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Abstract

This essay considers Claude McKay’s Romance in Marseille’s
troubled journey to publication as a uniquely instructive portal onto
the phenomenon of posthumous publishing on a transatlantic scale.
As a case study that brings together translation, copyright law, and
the recurrent use of “discovery” narratives, the history of Romance’s
posthumous release refracts these ongoing and emergent aspects of
the Harlem Renaissance’s transnational legacies. Along the way, the
essay tracks McKay’s posthumous publications to date, including the
many failed attempts to bring Romance out of the shadows, and ulti-
mately addresses how the contemporary expiration of copyright pro-
tections for most Harlem Renaissance authors is poised to radically
affect scholarly engagement with the period.

As we reach the centenary of the “Harlem Renaissance,” we can
take stock of the legacy of radical Black voices that have now been
canonized as well as remember those once considered too radical to be
made public. So many of the writers and intellectuals associated with
the New Negro Renaissance have had their work published posthu-
mously over the past century, sometimes sending shockwaves through
ossified understandings of an individual author’s oeuvre and sometimes
even altering how we understand the movement’s legacy, periodization,
or sense of origins. When Zora Neale Hurston’s Barracoon: The Story
of the Last “Black Cargo,” based on interviews she had conducted in
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718 Posthumous in Marseille

1927, was finally published in 2018, the New York Times predicted it
would have a “profound impact on Hurston’s literary legacy,” while
Publisher’s Weekly called it “an invaluable addition to American social,
cultural, and political history.”" In other cases—perhaps due to poor
marketing, poor distribution, or poor timing—newly recovered work
comes and goes practically unnoticed.

Posthumous books are always governed by the publishing
industry’s changing values and inevitably come to refract an alternative
literary history as these works rewrite the canon. Posthumousness
forces editors and publishers to blunt a text’s untimeliness for a contem-
porary audience via an array of prefaces, forewords, notes, afterwords
and press releases. Those responsible for a new edition must persuade
readers that, even though a text may be unfinished or flawed or other-
wise inconsistent with what we know of a given author, the rewards—
for the reader, morality, history, justice, the world!—will far surpass
any perceived blemish. The blemish often becomes the scar the text
proudly bears as mark of penance for surviving beyond its own time.
For the Paris Review, Barracoon “promises to both reveal and suture
the wounds wrought by slavery”; Entertainment Weekly expands this
metaphor to say that here “we don’t get another textbook version of
this national scar. We’re let into the humanity of it.” To be a “success,”
the belatedness must be timely—readers must be guided to see how the
posthumous work “asks us to examine the present even as it explores
the past” (Christian Science Monitor)—and, frankly, given all the
obstacles to their emergence and odds against their survival, their
deferred appearance often feels like “a miracle” (Natalie Baszile), their
advent “nothing shy of a miracle” (Tracy K. Smith).

Among the most successfully publicized posthumous releases of
Harlem Renaissance authors were two novels by Claude McKay. Both
Amiable with Big Teeth (2017) and Romance in Marseille (2020) were
published by Penguin Classics, an imprint that automatically, yet anach-
ronistically, “pre-qualified” the works as classics (William Maxwell,
gtd. in Newman). Coming to light in the new millennium, both novels
were welcomed with much fanfare; indeed, in March 2024 The Atlantic
included Amiable in their list of “Great American Novels,” while
Romance was a New York Times Book Review Editors’ Choice/Staff
pick, among other honors. Yet at the time of their composition, one
was commissioned only to be brutally rejected outright by Dutton (a
publisher that, ironically, Penguin now owns), while McKay never
found a publisher for the other and eventually discarded it.? When
Amiable itself was unexpectedly recovered in 2009, no one living had
heard of the novel, so the typescript had to undergo a significant
authentication process to prove its provenance and authorship, not to
mention delays related to copyright law, before at last appearing
75 years after McKay had written it.> Amiable now has an established,
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if unusual, provenance; a history that, in exposing when it was com-
posed, abandoned, and subsequently located, helps to explain why it
was not published beforehand. But Romance in Marseille presents liter-
ary history with an altogether different type of posthumousness; like
Hurston’s Barracoon, “Romance is not a long-lost, now-recovered text,
since access to the novel has been possible to some degree” for several
decades (Holcomb and Maxwell xli). The “obscure but not secret
book,” we are told, has spent “eighty-seven years of near-invisibility”
“hiding in plain sight” (Holcomb and Maxwell xxii, xxi). In short, as
William Maxwell, editor of McKay’s Complete Poems (2003) and
Romance’ s coeditor, succinctly puts it: “The Black archive and McKay
scholars had already discovered it, but a publishing apparatus had to
decide that it was worth discovering, and that’s what finally happened”
(qtd. in Newman).

