On the Road to Zanzibar –

An Introduction for Anglophones

By David W. Seaman

Zanzibar the French novel.

Bertozzi meets us in Paris at the Café de Flore. He is the perfect bonvivant, the connaisseur, the roué, the international poet celebrating 25 years of the movement he founded at this café. I already know him as an Italian, and now I meet him as a French artist and poet. Surrounded by an international crowd of admirers, I realize that Bertozzi is a personnage beyond borders. [–DWS]

As an American presenting this novel in English, I wonder who my readers are. Anglophone Francophiles who can work their way through a French novel? Casual airport bookshop clients looking for something exotic? Eventually maybe readers of a translation I might get published.  At present I am writing for all Anglophone readers who might enjoy this work, so my presentation is admittedly superficial, but widespread.

Whatever the case, this is a French novel. The author, a certified Italian, has pulled off the tour de force, a novel in French. (Yes, Beckett, Julien Green, lots of others have preceded him, but the challenge remains viable. My own French novel has yet to appear….) I once met a Dutch writer who chose to write in English, because there was no critical mass of Dutch readers for his work. Is it the same in Italy? One would hardly think so, in the land of Eco and Calvino; so Bertozzi’s gambit has to be for other reasons. It may be partly the content, the connection to Rimbaud. The Africa in question is largely Anglophone, so that could not be the reason, either. I prefer to think that there is a certain cachet to a novel in French, a je ne sais quoi that lends it a seriousness curiously lacking in much of the current French novelistic production.
There are myriad ways in which this will be a delight to the French reader. Bertozzi has absorbed all the best features of the French novelistic tradition, its changing point of view in narration, its long “periodic” sentences, and a love of vocabulary. So many sentences swell and explode with a series of adjectives, of exotic nouns, of verbal expressions. Look at this typical evolving sentence: “Elle apparaissait tour à tour horrible, langoureuse, effrayante, extrêmement excitante au point de déclencher la luxure la plus forcenée.” [195] “She appeared successively horrible, langorous, frightening, extremely arousing, to the point of the most deranged wantonness.”
Professors will recommend this novel to their brilliant students who need to expand their vocabulary and cultural consciousness. In this way it is didactic, plunging deep into the professorial tradition of the comparatist, of the student/professor of language, of the teacher who wants to lead by example. Here is a taste of what I am referring to; this botanical description from the heart of the novel, during a spring day in Pescara, Italy, reads like a prose poem:

Encore dans leur désir de bourgeon, les kakis d’Extrême Orient distilleront leur saveur juteuse comme une libido déchaînée. Déshabillés dans leur orgasme, ils atteignent leur pleine maturité quand leurs feuilles tombent, lorsque l’automne alterne, aux derniers baiser du soleil, des nuages couleur de plomb. (117)
Now still in the stage of wanting to bud out, soon the Far East persimmons will distill their juicy flavor like an unleashed libido. Undressed in their orgasm, they will reach their full maturity when their leaves fall, when autumn splashes lead-colored clouds with the last kiss of sunshine. [–DWS trans.]

Africa.

I walk into the Thorn Tree Café in Nairobi. I have just returned from Zimbabwe, and have written a satire on the Victoria Falls, imagining a commercial theme park at the amazing site. “Zamboni on the Zambezi” I called my story. I look at the message board attached to the giant thorn tree. Nothing for me. I feel attached to Hemingway and the writers who have preceded me here; yet I feel forlorn and isolated. Nothing for me. 
I pedal my bicycle up the last bit of paved road toward Imilchil in the high Atlas of Morocco. An overloaded bus lumbers past, then stops. The driver runs back to offer me a space among the chickens, lambs, vegetables and crowded Berbers. He is dismayed when I decline, then has an insight: “Ah! Sport?” [–DWS]

Return to Zanzibar is in many ways a love story to Africa. The narrative runs freely around the northeast corner, the horn, over Kilimanjaro, and south along the Indian Ocean, to Zanzibar itself, and beyond, to Madagascar. If you are inclined to search the internet to find out about Zanzibar, let me spare you the effort and summarize for you: 

Zanzibar is an archipelago a short distance off the coast of Tanzania, in the Indian Ocean. It lies right around the equator. The largest island, Unguja, which is usually referred to as Zanzibar Island, is about 60 miles long and 25 miles wide. Because of its central location, it has been occupied by many outsiders, including Egyptians, Persians, Chinese, and especially Indians, who used it as a center for the ivory trade, and Omani Arabs, who developed the cultivation of spices, in particular cloves, which led to its Anglophone nickname, The Spice Islands. There was of course a history of slave trading as well. Geographically Zanzibar is essentially a large white sand beach ringed with coral reefs, with farmland and forests in the interior, where the endangered primate, the Zanzibar red colobus dwells. 

