of the volume into three sections goes from a specific focus on A Mercy to an examination of larger thematic concerns and translation.


    I. Textual Inventions: Reading A Mercy looks at the interior design of the novel, helping us to create a language through which we can comprehend ideas that as yet have no concrete form. Language becomes the physical, rhetorical and symbolic space for the narrative and structural design of the text.


    The essays by Emmanuelle Andres (French), Herman Beavers (English) and Claudine Raynaud (French) extract meaning from the fragments of history and events that inform A Mercy. Morrison rewrites the U.S. national narrative, removing the most obvious ideological trappings of race and begging the question of how notions of racial difference were established. Explaining how the novel came to be, Morrison tells us, “I was looking for a period before racism was inextricably related to slavery, before a race hierarchy was established.”27 She settled on a diverse cast of characters for a story with multiple settings: Jacob Vaark, an early European (Anglo-Dutch) settler and his English wife Rebekka; Lina, a Native American house servant; Florens, an Angola-born African servant whose status shifts to slave when Vaark must collect a debt; and Sorrow, the orphan servant girl who is survivor of a shipwreck that has killed her parents.
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En ce lieu si doux

Sous ton aile

Je serai a l'abri

Des choses ordinaires.
Voici les montagnes
Que je voudrais gravir ;

Le fleuve Amazone

Que je réve de descendre.

Voici les yeux de la forét

Que je peux contenir d'un regard
En souriant au mouvement

De la chevelure verte de Méduse.
En ce lieu si doux

Sous ton aile

Je serai a 'abri

Des choses ordinaires.
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I dont need no man

Telling me I ain’t one.

My trigger finger strong

As his on a shot gun.
Buttercake and roses smooth
Stones in my bed.
Handmade quilts cover
Stones in my bed.

I dont need no man

Telling me I ain’t one.

My backbone ain't like his
But at least I got one.
High-heeled slippers break
Stones in my bed.

Games played at night trick
Stones in my bed.

Stones in my bed.

Stones in my bed.

I don’t need no man

Telling me.
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J'ai pas besoin d'un homme
Pour me dire qu’j’en suis pas un.
Mon doigt, sur la détente, solide
Comme le sien sur la gichette.
Giéteaux moelleux et roses lissent
Les pierres dans mon lit.

Des guilts faits main couvrent
Les pierres dans mon lit.

J’ai pas besoin d'un homme
Pour me dire qu’j’en suis pas un.

Ma colonne vertébrale n'est pas la sienne
Mais au moins j’en ai une.

Les mules 3 talons hauts cassent

Les pierres dans mon lit.

Les jeux auxquels on joue la nuit feintent
Les pierres dans mon lit.

Les pierres dans mon lit.

Les pierres dans mon lit.

J’ai pas besoin d’'un homme

Pour me dire.






OEBPS/Images/morrison13b.jpg
In this soft place
Under your wings

I will find shelter

From ordinary things.
Here are the mountains
I want to scale;
Amazon rivers

I'm dying to sail.

Here the eyes of the forest

I can hold in a stare

And smile at the movement
Of Medusas green hair.

In this soft place

Under your wings

1 will find shelter

From ordinary things.