As is the case for many posthumous releases, since the text has
been both available yet left unpublished, present yet absent, editors
must explain this paradox for new readers. Why an available text was
not published earlier is always, to some degree, a speculative game,
and possible answers are never not complex as they involve a network
of interested parties: collectors and auctioneers, heirs and literary
estates, archival repositories, publishers, literary agents, editors, schol-
ars, not to mention the author’s own biographical contingencies, along
with consideration for intellectual property law and an author’s literary
legacy. Oftentimes, the explanation for its absence simultaneously
serves as the justification for its belated release. As recent studies have
shown, the US publishing industry has been defined by a form of gate-
keeping Richard Jean So usefully calls “cultural redlining” (2), a prac-
tice that privileges whiteness and limits the number of releases by
authors of color. Indeed, this longstanding dearth of publishing opportu-
nities for minority authors is also in part why the “vogue” of the
Harlem Renaissance was so groundbreaking in its day. In addressing
why Romance had to spend “nearly ninety years in waiting” to find a
publisher, beyond the fact that its composition coincided with the Great
Depression and was thus caught in the wake of economic catastrophe
(as were many other works by Black authors at the time), Holcomb and
Maxwell further stress the publishing industry’s “unease” with what
they describe as the novel’s “seeming obscenity and genuinely undis-
sembled treatment of gay and lesbian life” (xxii). The novel was simply
too Black, too queer, and too obscene to be worth the financial risk—a
trinity that now, ironically, makes it timely and profitable. As The
Washington Post summarizes: ‘“Today Romance in Marseille seems
less shocking than strikingly woke.”* Alas, much, much too late for
McKay himself.

Beyond such macrocosmic aspects of posthumousness, there are
microcosmic facets of Romance’s troubled journey to publication that

719

GZ0z Jequieldag 0z uo Jasn ejuenjAsuuad Jo ANsianiun Aq Z0G6S528//2 L 2/S/ /S /191 ye/wod dnoolwapede//:sdiy woly papeojumoq



720 Posthumous in Marseille

offer a uniquely instructive portal onto the broader posthumous publish-
ing phenomenon on a transatlantic scale. For it is a case study that
brings together translation, copyright law, and the recurrent use of
“discovery” narratives, all in the context of the Harlem Renaissance’s
transnational legacies. To pursue that point, I track McKay’s posthu-
mous releases to date, including the failed attempts to bring Romance
out of the shadows. In turn, I ultimately address how the contemporary
expiration of copyright protections for most Harlem Renaissance
authors is poised to radically affect scholarly engagement with the
period.

In their informative introduction, Maxwell and Gary Holcomb
provide additional reasons why Romance took so long to see print,
notably McKay’s own troubled life (illness, relocations, harassment by
French and British officials, etc.). Another major factor in Romance’s
provenance saga is that there are two different typescripts, held in dif-
ferent archives, bearing the same title, and the editors needed to spend
considerable time addressing this textual condition. Along the way,
they persuasively demonstrate that the shorter typescript, held at the
Beinecke (Yale), was McKay’s first crack at the novel, then titled,
“The Jungle and the Bottoms” (1929-30), and that the “lengthier, com-
plete, and final version,” first titled “Savage Loving,” is now held at
the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture (Holcomb and
Maxwell xli). Despite heroically clarifying much of Romance’s prove-
nance, the editors concede that a full accounting of how and when these
two typescripts were composed, how and when their titles were
changed, how, when, and whether McKay ever reworked either type-
script before he died in 1948, as well as how and when they were post-
humously acquired by Yale and the Schomburg remains, in their own
words, “somewhat obscure” and “somewhat less conclusive” (xIvi).

That obscurity is integral to Romance’s lengthy public absence,
but over the years there were still “several efforts to expose the book™
(xxii). The Penguin editors never directly address these efforts, how-
ever; the closest they come is mentioning “[m]islaid plans, copyright
limbo, and occasionally sketchy behavior by aspiring rescuers” (xxii)
as additional reasons behind Romance’s failure to be published sooner.
Without a detailed prehistory of failed publication efforts, it’s unclear
who they mean by “aspiring rescuers” or when (and why) those other
plans were mislaid. Aside from a few scattered efforts throughout the
decades following McKay’s passing, there were three concrete prior
attempts to bring Romance to print. The earliest posthumous effort I am
aware of took place around 1973-74; the second attempt, which I'll dis-
cuss last, came from the University of Exeter Press in 1993; and the
third one was to be in French translation and was in fact successful,
though delayed, and so unexpectedly came out a few months after the
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2020 Penguin edition (this French edition, released by Héliotropismes
in early 2021, will be the focus of the middle section of this paper).”

