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In the past, Canisia Lubrin has made a name for herself as a virtuosic and daring
poet, whose writing offers an urgently bold engagement with the world by skilfully retrieving
from the poetic force of language. Following her award-winning poetry collections Joodoo
Hypothesis (2017) and The Dyzgraph'st (2020), Code Noir, as her debut fiction, extends the
magnitude of Lubrin’s writing, which defies the confines of legibility and genre demar-
cations. Anyone who has engaged with 7he Dyzgraph'st knows that Lubrin’s writing is not
intended to be easy; following the meaning of the word dysgraphia, it is, indeed, difficult
writing. However, difficulty must be seen as the necessary task of questioning the normative:
hegemonic violent structures, such as the ones established by legal codes during slavery,
which labelled enslaved people as property and whose colonial legacies persist today. While
The Dyzgraph'st, on the book cover blurb, is described as making “inquiries into selthood” by
complicating the lyrical Z, it could be said that Code Noir offers enquiries into the world by
troubling its established modes of order. The book does not ask readers to decode and fully
disclose all meaning (for such a project can only perpetuate colonial objectives) but invites
them to read and engage otherwise—in an “otherworldly” reading experience.

Code Noir 1s the result of skilful craft in interrogating meaning-making. By using the
eponymous royal decrees passed by King Louis XIV in 1685 to legally regulate and justify
conditions of slavery across French colonies as epigraphs to each of the fifty-nine short
stories, the book unsettles the architecture that the modern world has largely been built on.
Lubrin lays bare the very function of codes: they create and establish a system of meaning,
with its own organizing principles that are continuously reproduced—socially, politically,
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or literarily. In Lubrin’s fiction, the codes figure as artefacts to be challenged and subverted.
Her aesthetic and poetic strategy is one of disturbance, illegibility, and opacity—or
dysgraphia—to break the reproductive cycle of these violent codes. Aesthetically, Torkwase
Dyson’s powerful visual art, mapped onto and across each edict, troubles the readability and
centrality of the codes. Poetically, the short stories intervene in the codes’ logics and order
as they offer forms of storytelling that are relational, rather than instrumental. Lubrin’s
work is dedicated to the monumental task of a kind of world building that sees the given
mode of order not as the sole feasible and imaginable possibility. The opening remarks
evoke the poet Dionne Brand with the words “What does it mean to speak as though the world you
know 1s the world”” (Lubrin 1), which question the mere possibility of grasping a knowable
world. Yet the remarks conclude by affirming that “this is the world. This 1s the world you
don’t know you know” (2). Here is where Lubrin invites the reader to enter the otherworld
of Code Nowr: navigating a diasporic prism of historical events, memories, visions, dreams,
and speculation through fifty-nine short stories, her fiction is a continuous enquiry into the
limitations of this world, while exploring its reaches beyond the knowable present.

Code Nowr 1s neither speculative fiction nor historical narrative, yet it finds a firm grasp
between embodied memories of Black history and the speculation towards possibilities of
living and being. Pushing against white-supremacist master narratives of the codes, each
story offers a glimpse into another world or a fragment of a note, reaching from the (Black)
Atlantic to the Caribbean archipelago and to North America, across different periods
in time. Relations are built not through coherence and linearity but through continuous
cross-references as characters, sentences, and themes reappear. If willing to walk with the
author’s references pointing to an elsewhere across stories, the reader will be rewarded with
imageries and metaphors that establish new intimacies: in the footnotes, underwater, or in
“invisible space” (Lubrin 65). This movement between worlds always holds some kind of
wonder, as when two stories repeat the “feeling that we were travelling toward a wind that
would scatter our lives,” which in “The Keeper of the Dates” points “beyond any manage-
able scope” (6), and in “Metamorphosis 2: Corpse Exquisite” to an “elsewhere, past any
perfect space” (115). Lubrin’s incantatory and inventive way with language makes these
elsewheres both imaginable and palpable.

