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        Introduction

      
      Popa Singer is a treasure of a book. Published in Paris by Éditions Zulma, the novel narrates a pivotal moment in the life of the celebrated Haitian poet, novelist, essayist, and former militant socialist René Depestre. It is a chronicle of the dangerous year Depestre spent living in Port-au-Prince in the early days of Duvalierism, a crucial albeit relatively underexamined period in Haiti’s history. An autofictional tour de force, the novel relates Depestre’s intimate experience of Duvalierist violence against the grim backdrop of the wider political events of 1958. In the present of the tale, the protagonist-narrator Richard “Dick” Denizan, a thinly veiled proxy for Depestre, bears horrified witness to the initial makings of Duvalier’s state. Though the novel unfolds over the course of approximately a single year, it also spirals outward in both time and space to include poignant memories from Depestre/Dick’s past––his childhood in Haiti and the succession of exiles that made up so much of his adult life.

      Born in the southwestern coastal town of Jacmel in 1926, during the US Marine occupation of Haiti, Depestre belongs to the post–World War II generation of artists and intellectuals who came into their own in the wake of victory over European fascism. His rich and provocative body of work—which includes twelve volumes of poetry, five essay collections, three short story collections, and three novels—spans well over fifty years, making him, without question, one of the most significant voices of twentieth-century world literature. Depestre spent the great majority of his life far from home, participating in socialist and anticolonialist struggles in the most far-flung corners of the world. As he navigated the ideological and intellectual currents of Atlantic modernity, he befriended, collaborated with, and fought alongside a constellation of twentieth-century giants—Jacques Stephen Alexis and Jean-Paul Sartre; André Breton and Aimé Césaire; Pablo Neruda and Che Guevara; Jorge Amado and Ho Chi Minh, to name just a few. Ping-ponging back and forth across the Atlantic Ocean and beyond throughout the four-odd decades of the Cold War, he brought with him an unwavering political imaginary born of and anchored in his identity as a Haitian writer.

      Depestre’s journey began with an initial departure from Haiti in 1946, following a five-day “revolution,” a presidential coup d’état, and a subsequent political takeover by a cabal of military strongmen. How Depestre found himself at the center of these events has everything to do with his role as a poet. In April of 1945, at the age of nineteen, he self-published a sensational collection of twenty poems titled Étincelles (Sparks), which catapulted him to celebrity across Haiti. The publication of the volume was arguably the most important cultural event of that year. Not only did it make Depestre a household name in the country, it also earned him enough money to found, alongside a cohort of like-minded student leaders, the antiestablishment, socialist-oriented publication La Ruche (The beehive), a self-declared “journal for literary and political combat.” True to this claim, the paper, with Depestre on its masthead as editor-in-chief, was directly responsible for launching, in January 1946, a national strike that—within less than a week—brought down the corrupt, dictatorial regime of the wartime president Elie Lescot.1

      This moment of popular revolt, known to history as “The Five Glorious Days,” or “The 1946 Revolution,” marked a major transformation in Haiti’s twentieth-century political landscape and, importantly for Depestre, confirmed the real revolutionary possibility inherent in literature. The event also turned Depestre into a recognized threat to the military junta that took Lescot’s place and thus led to his “gentle” expulsion from Haiti that November. This was the beginning of several decades of displacement and the emergence of Depestre’s self-declared “banyan” identity, the dynamic state of infinite rootedness by which he understood himself to be—though constantly in exile—somehow everywhere at home.2