Early Posthumousness

Based on the Schomburg’s accession files, we know that in
1953—the same year McKay’s Selected Poems were released, five
years after his passing—McKay’s daughter and then literary executor,
Hope McKay Virtue, lent the 172-page typescript of Romance to the
Schomburg for an exhibition (Box 3, Folder 8, Sc MG 622). This type-
script was only returned to Virtue and to Carl Cowl, McKay’s last liter-
ary agent (who was now also representing Virtue), in 1970, at a time
when Cowl was renewing his efforts to disseminate posthumous
McKay materials. Cowl and Virtue had already been able to sell much
of McKay’s “literary remains” to Yale in 1964 (Virtue). That cache of
materials (now part of the James Weldon Johnson Memorial
Collection), which in all likelihood included the 88-page typescript of
Romance (sometimes referred to as “Lafala”), had been in Cowl’s pos-
session for years and had been appraised in the summer of 1963 by
Walter Goldwater.® Despite regarding McKay as “the most important”
poet of the Harlem Renaissance, Goldwater valued the collection only
at $2,000—a clear indicator of the depreciated status of Black writing
at the time.” In his correspondence with the Yale Librarian, Goldwater
described a large traveling bag,

containing the correspondence, telegrams, notes, contracts, etc; a
trunk containing some books and some manuscripts; and four
cartons containing mostly books. The books are generally junk
.. .. But the correspondence and manuscripts and typescripts are
a different matter [...] Two substantial notebooks are full of
holograph notes for unpublished books or articles; some drafts
for poems, tryings-out of different locutions and that sort of
thing. Cowl says there are also at least two whole books in type-
script, but we were not able to find those; we did find at least
one such short book in typescript, several copies, mostly about
his coming to the Church, with some mention of his previous
views; I did not give much time to that, but know it is unpub-
lished. (Goldwater)

The latter book is McKay’s late memoir, My Green Hills of Jamaica,
published in 1979. It’s very likely that the “two whole books in type-
script” Cowl had mentioned to Goldwater were the shorter Romance
and Harlem Glory, as I'll elaborate shortly (remember that at the time
of Goldwater’s appraisal, the longer Romance typescript was on loan at
the Schomburg and so not in the apartment).
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722  Posthumous in Marseille

In 1972, an edition gathering Songs of Jamaica (1912) and
Constab Ballads (1912), The Dialect Poetry of Claude McKay, pref-
aced by Wayne Cooper, was released, and that same year Indiana’s
Lilly Library purchased its McKay collection, which consists primarily
of correspondence. In 1973 Cowl negotiated the sale of the 172-page
typescript to Black Sun, Inc, a leading modern literature rare book and
manuscript dealer. That year, Cooper released a groundbreaking collec-
tion of rare and unpublished McKay materials, The Passion of Claude
McKay. A year later, the Schomburg reacquired the lengthier typescript
to Romance in Marseille, though this time for good via purchase—
from Black Sun—along with the typescript for the unfinished Harlem
Glory, two significant additions to their McKay collections. And it is in
that same year, 1974, that we have the first serious effort to bring
Romance into print.

Although this effort has remained unmentioned in McKay schol-
arship to date, in a 1975 column written for The American Poetry
Review, African American poet and novelist Clarence Major reveals
that in 1974, he was “asked to write an introduction to three unpub-
lished McKay manuscripts. They were to be published in a single vol-
ume but before I could finish my introduction the project folded” (40).®
As he then reveals, the three McKay texts in question were Romance in
Marseille, Harlem Glory, and My Green Hills of Jamaica. Ironically,
the book Major calls “the weakest of the three,” My Green Hills, was
the first to be published: the 1979 volume, edited and introduced by
Mervyn Moirris, also included “Five Jamaican Short Stories.” Although
a brief excerpt from Harlem Glory had appeared in Cooper’s The
Passion of Claude McKay, the full text was only published in 1990,
this time edited by Cowl himself.

