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It is a measure of the historical, geophysical, and (in Kamau Brathwaite’s formulation) 
geopsychic fragmentation endured by the peoples of the Caribbean that there should be 
two divided territories in the region. The larger and more famous of these is, of course, 
Hispaniola, split between Kréyol and French-speaking Haiti and the Spanish-speaking 
Dominican Republic, both ostensibly independent nations with a history of mutual 
discord and conflict.  The second divided island—St. Martin—remains a colony whose 
governance is shared by France and the Netherlands, a historically outmoded state of 
affairs that is even celebrated by the colonial masters on the official website: “Only 37 
square miles, but 2 nations and over 80 nationalities. Showing the world that we all can 
get along...” Colonialism as a model of social coexistence; what better evidence that the 
past still awaits its redemption? 
 
Fortunately, the St. Martin/Sint Maarten poet, performer, and cultural activist Lasana M. 
Sekou has been bum-rushing this particular colonial pappy-show for well over thirty 
years.  Through his writings and performances, projected onto an international stage, he 
has repeatedly advocated not only his island’s independence, but its specific place within 
a Caribbean conceived as a dynamic cultural unity, sharing similar historical agonies and 
necessary revolts.  Crucial to his overall project has been the founding of his House of 
Nehesi Press, a model for the autonomous Caribbean publishing ventures that Kamau 
Brathwaite has long advocated and, through his own Savacou enterprise, pioneered.  Not 
only has House of Nehesi published, in handsome editions, works by local writers, but 
also works by internationally acclaimed Caribbean writers like Kamau Brathwaite, 
George Lamming, Marion Bethel, and Chiqui Vicioso and, reaching into Black North 
America, two collections of poetry and essays by Amiri Baraka. 
 
In every respect, Sekou’s tireless cultural activism and creative work have schooled the 
rest of us in St. Martin’s history and contributions to the wider Caribbean world, 
reminding us – if we needed reminding – that in the Caribbean, there are no “small 
islands” in the pejorative sense. As Edouard Glissant said in an interview, “Even the 
smallest Relation is made up of all the differences in the world and we shouldn’t forget a 
single one of them.  If you forget the tiniest difference in the world, Relation is no longer 
Relation.” 
 
Sekou’s ambitious 1988 poem Nativity has recently been reissued in an attractively 
produced trilingual English-French-Spanish edition, clearly with the intent to broaden its 
regional readership. Given its provenance in St. Martin, it is odd that a Dutch version is 
not included as well.  Epic in scope and educational in intent – and clearly inspired by 
Amiri Baraka’s 1980 poem celebrating the richness and grandeur of African-American 
culture—“In the Tradition,” Nativity begins each of its nine sections with a declarative 
definition of a particular aspect of culture – as work, as “born here,” as “borning change,” 
etc. – which lays the foundation for an exuberant, densely layered and referential 
meditation, within a Caribbean and indeed pan-Diasporic framework, on that definition.  
The poem describes a musical arc, emphasized by forays into nation-language (and 



Yoruba), onomatopoeia, composition by field, and typographical explosions ranging from 
individual words run together without spaces in between to strings of repeated symbols, 
including musical notations, emoticons, front- and back-slashes, and parentheses. 
 
The nativity of the poem is both a birth process, a coming-into-being across the centuries, 
forged despite and against successive institutionalized practices of oppression – genocide, 
slavery, indenture, colonialism, postcolonial corruption – and a celebration.  
Significantly, the ending features an oriki to Legba, the orisha of beginnings and 
crossroads revelation. Such an affirming that the Caribbean journey through time and 
space is one always made anew, always reinvented on the basis of a continually changing 
tradition where an African past whose watchword is the ancient Egyptian injunction 
“Man Know Thyself” is made to resound in harmony with the present: “For so long have 
The People worked / And endless songs done sung / And still so many accounts to give 
Life”.  The predominant celebratory tone of this nativity – which does not exclude 
carnivalesque picong against oppressors and the systems that sustain them – brings to 
mind Caribbean Christmastime masquerade celebrations like Jonkonnu and Three Kings 
Day. 
 
There is urgency here as well – Sekou’s poetic blast of historical and cultural 
consciousness aims at revolutionary transformation, “a New Day of Power & Glory / to 
wash up visions / work up a heaving ocean and Stand / Firm […]”.  The poem as a whole 
stands as a kind of palenque, a work of literary marronage that aims at bringing together 
all the strands of Caribbean and by extension Pan-African and indigenous American 
cultural autonomy into an insurgent space that can be used as a weapon against imperial 
and bourgeois hegemonies.  As Sekou is an eloquent performer of his own work, the 
reader might well wish for a DVD or CD accompaniment to this book so that the poem 
could fully enter the sonic dimension that the page can only suggest. 
 
At its best, Nativity is inspiring, indeed inspiriting in its loving attention to both the 
wellsprings and possibilities of Caribbean roots and routes, and in certain moments of 
high intensity – a description of steel pan orchestras that is both kinetic and resonant 
(“steel craters full of fulling with / ponging ponging dragons in a venting dance / and 
dragons become fire breeding dance / and winding image breath flagbearing / woman”), 
an evocation of carnival mas that drops abruptly into a warning against mental and 
spiritual colonization. It sweeps the reader along in a verbal cascade.  If the poem falls 
short at times of its ambition, this may be in part attributable to its relative brevity; Sekou 
packs in so much information that the poetry tends to vanish into lists of names, and the 
momentum of reading is perforce interrupted by the need to check the (helpful) glossary 
at the back of the book, since it is doubtful that all of Sekou’s readers will know 
everything he alludes to or references.  More problematic, to say the least, is Sekou’s 
homophobic comparison of neocolonial rulers to “backyard basins / to catch aids of 
multinastiness/ / penetration from strange / invading business,” which is best countered 
with a phrase from Sekou himself: “if you bring staleness stay off the road.”  In general, 
Nativity succeeds most when it is being less overtly didactic and preachy (a pitfall of 
much so-called political verse, in the Caribbean and elsewhere). 
 



Presenting the poem in a trilingual edition is a valuable move, but at the same time 
illustrates the inevitable problems of translating demotic modes into other languages.  To 
cite only two examples, the often-repeated word “pan” (steel drum) simply has no 
convincing equivalent in either French or Spanish; the translators leave it as it is, but with 
the results that the Francophone reader will see an onomatopoeic rendering of a gunshot 
(pan) and the Hispanophone reader the word for “bread,” which renders the passage 
nonsensical.  And when Sekou takes up dub poet and martyr Michael Smith’s cry 
“Lawwwwwwwww,” the Spanish translator, with distressing literalism, reads it not as a 
variant of “lawd” but as “law,” and the unsuspecting reader will doubtless scratch her 
head in puzzlement at the outcry “Leyyyyyy.”  None of this is to underestimate the effort 
required to translate Caribbean nation-languages, which, indeed, reflects colonial legacies 
of fragmentation, and for the most part the translators Alex Richards (French) and María 
Teresa Ortega (Spanish) have carried out their difficult task with due diligence. 
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