      On leaving Haiti, Depestre went first to Paris, where he plugged into the intellectual circles that had emerged in the French capital after the war. During those first years of exile, he met regularly with Pan-African anticolonialists like Aimé Césaire, Léopold Sedar Senghor, and Frantz Fanon, as well as with a dynamic wider group of avant-garde writers, among whom were André Breton, Paul Éluard, Louis Aragon, Tristan Tzara, Elsa Triolet, and Michel Leiris. He became an ardent communist during this period and played an active part in the decolonization movement, as a result of which he was expelled from French territory in 1950. Depestre and his wife Edith “Dito” Sorel, whom he had met and married in Paris in 1949, then settled in Czechoslovakia for two years, where he befriended Brazilian novelist Jorge Amado and Chilean poet Pablo Neruda, and where he remained until being driven out in 1952 due to his too vocal anti-Stalinist politics. Invited to Cuba by Nicolás Guillén, Depestre attempted to settle on the island but was arrested as a communist spy and summarily deported by Fulgencio Batista’s government. He and his wife then attempted a return to Europe, but were denied residency in both Italy and France. After spending a month in Vienna, Depestre made his way to Chile, where he coordinated the 1953 Continental Congress of Culture alongside Amado and Neruda before relocating briefly to Argentina. He then went on to live for over two years in Brazil, where he worked as a teacher while also participating clandestinely in the labor movement. In 1956 Depestre returned to France and participated in the First Congress of Black Writers and Artists in Paris.

      Depestre published several volumes of poetry during this time: Gerbe de sang (Sheaf of blood) in 1946 on his way out of Haiti; Végétations de clarté (Vegetations of light, 1951) and Traduit du grand large (Dispatched from the open sea, 1952) as he bounced around Western and Eastern Europe; and Minerai noir (Black ore, 1956) while living in Latin America. These collections are steeped in Depestre’s dramatic, firsthand experiences as a Caribbean migrant subject to the political vicissitudes of the global Cold War. They decry the fundamental evil of colonialism and (racial) capitalism, and they reveal the broad humanist impulse that animates Depestre’s political and personal choices at every port. Throughout, Eros is the through line: love, lust, and desire are the motive force behind Depestre’s astonishing capacity to keep moving forward in struggle, despite the repeated undoings of his political world.

      This capacity for optimism ultimately brought Depestre back to Haiti in December of 1957, after more than a decade of wandering. He was hopeful that the end to the regime of Haiti’s military-leader-turned-president Paul Magloire meant good things for his beleaguered country, and he had good reason to believe that positive change was afoot. After all, he had personally known the nation’s newly elected head of state, François Duvalier, as a young man in Port-au-Prince: during the difficult period of Lescot’s crushing dictatorship, Duvalier had been a kind and generous doctor to the capital’s urban poor; he had once even cured Depestre of a particularly severe bout of malaria without ever asking for payment.

      History has shown us, of course, just how unwarranted Depestre’s optimism would turn out to be. As we now know all too well, “Papa Doc” was no true friend to the Haitian people, a fact that became distressingly clear to Depestre within weeks of his return. Summoned to a meeting with Duvalier at the National Palace, he quickly grasped the Ubuesque soon-to-be-President-for-Life’s intention to govern Haiti as a totalitarian “Black” state. Duvalier offered to set Depestre up with a position in the foreign affairs ministry, planning to capitalize on his old friend’s national and international celebrity. But Depestre refused the post, enraging Duvalier and placing his family directly in harm’s way. Put under house arrest and fearing for his life, Depestre escaped from Haiti to the brand-new Cuban republic in March of 1959. It would be nearly half a century before he made his way back home again.

      

      Popa Singer evokes the historical moment of Duvalier’s rise to power as significant both for Depestre’s political evolution and for that of the Haitian republic as a whole. The context is the Cold War, a period when several Latin American autocrats successfully exploited US fears of communist influence in the Americas in order to secure their own power, violently abusing human rights in their respective nations with the tacit sanction and often military support of the United States. Haiti was a stark instance of this phenomenon. Under the guise of ridding the country of Leftist dissidents, Duvalier ferociously suppressed any opposition to his authority. The militant anticolonialist and socialist Depestre’s brief sojourn in Duvalier’s Haiti was thus harrowing, to say the least.