Based on his column, it appears that Major may never have been
told why the 1974 project fell through and supposed that it may have
moved forward elsewhere: ‘“The manuscripts (controlled by Hope
McKay Virtue, McKay’s daughter, and by Carl Cowl), went, I assume,
to another publisher. This was mid-1974. I was left with a pile of notes”
(40). Thankfully, Major makes use of these notes to write his column,
giving readers a privileged window into what were then utterly
unknown texts by McKay. He begins with an extensive, lively sum-
mary of Romance, which for him “resembles Banjo minus the intellec-
tual agonizing on political and social matters” (41). We can deduce that
Major had access to the longer, 172-page typescript—for instance, he
repeatedly mentions that the characters are “Quayside dwellers,” which,
as Holcomb and Maxwell make clear, in designating the Marseille
neighborhood where most of the novel’s action takes place, points to
the Schomburg typescript; in the Beinecke typescript, that neighbor-
hood is referred to as “the Bottoms” (“la Fosse” in French). Major
also mentions Big Blonde and Petit Frére and Aslima’s violent death at
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the hands of Titin (whom he calls Titian), further evidence that he read
the longer version. Even though the project fell through, Major thanks
Cowl and Cooper for their “insights and sidelights I would not have
otherwise gained” (40), and his comments now retrospectively under-
score the difficulties of performing posthumous editorial labor without
enough resources or institutional support: “Cooper was doing some sort
of night work in a hospital. His ambition was to collect and publish
McKay’s letters but he could not afford to work steadily on the project.
Cooper also planned a full-scale biography of the Jamaican writer”
(40). Cooper was never able to release a volume of McKay’s collected
correspondence,” but he did publish the first “full-scale biography” of
McKay, Claude McKay, Rebel Sojourner in the Harlem Renaissance:
A Biography, in 1987, the book that, perhaps more than any other,
helped publicize the existence of the then-unpublished ‘“Romance in
Marseilles.”'®

Aside from various scattershot efforts in the 1980s by Cowl, the
next serious attempt at bringing Romance to print came in the early
1990s, and thus a few years after the release of Harlem Glory, but since
it is intimately tied up with the third attempt—in French translation—I
want to now turn to this most unusual transnational and translingual
posthumous tale partly because, if the French publisher is to be
believed, not only did they almost beat Penguin to the punch, but their
provenance narrative involves yet another typescript of Romance
beyond the two archived in the US. Could such a third typescript exist,
one that had eluded the grasp of US scholars for all these years?

McKay’s French Romance

In March 2021, the Marseillais publisher Héliotropismes released
the first French translation of McKay’s Romance in Marseille—under
the direction of Armando Coxe and Renaud Boukh, along with “literary
consultant” Jean-Max Guieu. A prominent feature of this release is the
publisher’s claim that the translation was based directly on the novel’s
typescript, not on the 2020 Penguin Classics edition. At the time of
release, Héliotropismes underscored that they were ready to publish
before what they call “the first American edition” was even released,
but that the COVID-19 pandemic caused inevitable delays. As one
reviewer put it, “First on the case, Penguin then steals their fire by pub-
lishing their edition in February 2020” (Léger)."!

The French edition is a beautiful artifact; the graphic design and
cover illustration purposefully evoke the style of Aaron Douglas, who
designed the dustjackets for McKay’s Home to Harlem (1928) and
Banjo (1929) and whose illustrations are often now seen as synony-
mous with the Harlem Renaissance (see Figs 1 and 2).12
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724  Posthumous in Marseille

Fig. 1. Dustjacket for Claude McKay's Romance in Marseille (Héliotropismes,
2021), “inspired by the drawings of Aaron Douglas,” designed by Carlos Lopez
Chirivella. Courtesy of Héliotropismes.

Fig. 2. Dustjacket for Claude McKay’s Banjo (Harper & Brothers Publishers,
1929), designed by Aaron Douglas. Courtesy of Héliotropismes.

Looking at the Héliotropismes cover, with McKay’s title still in
English, one can almost believe that it was published in the early 1930s
when McKay actually wrote the novel.

In France, the novel’s release became a widely celebrated story of
discovery: described as “Lost for close to 90years,” the novel was
“born of a miracle” and “found thanks only to the perseverance of
Armando Coxe” (Mariette). Although Coxe is the central figure and
undeniable hero of the French version of Romance’s provenance, he
does not figure in the US side of the story. Further distinguishing the
Héliotropismes publication is that the Marseillais house never asked, so
never received, permission from the McKay estate to translate
Romance. In contrast, around the same time, another French publisher,
Nouvelles Editions Place, had been granted such rights to translate
McKay’s Amiable with Big Teeth—this became Les Brebis noires de
Dieu, a literal translation of McKay’s original title for the novel,
“God’s Black Sheep,” also published in 2021. What many did not real-
ize, but the Marseille publisher was counting on, was that in the EU
and in the US, all of McKay’s unpublished works had fallen into the
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public domain on 1 January 2019."* As literary and legal scholar extra-
ordinaire Robert Spoo’s work has shown, there are no “international”
copyright laws—only a series of national ones, a “fragmented global
commons”—but in the US and throughout most of the EU, the copy-
right term for “unpublished works is the author’s life plus 70 years”
(Spoo, “Uncoordinated”). Since McKay died in 1948, 2019 was the
year that copyright on his unpublished works expired. When Romance
was published in 2020 in the US, it was already in the public domain.
Even so, the editors of the Penguin Classics edition felt blindsided by
the Marseillais publisher, both for releasing the novel without author-
ization from the McKay estate and because they doubted the French
publisher’s claim of having bypassed their edition entirely in favor of
the original typescript.

