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Body and Soul: Josephine, Jane and Paulette
Josephine Baker: A Century in the Spotlight

Firg of dl, | have to warn you that my presentation of today has a very ambitious agenda |
want to redress akind of injustice. It s;emsto me tha while Josephine Baker was cdled the
QQueen of ParisOand was termed the (Black BeautyOwho haunted the mind of Bauddaire,
a the sametime, & the same period of time, other black femaes were trying to assert the
black presence, to make people understand that not only Black is beautiful,Obut Black is
essentidly meaningful.

One of those women, whom | am going to tak about today, is cdled Paulette Nardd. |
repeat the name because yesterday so many people asked me, But who is that Paulette
Nardd?OPaulette Nardd. She was born in Fort-de-France, Martinique. You know, thereisa
kind of belief that everyone in the Caribbean or in Americabelongsto the same socid staus:
it isnot true for Paulette. Paulette Nardd belonged to the first black middle-class family of
Martinique. Her father was an engineer; and if you go to Fort-de France today, one of the
dreets of the city bears his name. His mother was a schoolteacher. And Joseph Zobd,
whom we know because of the movie Sugar Cane Alley, wrote gbout them in one of his
bOOKS, E# si la mer n’était pas blene. YOU Se€, hetried to give adecription of the family. He
said: QVlonsienr Nardal était le senl homme de la famille. Une espice de chef de tribn ou de seignenr, dont
les ponvoirs ne rayonnatent que sur sa femme et sur ses sept filles, et dont le prestige s étendait bien an-dela de
la ville. Une belle maison avec, au rez-de-chaussée, un salon on 'on pouvait voir le piano et les plantes vertes
guand les persiennes étaient baissées; mais pas de voiture. OEVeN if you don®understand French, you
heard the word piano. You know that there isakind of hierarchy among musical instruments.
Black people are entitled to beat the drum; they are entitled to play the banjo, to play the
guitar; but the piano is supposed to be anoble insrumentN only there for the middle class,
for the éite. And 0 dl of the members of the Nardd family used to play the piano. And in



fact Joseph Zobel used one sentence to summarize the family: O4nsi, les Nardal étaient la

négritude en action.O

S0 Paulette was the eldest of seven sisters, one of them cdled Jane, another one called
AndrZe, and dl of them worked together and helped each other out. And she was the first
black girl to be admitted to the brevet supZrieur in the Pensonnat Colonia and went to
Francein 1920 to study English literature and culture. She went there five years before
Josephine Baker in Ia Revue Negre. 11 iS very interesting to note that in fact shewas older
than Josephine; she was ten years older, born in 1896. When she went to France, to Paris,
she wrote for avery important magazine called I.a Dépéche afiicaine and later on, in 1932, she
founded her own magazine caled 1.z Revue du monde noir. 1T you want to reed I.a Revue du
monde noir, it has been republished by f ditions Jean-Michel Place in one volume, and you can
see that maybe she was trying to impose the idea of ablack presencein Paris a atime when
hlackOwas equated with savagery, brutdity, pure force and nothing intellectud at al.

So from what | have heard today, you get the fedling that Josephine and Paulette offer the
classc oppostion between body and soul: akind of dancer-popular-activist opposed to
somebodywho is intellectud and sophigticated. But it seemsto methat it is much more
complex than tha. First of al, Josephine Baker hersalf was not only ablack body.
Everybody wanted to reduce her to ablack body, but we know that she was interested in
writingNl she wrote about three autobiographies. She wrote anove caled Your Blood in my
eins. SO she was not dumb, you see. On one Sdethere was adumb, beautiful body, and on
the other Sde avery inteligent lady. If you make the interesting comparison between the
pictures of Josephine and the few pictures of Paulette, Paulette is extremely beautiful and
handsome. But on the serious Side no clowning, no crossing of the eyes, she did not even
gmile. In away, shewas rather sad-looking. Especidly a the end of her life, when she had
tha terrible accident. She broke both her ankles and she became dmost acripple, she was
very sad. She went to New York; sheworked for the United Nations and you have alot of
pictures of her in the capacity of aworker-activigt and it istrue she has nothing of the
smiling face of Josephine. But do we have to smileto be accepted?l don®know; | don®
believe s0. Firg of dl, they shared the same love of dothes and materid colors, which is
surprising. However sad Paulette used to be, she was dways dressed in away that was



griking and she left agroup of followersin Martinique who gill talk about the way she used
to dress, very nicely in bright and vibrant colors.