      Tragic and ludic in equal measure, and awash in specific details of Depestre’s at once terrifying and farcical encounters with the regime, Popa Singer dives fully into the perilousness of this moment in Haiti’s history. The narrative features several of the principal political actors from the period, or their comically distorted avatars. The knowing reader will easily recognize, for example, Duvalier’s “intellectual” running buddy and frequent coauthor, Black nationalist ethnologist Lorimer Denis, beneath his fictional moniker, Lorimo Bolant; the novel’s Clovis Barbotog presents a fairly obvious stand-in for Duvalier’s former top aide and head of the Tonton Macoutes, Clément Barbot, whose ruthlessly suppressed 1963 rebellion against Duvalier Depestre includes anachronistically; and Duvalier’s minister of information Georges J. Figaro has been refashioned as the idiotically peacocking Rififo Fonthus-Figaro. Other discernible characters include Duvalier’s political rivals in the 1957 elections: wealthy “Mulatto” agronomist and former senator Louis Déjoie becomes Louis Delajoie; popular liberal labor organizer and exiled interim head of state Daniel Fignolé is the novel’s Daniel Fignotardif; and Clément Jumelle, communist militant candidate and (following his withdrawal from the election he believed to have been rigged in Duvalier’s favor) principal leader of the opposition to the president, becomes Depestre’s Marc-Antoine Grandet, target of Duvalier’s deranged campaign of retribution in chapter 12.

      Lesser-known political and social actors also figure in the novel, their names scrambled to varying degrees. The “Kima-Rimini Affair,” glossed in a footnote in chapter 5 and mentioned several additional times throughout the narrative, references Duvalier’s heinous attack on Haitian journalist, activist, and cofounder of the Ligue Féminine d’Action Sociale (Feminine League for Social Action), Yvonne Hakim-Rimpel. Depestre similarly plays name games with the conspirators in the failed coup d’état of July 1958, a botched attempt by a United States–based group of exiled Haitians and American mercenaries to seize an army barracks in Port-au-Prince and overthrow Duvalier’s government. Depestre devotes the whole of chapters 10 and 11 to this astonishing episode in Haiti’s past, little reported on at the time and barely noted since by historians. He bestows the three Haitian conspirators—Alix “Sonson” Pasquet, Philippe “Fito” Dominique, and Henri “Riquet” Perpignan—with the pseudonyms Sonson Pasquier, Phil Dominguez, and Angelo Albi, respectively; but the Americans Robert F. Hickey, Dany Jones, Levant Kersten, Arthur Payne, and Joe D. Walker, as well as the boat they used in the insurgency, the Molly C, are all explicitly named. There are also several other notable figures whose names Depestre chooses not to mask in the novel: Abderrahman is the actual pen name Duvalier used in the 1950s and ’60s (minus the fanciful “von Baschmakoff” of Depestre’s novel) for his dogmatic nationalist political writings; General Antonio Kébreau, Duvalier’s famously cruel army chief, and former president Magloire—both of whom have robust cameos—also appear without fictional aliases.

      In addition to these more and less explicit allusions to historical figures from late-1950s Haiti, Depestre reprises, almost verbatim, several sections of an article he penned for Casa de las Américas in 1976, at the tail end of his twenty-year sojourn in Cuba.3 “Homo Papadocus,” the article turned second chapter of Popa Singer, conveys Depestre’s bewildered effort to reconcile the compassionate local doctor of his youth with the monster Duvalier would become a decade later. “In those days,” Depestre writes in the article version of “Homo Papadocus,” “he was simply Doc Duvalier, without the papa that the mythology of bloodthirsty power would later add to his civil status. Back then, François Duvalier was a gentle doctor who fulfilled his professional duties . . . a friendly and simple man, and he enjoyed a fine reputation in the neighborhood” (84).4 The article is, principally, a journalistic account of noirisme, Duvalier’s notorious doctrine of fascist “Black” power. Janus face of Negritude, the 1930s anticolonialist cultural framework that emerged in the francophone world as a concerted valorization of Blackness and African culture, noirisme amounted to an ideology of Black supremacy. Depestre likens Duvalier’s mutation of Negritude into the suffocating credo of noirisme to Adolf Hitler’s transformation of national socialism into Nazism:

      
        In Duvalier’s demented mind, the concept of Negritude followed the same aberrant trajectory as did socialism in Hitler’s mind. In the Nazism of the latter, we find the same criminal reversal of values. Nazism and Papadocracy are techniques of absolute oppression that emerged from the two pathological poles of global capitalism, one as the weaponized mythology of a stage of development, the other as the weaponized mythology of a stage of underdevelopment.5 (85)

      

      Depestre articulates the logic of Duvalier’s state within the geopolitical context of Germany’s imperialist project in Europe and “Yankee neocolonialism” (neocolonización yanqui, 86) in the Americas. Both in his article and in the novel, Duvalier is shown—despite his excessive vulgarity and ludicrous pseudoscientific musings on “race”—to be a savvy politician, well aware of how to use the persistent tensions of the Cold War to buttress his despotic power.

      At the same time that he situates Haiti in an explicitly global frame, however, Depestre also emphasizes the cultural idiosyncrasy of noirisme as a crucible for Duvalier’s uniquely Haitian politics of racial mystification. The novel depicts Duvalier’s self-serving exploitation of Vodou, in particular, as a cover for his narcissistic self-aggrandizement, arbitrary violence, and sexual sadism. Like many other Leftist writers in the Haitian literary tradition, Depestre’s work reveals his profound ambivalence with regard to Haiti’s popular religion—his vexation, that is, with political and community leaders who have deployed Vodou as a tool of disempowerment, seeking to compel Haiti’s most marginalized to accept the oppressive political and economic injustices that determine their collective fate.6 The Duvalier of Depestre’s novel incarnates precisely such manipulation: he engages in wanton blood sacrifice, gruesome mutilation, and other depraved “Vodou-esque” rituals in his absurd, over-the-top political performances, as well as through his self-fashioning as the incarnation of Baron Samedi, the Vodou spirit of death, a cynical ploy to inspire fear and submission among his subjects.7

      This being said, there is another side to Depestre’s portrayal of Vodou in Popa Singer, a portrayal that emerges out of those elements of the narrative that have only tangentially to do with Duvalier. That is, as much as Popa Singer is a tale of political disillusionment and disappointing return, it is just as intensely a story of joyfully rewoven family ties. At the core of this “other” story is a tribute to the author/narrator’s mother, the eponymous Popa Singer, aka Dianira/Déjanira Fontoriol, aka Mama Diani. A superheroine like none other, Popa is the beating heart of Depestre’s tale. Through her, Depestre summons memories of his much-beloved hometown, Jacmel, its legendary anticolonial history and glorious landscape. Through her, he draws connections between Haiti’s fraught past and the nation’s uncertain future.

      Popa is an avatar of Depestre’s own mother, also named Déjanira Fontoriol, also widowed and left to raise her five young children alone with nothing to support them beyond the money she earned from sewing. Fighting valiantly to keep her family safe from the dictator’s long reach, Popa is the classic famn poto-mitan of Haitian culture, a strong woman capable of holding up her family and community by sheer force of will.8 Popa is also, however, something provocatively else. Yes, she embodies the cultural archetype of the poto-mitan woman and, relatedly, affirms the literary trope of the Singer sewing machine, best known in the context of Aimé Césaire’s celebrated prose-poem Cahier d’un retour au pays natal (Notebook of a Return to the Native Land), also premised on a nostalgic return to the Caribbean homeland: and my mother whose legs pedal, pedal, night and day, for our tireless hunger, I was even awakened at night by these tireless legs which pedal the night and the bitter bite in the soft flesh of the night of a Singer that my mother pedals, pedals for our hunger and day and night.
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