


This text is a revised version of an introductory lecture given on Monday 4 March 2024 
on the occasion of the opening of the first public session of the programme ‘Distant 
Islands, Spectral Cities’, entitled ‘Weaving a spiral of archives in London’, presented at 
Senate House (University of London), as part of the 2023/24 Banister Fletcher Global 
Fellowship. It was followed by interventions from Eve Hayes de Kalaf, Adom Philogene 
Heron, Natalie Hyacinth, Carole Wright and Julian Henriques, accompanied by the 
music and poetry of the artist Annotate (Aka Liam Spencer).[1]
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To begin this day, I thought it was necessary to say a few words to explain what motivated 
my research for the Banister Fletcher Global Fellowship, ‘Distant Islands, Spectral Cities’, 
which extends over this academic year, and what led me to imagine a series of gatherings 
and conversations in Paris, and also in London, as is the case today, in search of traces 
of expressions and forms of life within the Caribbean diaspora. I truly asked myself the 
question. Why are you doing this instead of writing poetry or drawing? What are you still 
looking for after all this time? I tried to trace back the thread of events to answer to this 
question. It is fastidious and disturbing work. But it can become a bit more joyous once you 
accept to look with indulgence at the many attempts and reformulations of this very same 
thing that you have produced in different contexts,[3] this little thing that sticks in the throat, 
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History comes back to us in confusion, in gruesome 
film cuts and repetitions. There are no great writers 
but there is a DJ who massacres old refrains.[2]







not really the truth. Even if it is true that strictly speaking there are no places for Afro-
Caribbean archives as such in France. This absence is probably one of the consequences of 
the pugnacity with which the French state has imprinted on all areas of life – in the bodies 



I’ve always begun to recount, and even to repeat, the vast history that brings us together 
today, on each new occasion, at each new twist in the spiral of time, adding in other 
protagonists, other places, other voices. I’ve come to accept that perhaps I wasn’t so much 
searching for places for archives, but rather that I was turning the archive into a technique 
for the construction of particular places, places that spread out through words and rumours, 



photograph. Already in Paris, we’d lost ground over the last few years and a few of our 
strongholds too. It wasn’t the ‘third places’ [tiers-lieux] that had flourished on the sites of 
squats and factories shut down with the help of the organic products and cool concerts 
that would replace them. The beautiful machinery of gentrification had cleaned up what 
remained of the working-class neighbourhoods of the capital, any desires for autonomy 
and lives built on no model. Now, the time had come to settle accounts with the banlieue, 
formerly disreputable, formerly unpopular, always too loud, too dirty, too communist, 
too Arab, too African. Formerly, because now everything was different. As had happened 
elsewhere, the magic of the Olympic Games served as a smokescreen and an armed force 
for this delicious hunt for the poor. Everything became beautiful and marvellous. Paris 
would always be Paris, but much more vast. The most amusing part of it all, the most 
extraordinary too, was that our lives (which had never had much value) had suddenly 
become marvellous images, black minerals that compelled ecstasy on condition that other 
hands than ours seized them, on condition that other mouths than ours pronounced our 
twisted words, for a better presentation, with the correct accent. All of this was so exciting, 
so moving! And it was the same for what we had thought were our archives, in a rather 
confusing and hardly scientific manner. They too were gentrified. Veritable little kittens! 
Meow! The docile little creatures were celebrated, once the thick layer of filth had been 
cleaned off what we called skin, flesh, what we called the heart of the archives – their 
flow, their heartbeat, their inner conflicts. The way you clean a stolen mask, scraping off 
the cloth and secretions that covered and filled it so you could contemplate its empty and 
silent form in a glass case in a museum. The time of the Black archive had finally come! 
Accompanied by the reset to zero of the history that we knew so well, it was finally going to 
appear, shrouded with mystery, for a new first time. A new hurricane was going to scatter 
our lives. Maybe it was our fault too. We hadn’t known how to create an archive in the 
correct manner, or rather the correct manner didn’t correspond to what we’d wanted to do 
to preserve the vitality of certain gestures, certain voices, certain stories and images that 
were dear to us and whose insistent presences we felt within ourselves. Stuart Hall says 
about diasporic cultures: ‘think of how these cultures have used the body – as if it was, and 
it often was, the only cultural capital we had. We have worked on ourselves as the canvases 
of representation.’[11] Hall speaks of the ‘canvas’ rather than ‘subject’ of representation as if 
to signify that it’s not just a question of working with the (in)famous visibility of minority 
bodies, on the image of the self – what was going to become the great affair of the politics 
of diversity in art, fashion, advertising and all those who had finally amalgamated these 
three worlds into a single entity – but rather working from the self. That is how I understood 
it, in any case, as the necessary self-production of an archive that is terribly – perhaps 
even fatally – indissociable from the body, which is simultaneously the motif, tool and 
site of enunciation. The loom and the code of forms of presence. Working in the depth of 
self, beneath images. That was our only chance to avoid ending up completely emptied of 
the last thing that we had left. And it was a rather slim chance. At any rate, I didn’t see 