What is much more important isthat she was extremely interested in music and dancing. |
don®believe that somebody who isinterested in music and dancing can be caled a snob; |
believeit isimpossble to be a snobbish person and be interested in music, because if you
love music, you love dl forms of music: popular aswell as classical. In fact, you have akind
of communion with dl sorts of musical expresson. So | am going to quote, in French again,
asmadl paragraph in which Paulette tells us how wondeful dl those places were where they
were playing music, the Blomet, and so many others. So | quote: CDars les quartiers industriels
dan Théatre de la Glaciére un nonvean bal négre a pu trouver une place : la salle des fétes du syndicat
confédéral de la Seine ».1T she goesthere, a place which isfor workers, meansthat she cannot be
snobbish. | know why | am telling you this, because you will tell me that Paulette was
certainly feding akind of superiority complex on the subject of Josephine. | don®bedlieve so.
| believe that N without them even knowing itN it was their love of music that redly binds
them together. And thus she explains the bas negresto visitors : GApres avoir acheté des tickets
anx denx noirs qui les vendaient a l'entrée de la cour, nous regardons curieusement ['intérieur de la premiére
salle. A travers les vitres de verre dépoli nons apercevons une estrade anx: décors de verdure sur laguelle prend
Pplace un orchestre noir qui jour une bignine a réveiller les morts. Rien dans cette salle qui rappelle la

France. » That lagt sentenceN @othing in that room reminds us of France® is very
important. It meanstha Paulette is dready politicaly-minded; she wants something, ablack
persondity totdly free from the shackles of colonidism. A black mentdity, ablack culture
which could be proud of itsdlf.

We know that in those daysit was very difficult to be black. White culture was supposed to
be seen unde attack by black people. BlackOand GultureOseemed to be two contradictory
terms: if you say (black,Oyou cannot say Geulture. OANd so for the love of music they had
together, Paulette and Josephine tried to persuade peoplethat in fact black music was aform
of culture tha you should accept. But even more importantly, there was a the time an actor
caled Habib Bengliafrom Mdi performing a the ThZ2%4se delaMaddeine. And so Paulette
went to see Habib Benglia, like everybody else, and she explaned how she felt about the way

he was acting: Oes sautes d’humenr, ses volte-faces psychologiques, surprennent comme les mouvements



inattendus d’un jenne animal, d’une sensualité trés saine, d'un étre encore plus proche de la natureQN d'nn
étre encore Qer y closeto naured listen to that caref uIIyN Qit cest par la qu’il me touche le plus.
Ses cris de passion sont des cris de la chair fraiche, certes Benglia a appris son métier mais il est comme tout
homme de sa race, pocte de naissance. Ol @n tryingto trandateN she sad that, (He islike al the
men of hisrace, apoet by birth.O

S0 you know thereisamgor question il being debated today: that black people are not
entitled to technique. They are supposed to do everything by ingtinct. Even for me, awriter,
| am faced with thiskind of problem dl the time. We are supposed to be conteurs, to know
and hear storiesthat we repesat, sort of by roteN we hear agtory and we repest itN but we
are not entitled to the craft of writing, to narraive tradition, to the art of writing; that isonly
for white people. S it isabit disturbing to see tha Paulette Nardd, intelligent and clever as
she wes, bdlievestha Habib Bengliawas an artigt, an actor, only through ingtinct. It was not
aquestion of technique; it was not a question of learning his craft; he was gifted by birth and
he was performing like an animd. Of course, every ector &ter dl isan animd; even awhite
actorN if you want to play something deeply, you have to resort to some forcesin yourself
which are beyond your control. So it ssemsto metha the limit between technique and
ingtinct isabit overraed. Maybe we can discuss that later, but anyway, for Paulette as well as
for other black people, the créft, the genius of Habib Bengliawas true ingtinct and not at al
true technique. But | believe that that kind of dichotomy between technique, art, craft and
fedingisabit farfetched anyway.