In the 1960s Zanzibar freed itself from British rule and became independent, then survived as part of a union with Tanzania. It continues to export cloves, and depends on tourism.

Most photos on the web show the lovely beaches, beach resorts, incongruous Masai on the beach, and a few images of historic Stone Town, the capital with buildings dating from all periods. Though the indigenous language is Swahili, English is widely spoken, as throughout this region; our novel’s Juliius Applemayer knows enough English to get around. He visits well-known tourist sites on Zanzibar, from Prison Island with its giant turtles, once used by an Arab to hold difficult slaves, to the Old Dispensary in Stone Town, a magnificent Victorian medical facility that has been restored to include a restaurant and upscale shops. Applemayer’s narrative is chillingly precise, including recognizable hotels like the barely disguised Mtoni Marine, an elegant seaside resort near Stone Town, the tony New Africa Hotel in Dar es-Salam, the Merina Lodge in Antananrivo, Madagascar, a hotel the Lonely Planet guides labels as “endearing.” We can even follow Applemayer’s reading of Adam Shafi Adam’s Les giroflers de Zanzibar [The Clove Trees], if we can read French or its original Swahili.

The southeast African world described in the opening pages of Return to Zanzibar corresponds well with the east Africa I know from Kenya, Zimbabwe, Malawi. But this chapter is an overture designed to give us the flavor of the book and its double quest – the linked souls and itineraries of Rimbaud and the lost lover Noname. The real African odyssey begins in Ethiopia, after a flashback and first movement in Rome. Again we could follow with a Google map the precise travelogue Applemayer traces as he works his way across Ethiopia to the sea, following in some order the path of Rimbaud. 

Here we go: Addis Abeba Hilton , Experience Ethiopia travel, the bones of Lucy in the Museum, Entoto, Empreror Menelik II (who purchased three electric chairs to conduct executions, then when he realized his country had no electricity, used one as a throne), down into the Rift Valley along the Awash river, Akaki, sightings of warthogs, Nazret, Asbe Teferi, Euphorbia (spurge, a tropical & subtropical African flower), coffee & sorghum, Chelenko (mentioned by Rimbaud), Hollebi, Harar Belayneh Hotel where Applemayer enjoyed the roof top restaurant for views and people watching. 
From there Applemayer takes the train line that runs from Harar to Dire Dawa. This latter was a town built in 1901 for the train line to Djibouti, which could not go up the mountain to Addis Abeba. It was a classic train ride, billed as dangerous, but calm until Applemayer is delayed at the border of Djibouti for not having a visa. 

Applemayer gets expelled from the train, then picked up and interrogated by soldiers, where even the female soldier fails to be friendly (“She even gets crabby, yelling at me for not putting my backpack in the right place. Her attitude wipes out the charming treatment I usually get from women.” 78). He is finally rescued by a compassionate officer: “Please excuse this long delay, and hoping you will pardon this distressing inconvenience, we wish you a pleasant stay.” (80)
While Africa is at the heart of this novel, a lot of time is also spent in Italy, as well as France and Greece. Returning from Milan to Rome becomes a meditation along Lake Trasimeno, evoking Hannibal’s campaign; shun-piking from Valence to Italy, Applemayer’s jeep roars over the Alps without mentioning either Napoleon or Hannibal; challenging the gods in Greece, he bounds from Mount Parnassus to the top of Mount Olympus. Readers who enjoy accounts of travel will be able to settle in with this book just for the pleasure of riding along with Julius Applemayer. 

Channeling Dan Brown? 

My father, a professor of Greek and Latin, was ironically recruited to work on decoding Japanese messages during World War II. (Anyone who can decipher Greek should have no trouble with these codes.) That is probably why I became a child sleuth. I saved up cereal box tops and ordered a secret decoder ring, complete with magnifying glass and glow-in-the-dark pen. I was ready to solve anything! [–DWS]
No international quest novel today can escape comparison to the current rage in fiction, the puzzle search for a mysterious goal. Does Return to Zanzibar partake of this trend, obliging the protagonist to solve enigmas and uncover hidden messages? Yes, it does! 

