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I – Commentaire guidé en langue étrangère

History and fiction : comment on the picture of Harlem drawn by the author and its impact on both the 
characters and the reader.

The wave of black people running from want and violence crested in the 1870s; the ’80s; the ’90s 
but was a steady stream in 1906 when Joe and Violet joined it. Like the others, they were country people, 
but how soon country people forget. When they fall in love with a city, it is forever, and it is like forever. 
As though there never was a time when they didn’t love it. The minute they arrive at the train station or 
get off the ferry and glimpse the wide streets and the wasteful lamps lighting them, they know they are 
born for it. There, in a city, they are not so much new as themselves: their stronger, riskier selves. And in 
the beginning when they first arrive, and twenty years later when they and the City have grown up, they 
love that part of themselves so much they forget what loving other people was like–if they ever knew, that 
is. I don’t mean they hate them, no, just that what they start to love is the way a person is in the City; the 
way a  schoolgirl never pauses at a stoplight but looks up and down the street before stepping off the curb; 
how men  accommodate themselves to tall buildings and wee porches, what a woman looks like moving in 
a crowd, or how shocking her profile is against the backdrop of the East River. The restfulness in kitchen 
chores when she knows the lamp oil or the staple is just around the corner and not seven miles away; the 
amazement of throwing open the window and being hypnotized for hours by people on the street below.

Little of that makes for love, but it does pump desire. The woman who churned a man’s blood as 
she leaned all alone on a fence by a country road might not expect even to catch his eye in the City. But if 
she is clipping quickly down the big-city streets in heels, swinging her purse, or sitting on a stoop with a 
cool beer in her hand, dangling her shoe from the toes of her foot, the man, reacting to her posture, to soft 
skin on stone, the weight of the building stressing the delicate, dangling shoe, is captured. And he’d think 
it was the woman he wanted, and not some combination of curved stone, and a swinging, high-heeled shoe 
moving in and out of sunlight. He would know right away the deception, the trick of shapes and light and 
movement, but it wouldn’t matter at all because the deception was part of it too. Anyway, he could feel his 
lungs going in and out. There is no air in the City, but there is breath, and every morning it races through 
him like laughing gas brightening his eyes, his talk, and his expectations. In no time at all he forgets little 
pebbly creeks and apple trees so old they lay their branches along the ground and you have to reach down 
or stoop to pick the fruit. He forgets a sun that used to slide up like the yolk of a good country egg, thick 
and red-orange at the bottom of the sky, and he doesn’t miss it, doesn’t look up to see what happened to it 
or to stars made irrelevant by the light of thrilling, wasteful street lamps.

That kind of fascination, permanent and out of control, seizes children, young girls, men of every 
description, mothers, brides, and barfly women, and if they have their way and get to the City, they feel 
more like themselves, more like the people they always believed they were. Nothing can pry them away 
from that; the City is what they want it to be: thriftless, warm, scary and full of amiable strangers. No won-
der they forget pebbly creeks and when they do not forget the sky completely think of it as a tiny piece of 
information about the time of day or night.

Toni Morrison, Jazz, 1992.
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II – Traduire en anglais

Le silence des polyglottes

Ne pas parler sa langue maternelle. Habiter des sonorités, des logiques coupées de la mémoire nocturne 
du corps, du sommeil aigre-doux de l’enfance. Porter en soi comme un caveau secret, ou comme un enfant 
handicapé – chéri et inutile –, ce langage d’autrefois qui se fane sans jamais vous quitter. Vous vous perfection-
nez dans un autre instrument, comme on s’exprime avec l’algèbre ou le violon. Vous pouvez devenir virtuose 
avec ce nouvel artifi ce qui vous procure d’ailleurs un nouveau corps, tout aussi artifi ciel, sublimé – certains 
disent sublime. Vous avez le sentiment que la nouvelle langue est votre résurrection : nouvelle peau, nouveau 
sexe. Mais l’illusion se déchire lorsque vous vous entendez, à l’occasion d’un enregistrement par exemple, 
et que la mélodie de votre voix vous revient bizarre, de nulle part, plus proche du bredouillis d’antan que du 
code d’aujourd’hui. Vos maladresses ont du charme, dit-on, elles sont même érotiques, surenchérissent les 
séducteurs. Personne ne relève vos fautes, pour ne pas vous blesser, et puis on n’en fi nirait plus, et à la fi n on 
s’en fout. On ne vous signifi e pas moins que c’est agaçant quand même : parfois, une levée de sourcils ou un 
« Pardon ? » en volute vous font comprendre que « vous n’en serez jamais », que « ce n’est pas la peine », que 
« là au moins on n’est pas dupe ». Dupe, vous ne l’êtes pas non plus. Tout au plus êtes-vous croyant, prêt à tous 
les apprentissages, à tous les âges, pour atteindre – dans cette parole des autres imaginée comme parfaitement 
assimilée un jour – Dieu sait quel idéal, par-delà l’aveu implicite d’une déception due à cette origine qui n’a 
pas tenu sa promesse.

Julia Kristeva, Étrangers à nous-mêmes, Fayard, 1988.