S0 you see Josephine and Paulette were closer than it ssems a the beginning. What brought
them together agan was a question of politicd idess. Josephine was not politicaly-minded,
but because she suffered so much from racism, she became quite opposed to white
supremeacy. She did not want to fight it, but go round it. For example, we know, as we saw
yesterday, tha her dream was to marry awhite man. Paulette was totaly opposed to that.
Paulette was not a dl longing for aworld without color, for that ranbow tribe uniting
people from Finland, Argentinaand so onEn ot & dl; Paulette was the founder of what we
can cdl akind of pan-Africanism. All black people whatever, whoever, wherever they are,
are brothersand sigters. They share something which is extremely important, and in fect,
they give the same message to the rest of the world. So the main difference between Paulette



and Josephine, according to me, lies there. One was dreaming of the end of the color bar,
and the other wanted the color to be there, to remain there, but for the black color to be
dominant. She was dreadyN long before N Zgritude, long before black militancyN ablack
militant. For her, there was something specid in black people that they had to deliver, that
they had to offer to the rest of the world.

Anyway, La Revue du monde noir tha Paulette created was censored, banned by the interior
ministerN if you have alook a it now, it seems very harmless, afew articles devoted to
culture, but nothing redly which could bring about arevolution. But anyway it was redly too
much for the time and SO .z Revue dn monde noir was abolished in 1930. And so Paulette
Nardd was left without ameans of expresson. Shewent on, | understand, giving taks,
lectures and 0 on, participating in colloquiabut without ajournd to writein.

| forgot to tell you that & thetime alot of people were debating whether ablack culture
existed. AndrZBrZon should be singled out as an exception and though often criticized, he
wasin fact avery big supporter of Paulette Nardd. | don®know how they met. | tried to
understand how they met, where they met, how they cameinto contact, and | could never
find out. But anyway, if you look a hiswriting, you will see afew lines praising the idess of
Paulette, meaning that what she did didn®go totally unnoticed.

We are now coming to avery important question. Josephine and Paulette never metN that®
surprising. Why?Because in fact Paulette and her ssters were living in asuburb of Peris
caled Clamart. And they had asdon, aliterary sdon. We know for example that AimZ
CZsdire never went to that salon because he was too sauvage and he wasn®@at al sociable. But
we do know that dl the African-Americans in Paris went there: we know tha Richard
Wright went there, we know that Claude McKay went there... 1@ not sure about Alan
Locke, but anyway, even if he was not there physicdly, everybody discussed hisidess. We
know that Paulette was the one who wanted her sster to trandate The New Negro, meaning
tha even if Alan Locke was not there, hisideas were very present.

So why no mention of Josephine? That isfor me abit disturbing. | have three possble
explanations.



Firgt explanation: in spite of everything, there was akind of intellectua snobbism by Paulette
and she looked down upon agirl who was dancing with abananabdlt in aRevue a the Folie
Bergeres. That is one possible explanation. But | don®quite agree with my own explanation
because Paulette, for me, was too intelligent to have tha kind of fedling.

Second explanation: Paulette was degply Catholic, extremely religious. So awoman who was
haf-naked on the sage, who was snging avery deviant song, did not gpped to her. You
know that she was very fond of Negro spirituas and gospels, and & the end of her life she
had a chorale in Fort-de-France where she took in young Martinican girlsto sng Negro
spirituas and gospels.