The elusive mistress Noname has left Applemayer with a collection of trinkets that serve as clues in his quest: an earring, a yellowed paper with an enigmatic numerical puzzle, a post card showing Piero della Francesca’s fresco of Solomon and the Queen of Sheba, a volume of Rimbaud. Applemayer himself admits to being simultaneously a detective and a fetshist. [190] Several times, Applemayer is reminded of other quests, especially for the Grail or Ark of Moses. This leads him to converse with a friend about the Nazis’ vain search in Ethiopia, Himmler seeking a powerful prize for his Führer.  More than once, he expresses a kinship to the adventure movies of Indiana Jones, such as Raiders of the Lost Ark.
Some of these clues lead to rather didactic digressions on the background, with lengthy conversations, readings of typescripts, tedious pages in italics that fill in legends such as Solomon’s relationship with the Queen of Sheba. This latter is a progression from examination of the Piero della Francesca fresco, which Applemayer found high on the walls of the cathedral in Arezzo. 
When Applemayer starts to consider the paper with a number puzzle, he falls in line with Albrecht Dürer, whom he discusses, and of course Dan Brown’s Lost Symbol, a book which was published about the same time as Bertozzi’s paper edition of Zanzibar, but a year after the first edition; no question of Bertozzi following Dan Brown, as my title to this section suggests. Instead, the Dan Brown label identifies a long tradition that has gained momentum recently. But we can hark back to A.S. Byatt’s Possession, which follows clues in Victorian letters, and of course to the whole tradition of mystery novels. I recall my first youthful encounter with code in Arthur Conan Doyle’s Adventure of the Dancing Men, a Sherlock Holmes story published at the beginning of the 20th century, where a line of dancing stick figures constitute the code. 

The point here is that Bertozzi mixes into his novel the apparatus of a rich and increasingly popular genre, and he does it with flair. 

So eventually Applemayer uncovers a numerical puzzle in Noname’s papers, composed of nine numbers: 



4
9
2



3
5
7



8
1
6

After reading Dan Brown’s The Lost Symbol, even as a mathematical klutz, I was able to solve this magic square. But we are not competing. If we were, we would have to go back to Dürer’s Melancolia with its complex magic square, and follow several mysterious strains toward the Ark. I will stop here with my analysis, leaving the reader in anticipation of a sinuous trail surrounded with unexpected dangers. 

Roman à Clé.

Bertozzi has me join him and two lovely women from the faculty: we are leaving Pescara to go get “the best gelato on the Adriatic!” Along the way we stop to admire some outrageous architectural oddities, fishing shacks perched on spindly poles where they can drop nets in the water. I am reminded of the chicken-legged houses of Baba Yaga. [–DWS]

My rental car finds its way through the Cévennes mountains in central France. I am led in the dark to a hotel, then by daylight I gather with poets and artists from around the globe, surrounding a signpost labeled “Voie de l’Inisme.” Deep in France, Borée has a street dedicated to Italian Inismo. [– DWS]
I could name the women mentioned above, or give them thinly veiled pseudonyms, as Bertozzi tends to do. Although I have a certain acquaintance with Gabriele-Aldo Bertozzi, I cannot claim to be an intimate. Nevertheless, I was charmed and amazed by all the locations and personalities in this work that were familiar to me. 

Gabrielle JeanSainte, Angelo Merante, I have dined with these characters. St. Apollinare, that is where Inismo established its manifesto; Borée, home to the author in France. And so forth. Meanwhile, the itineraries are so closely identified, that a future scholar would have no trouble following the trail of Applemayer. Hotels are named, and even the room numbers are identified along with the license plate of the Jeep. We learn the names of guides and concierges, hosts and casual acquaintances. As mentioned earlier, the itinerary of trains, towns and flights is so detailed that we could follow it kilometer by kilometer. 

Such detail and transparency is puzzling. Are we expected to recognize people and … say hello? Are we encouraged to book the same itinerary? (I am already planning a trip to Tanzania.) My guess is that 95% of readers will have no idea how intimate this novel is. For the rest of us, we relish the sweet taste of familiarity. 

Voodoo and Alchemy

Haïti is more accessible under “Baby Doc” than it was on my previous visit, while “Papa Doc” was still alive. Now I will be able to visit the countryside, and tonight I am going to visit a vaudou ceremony. The taxi driver picks me up and I am surprised to see another passenger in the back seat. They make it clear that she is a prostitute. At the edge of Port-au-Prince we pull into the courtyard of a one-story building. In the dusk I can see a circle of women, naked to the waist, preparing themselves. Inside the spectators sit awkwardly in straight chairs and order rum drinks. This is just for the tourists, I assure myself; no big deal. But then, that mambo really is spraying rum into the air and tracing a vevey on the floor; that houngan really did bite the heart out of a live chicken, and really did grab my cocktail  glass, crunch it up and swallow it. 