As the book’s subtitle suggests, the stories figure as metamorphoses. Indeed, the sense
of an immediate transition looms large in Lubrin’s prose, which navigates the threshold
between “the old” and “the new world” (116), the dead and living, of a “world, tipping”
(117). Four short stories titled “Metamorphosis: 1—4” report the transition from one world
to another. Beyond physical travel, this metamorphosis 1s a profound interrogation and
exploration of given codes and constructs—of form, time, relations. Lubrin’s critical prose
thereby retains a rich sense of curiosity: modernity’s temporal workings—*“the thing of
if’ that was man-made” (173)—are challenged, yet time as such is not dismissed. Instead,
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temporal signifiers like “evening” unfold their wider metaphorical meaning, such as to
indicate a transition phase that brings renewal with “signs that were born in the evening”
(116). Written from Caribbean and Black diasporic locations, “the end of the world” (105)
1s not an apocalyptic imminence but ongoing, in the adjective’s continuous sense, as the
narrator speaks of a “dying world” (215, 223) and “boiling world” (1, 115). Through nimble
spatio-temporal conflation, it becomes a portal to be navigated: “On the day we came back
from the end of the world” (105). Against the backdrop of the Black Codes’ dehumanizing
measures, Code Noir records and speculates what survives (and has long survived) that dying
world.

The stories as metamorphoses evoke Sylvia Wynter’s long-unpublished manuscript
“Black Metamorphosis: New Natives in a New World,” which describes the (cultural) trans-
plantation of African people to the Americas, who were forced to radically reconfigure
living in a different setting, with its own system of order governed by the plantation. The
plot as provision ground figured as a template for reinvention necessary for survival and
escape from the plantation. Code Noir offers a mode of storytelling that, too, derives from
the plot as it builds its narratological trust on expressions and symbols of Black resistance
and creativity. Drawing on the oral tradition of Black diasporic expression, Lubrin’s fiction
is full of sound: the story “Waverunners” spins a Drexciyan universe; jazz songs by John
Coltrane, Miles Davis, and Nina Simone are played in a story set during World War 1I;
whereas the conch shell, symbol of Caribbean resistance and secret communication, reap-
pears as trustful keeper of codes, as words are “muted as though spoken into a conch shell”
(Lubrin 82). Lubrin’s curious (un)doing of language feels most palpable in the last story, set
in 3042, which explores ways of encounter outside the possessive demands of conquest.
The narrator, who has “passed over into your world today” (322), relies on instinct and
different senses to approach new beings in new settings: “It is as though this being is all in
the mouth—a taste” (324). As the stories navigate this transition to another world, they also
re-evaluate, in a Wynterian sense, what it means to be human—as “the hour of the new
human being was at hand” (115)—by unapologetically insisting on Black existence and
living. Lubrin thereby does not map out a speculative realm in the future; rather, Code Noir is
a world-making in progress—the closing remarks suggest that these stories are drafts—and
an urgent call for possibilities to be lived in the here and now.

Distrusting the ongoing legacies and logics of coloniality, inscribed in language and
the law, Lubrin disorganizes the controlling measures of the codes and instead explores
storytelling modes that defy expectations and are nurtured through elements of Black crea-
tivity and resistance. Two stories resound the words “all the doors are locked but the coasts
are open” (Lubrin 117, 221) and thereby invite the reader to believe in the possibilities of
another world, more so than in present structures maintaining violent colonial legacies.
Richly filled with relational threads, Code Nowr dispels “the myth of being singular—the
volcanic line of thought that one is singular, with singular concerns” (62), evoking Edouard
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Glissant, to affirm multiplicity. Lubrin’s writing is bold and unflinching in pushing against
established codes, as well as inventive and astute in imagining other speculative realms.
There 1s no denying that Lubrin 1s a poet; her otherworldly way with language lies in the
expansive meaning she derives from words, never definite or exhaustive but filled with
productive tension and ambiguity that taps into imaginative realms beyond the given and
the known. The rewards of reading Code Noir are manifold, as it dares the reader to defamil-
iarize learned habits, to, instead, slow down, read across and repeatedly, and sit and walk
with the many elsewheres Lubrin’s poetic prose offers.
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