Third explanation, whichl believe to be more credible:Paulette certanly believed Josephine
was a credtion of white folk. A word that we don®like nowN authenticityN aword that we
know to be fundamentdly dangerous and very harmful, a tha timewasin favor. So
Josephine was not authentic. And, you know, alot of people for many different reasons say
the same of Josephine: black people found tha she betrayed abit of ther heritage; white
people believed that she became too sophisticated for ablack person, that in the beginning,
when she was clowning, crossing her eyes and so on, she was more authentic. S, in away,
Josephine poses aproblem, and it seemsto methat for Paulette, the authenticity of
Josephine was questionable and she did not gpproach her. For awoman who soent her time
talking about black culture, it is surprising that she never mentioned Josephine, that she
never passed judgment on her, unlike her sster Janewho was highly criticd. This dlenceis
full of meaning for me. Anyway, we can dways imagine a meeting of the two, body and soul
coming together, body and soul shaking hands body and soul exchanging idess, but in
redity, in red life, it did not happen.

So | was going to tell you afew words about the literary sdon. You know GdonOis aword
which is prestigious; only very important people do very important things there. No. In the
Nardd sdon you see young people who were going to become important, but who were not
a thetime. For example, when Claude McKay became aregular visitor, nobody had ever
heard of him since his novel Bazj» published in 1928 had not yet been acclamed by CZsaire
and Senghor. He was there more like a young poet. The success of Barjo was made by people
like CZsaire and so on, who camelater. In the sdlon you drank only tea, English tea, evidence
of agtrain of snobbism. No strong drinks, no wine, no liquor, only tea, and you had afew



biscuits. So, you seg, it seemsto metha it is very difficult not to see Paulette Nardd
somewhere as asnob.l supposeit was there, and tha is the reason why she never
goproached Josgphine Baker.

Now we come to the Second World War. Josephine Baker became an informant for the Free
French. She was decorated by Generd de Gaulle, and that was the beginning of a certain
mythicd period of her life. Alas, for poor Paulette Nardd, the war forced her to go back to
Martinique, and while she was returning home, her ship was atacked by the Germans. So
she had to jump into alifeboat and in doing so, broke both her ankles. As areault, she
became acripple. She spent about ayear and ahdf in ahospitd in Europe and when she
returned to Martinique, she could not walk without a cane and was confined to her house.
But what isinteresing for meisthat she devoted dl her timeto musc. You seethe link
between her and Josephine becomes extremely gpparent a the end of her life. Shewrotein
one or two magazines published in Martinique, but mainly she was the director of achorale.
Shetaught Negro spirituds and gospels. In fact she believed tha there was aclose link
between African-Americans and Martinicans. Thisis extremely important because even if
you look & the journd Tropiques, you find only two or three articles devoted to African-
American culture. But here you have awoman using the most popular form, which ismusc,
to tell the people of Martinique, your brothers and ssters are living in America. So it seems
to methat the end of her life is very important. But very sad for her because AimZ CZsdire
returned home to Martinique a the sametime and in 1940 founded the journd Tropigues
which totdly eclipsed Paulette Nardd. Paulette Nardd became somebody of the past. And
you know that she complained to her Sister Jane, QVe are the ones who invented N Zgritude,
who invented pan-Africanism, who invented African unity and we are now totdly
forgotten.OSo you see she was not only forgotten on the popular sdeN somebody like
Josephine Baker took everything, took precedence over her --- she was dso forgotten on the
intellectud sdeN somebody like CZsaire took everything from her.

Read Brent Edwards because he is one of the few who have pad homage to Paulette Nardd.
Thereis dso amovie by Jl Servant on Paulette Nardd, La fierté d’étre négresse. | you want to
order the movie from this young Guaddoupean 1@ give you details after the panel.



Anyway, | @ trying to pay justice to somebody who seems to me unjustly forgotten, who
shared with Josgphine Baker the desireto indst on the beauty of blackness, on the
importance of being black. Thank you very much.