what else I could think from the heart of a large family from the poor Caribbean diaspora, 
dragged about from place to place all over France. It seems to me that we never had even 
the beginnings of the privilege to sit down for a moment and catch our breath, to be at 
enough of a remove to be able to reflect on what sort of trace our lives would leave behind 
us; in other words to imagine an archive, however small it might be. We were too busy 
with the urgency of finding a place to live and making ourselves invisible in the peacefully 
racist landscape of a France that was unrolling the red carpet for our amnesia. The ability 
to forget is the key to becoming French, voluntary ignorance a national sport. We weren’t 
from here and we didn’t come from anywhere. But where were we going? As Stuart Hall’s 
words remind us, the diasporic Caribbean archive begins to invent itself from a continued 
history of dispossession that transforms the body into the site of a cultural capital that is 
mobile and fragile. An archive of one’s own. This is perhaps the only reason that could 
explain why, decades later, I found myself thinking about the future of a Caribbean archive 
– me, someone who had never dedicated much interest in my professional life to practices 
of preservation and had even willingly often held myself at a remove from all those archival 
stories, judging them (perhaps incorrectly) to be a bit too dusty and fetishistic. In truth, 
I simply felt more interest in stories than in archives. The word ‘archive’ sounded a bit 
too administrative and related to the police for my tastes. It immediately reminded me of 
that state that had always judged us responsible based precisely on archives over which it 
alone had sole powers of production and conservation – and also the power of dissimulating 



of our double consciousness, over the course of long nights of anguish. Our imagination had 
always emerged from tightly gripped stomachs. It was the stories that invented themselves 
within us, laying siege to our bodies. On this confused path to finding reasons to envisage an 
archive, I also try to keep in mind my reading of the works of Sam Bourcier, an emblematic 
figure of queer studies in France and member of a collective that itself aims to create an 
LGBTIQ+ archive in Paris. Bourcier’s lively and uncompromising interventions confirmed my 
feeling that imagining archives, or even imagining a place for archives, could emerge from a 
desire for living practices, or as they write, ‘archi-living’ [archivivante] practices.



Despite my knowledge of the geological strata of the Forum des Halles, the surface of which 
had welcomed one of the multiple beginnings of break dance in France, and its underground 
levels where on Saturdays interurban RER train lines A and B crossed, and with this all the 
beauty produced by northern, southern, eastern and western banlieues, I refused. It wasn’t 
the right moment for me and probably not the right place. But this refusal was nevertheless 
one of the sources of this questioning that has led me here today to ask myself how to create 



[1] For more details about the event and participants, see https://
www.london.ac.uk/news-events/events/distant-islands-spectral-
cities-weaving-spiral-archives-london. 

[2] Olivier Marboeuf, ‘Grow, where you can, how you can, grow’, 
available at https://olivier-marboeuf.com/2019/01/01/comme-un-
lundi-pousse-ou-tu-peux-comme-tu-peux-pousse-fr-eng/. Originally 
published as ‘Pousse, où tu peux, comme tu peux, pousse’ in Kader 
Attia: Les racines poussent aussi dans le béton, exhibition catalogue, 
Editions Mac Val, 2018.

[3] The question of an archive of one’s own probably first 
appeared in my professional trajectory in the mid-1990s, with 
éditions AMOK, through which, with Yvan Alagbé, I published 
books that attempted to recount history from the perspective of 
diasporic troubles, the bitter memories and precarious alliances 
of immigrants, solitude and the invention of dignified lives. 
Amongst them are Nègres Jaunes (Yvan Alagbé, 1992–95), Les exilés, 
histoires (Kamel Khélif and Nabil Farès, 1999), Algérie, la douleur 
et le mal (Collectif, 1998), Une ville, un mardi (Olivier Marboeuf, 
2000) or the famous collection La Vérité (1997). Traces of colonial 
denialism and the power of speculative archives continued to 
inhabit me when I curated the exhibition of the Reunionese artist 