The European-style markets and museums of Dakar got farther and farther from me. This last market was clearly designed to serve only the Senegalese: the baskets of grains and ground spices had no labels, there was no electric lighting under the tin roof, and no one spoke French. My European gut was increasingly tense. Outside the market a fetish-vendor had spread his wares on an animal skin: antelope horns, dried frogs, all sorts of ingredients for a gris-gris. I spotted an article that resembled a sausage in a cloth bag. It was daubed in red clay, ornamented with cowry shells, and had a horse tail at one end. The price was stupidly cheap. I put it in my pocket and a calm settled over me for the rest of the day. [– DWS]

Applemayer abandons east Africa to go visit Togo, a thin sliver on the South Atlantic, between Ghana and Benin. His adoration of geography and place names elicits this charming aside: “TO-GO! The bewitching sound of the name had long fascinated him with the beauty of its bi-syllabic brevity. TO-GO. The word also transmitted to him a bitter-sweet savor, flavored with chocolate.” [91-92] Applemayer’s caressing of place names recalls André Breton in his Martinique Snake Charmer, composing a prose poem solely from the names of villages on the island. 
Our Togo host is the ex-patriot Togolese writer Yves-Emmanuel Dogbé, who lived in Paris and – eerily for this book – died there in 2004. Another connection is the local guide, a female writer we can now find on Facebook. This novel is so cozy. 

The object of the visit to Togo is to explore the African sources of voodoo, likened to the Delphi or Vatican of the practice. From here some slaves carried voodoo to Haïti, where it developed into the version best known today. The Togo visit starts with an excursion into the brush to locate a python’s nest in a termite hill. The python and its egg are strong symbols in this story, already evoked in a plush sex scene back on page 65. But now Applemayer collects a baby python and two eggs, which he hopes to take back to Italy with him. Later he climbs up on Mount Agou, highest point in Togo, a small mountain in lush farmland. There he reflects on Dogbé’s insight that there are no atheists in Africa: everyone believes in something.

The young authoress-guide gives Applemayer a copy of her first novel, and he reads it that night, learning about the sign of the python that is incised on the face of certain children. His guide, he sees, is one of the python adepts, dedicated to revere the serpent. Applemayer asks her father to give him magical protection so he can get the living artifacts through customs. 

The following chapter brings us to the most mystical and magical aspect of the book: who indeed is Noname? I personally do not much care for this designation. It has no magic in English; I recall Captain Nemo of Jules Verne’s 10,000 Leagues under the Sea, and the thrill of realizing this was Latin for “no one.” But Noname? The author assures me it is just “without a name,” so we have to accept that. Like Applemayer, who might have called her “Unnamable,” I would rather chase after a woman with a more mellifluous moniker.

Next we meet the “Female Alchemist,” and what a piece of work she is. Seductive, enticing, informative and elusive, and pretty much a witch. Uma, she is called. Applemayer meets her one dark and rainy afternoon, when she has been drinking and acts like a cat in heat. She lives in a multi-story lair that reminds Applemayer of Dürer’s Melancolia (Dürer again!) In their lengthy conversations she reveals all sorts of fantastic tidbits of historical and religious whimsy, like the possible parentage of Abel, like Cain the poet (condemned by God, so similar to the condemned poets, Rimbaud included). This part of the book indulges in long discussions of alchemy, which as we all know sought to make gold out of base materials, or to make a more scatological transformation, in Uma’s imagining. 
Alchemy is of course an important link to Rimbaud. Even the most superficial reader of the young poet knows his work, “Alchimie du verbe,” Alchemy of the word. It is in fact a work that author Bertozzi, as professor Bertozzi, has analyzed in an elegant web page. Bertozzi concludes that in the poem, Rimbaud is striving to transform language into poetic gold. That poem also refers to another, even better known text by Rimbaud, the sonnet of the vowels, in which the vowels ​– “Black A, white E, red I, green U, O blue –“ are evoked in a confused but haunting alchemical process. So this indulgence in alchemy is central to the Rimbaud quest in Zanzibar.
Rimbaud
By the time I started to read Rimbaud in French, I was already older than Rimbaud when he quit writing. So I looked back over what I had done at the age of his “Drunken Boat,” and I found that, to paraphrase “Alchemy of the Word,” I loved stupid poetry! [–DWS]

Underlying all the themes and threads discussed above is the figure of Arthur Rimbaud. The child prodigy and enfant terrible had completed all his poetizing by the age of twenty, and started traveling to exotic places, notably Abyssinia, the modern Ethiopia. 

The escape from Europe should be no surprise, as other Rimbaud poems evoke its decadence. In “Le Bâteau ivre” The Drunken Boat, he sees Europe as a dark puddle where a child floats a paper boat. 

Rimbaud’s legend is as weighty as his undeniable poetic genius. In Zanzibar, the legend leads Applemayer on a journey through Africa. The writings of Rimbaud are also part of the mystery of Noname, enclosed in her treasure box. There may also be another thread to this weave, bringing Julius Applemayer as stand-in for the author, who is so imbued in Rimbaud, into the tapestry. 

The dénouement of Retour à Zanzibar does not have the same force for me as the parts of the novel described above; there is an exhaustion of accomplishment, an all-too-inevitable emptying of energy. It moves inexorably to a conclusion, delightfully announced by an angel on a Harley Davidson; the ending is part orgasm, part apotheosis, part deus ex machina, part post-partem.
As for me, I am now going to re-read Rimbaud.
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