If we give Héliotropismes the benefit of that doubt, the first ques-
tion to ask is which typescript had they translated, the one at the
Beinecke or the one at the Schomburg? Or, perhaps, could it even be
yet another typescript that had somehow eluded other scholars, which
would account for and even legitimate Coxe’s role as “discoverer”?
The story of discovery as told in the press, and in Coxe’s own preface
to the French volume, is, to say the least, confusing. Born in Angola
but raised in Brazil, Coxe studied theology in Montpellier, and then
moved to Marseille where he became a radio personality and a journal-
ist, and also founded the “Collectif Claude McKay” (Claude McKay
Collective). Sometimes described as an anthropologist, Coxe says he’s
been looking for Romance since 1999, when he first heard rumblings of
a “lost McKay book™ (Léger), likening his journey to a “police inves-
tigation” (qtd. in Gastaldi). In 2007, he undertook an intensive McKay
research project as part of a planned special exhibition on McKay he
was curating; it is during this research that Coxe says he unearthed
Romance in Marseille."* Traveling to the US, his first stop was Boston
University “to consult the personal archives of Claude McKay,” as Le
Monde reports, where he found “a few documents that lead him to
believe” that Romance in Marseille did indeed exist (Rof)."> At this
stage, Coxe “was still suspicious,” because McKay “never even men-
tions [Romance] in his memoir and no one ever published it” (Rof). In
his “Préface” to the Héliotropismes edition, Coxe repeats that his
research first led him to Boston University, where he claims a portion
of McKay’s archives reside. This account is perplexing because Hope
Virtue never sold any part of her father’s archive to the University, nor
has BU ever had a McKay collection.

In 2008, on what was presumably a second trip to the US, Coxe
unexpectedly encountered the Romance typescript on microfilm at the
Schomburg when he was searching for “images that I could use for my
Exhibition” (qtd. in Gastaldi).'® At the time, Coxe explains, he did not
have permission to make a copy.'” Initially, this seemed to confirm that
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726  Posthumous in Marseille

the typescript translated by Héliotropismes was the one held at the
Schomburg, yet this is when the French provenance story gets even
more complicated. As the Le Monde article summarizes, “the manu-
script that was edited by Héliotropismes comes from an alternate
source”: in 2009, Coxe had “nabbed [déniché]” (Rof) it from an
unnamed “London Academic” who had acquired the papers of
McKay’s last literary agent—also unnamed by Le Monde but who can
only be Carl Cowl. This unexpected turn suddenly opened the tantaliz-
ing possibility that there may be a third typescript of Romance out
there, distinct from the ones at the Beinecke and the Schomburg,
obtained from this mysterious “London Academic.”

After years of failing to find a French publisher for the novel, in
2017 Coxe finally met fellow Marseillais Renaud Boukh, who had
recently started Héliotropismes, a publisher dedicated to “literature of
the margins.”'® “But we had a long way to go” before they could move
forward with the translation, Boukh explains, “because we first we had
to authenticate the text” (qtd. in Léger). This is a key statement for it
can only make sense if the London typescript is indeed different from
the Schomburg’s—whose authenticity was never in question.'® In yet
another interview, Boukh elaborates on how he understands the prove-
nance of their typescript: “Armando Coxe discovered the lost novel,
one that the experts spoke of as a kind of myth. And he discovers it by
chance in the United Kingdom. A literary professor who had known
McKay’s agent told him he had a typescript and then gave a version to
Armando.” Boukh then adds, “We found another typescript version of
it in the McKay archives, Armando found another on microfilm in
New York, and then another at Yale” (qtd. in Ansellem). In Boukh’s
account, there appears to be four typescripts: one “in the McKay
archives,” likely a reference to the BU holdings (that don’t exist); one
on microfilm at the Schomburg; one at Yale (Beinecke); and then one
“found by chance [par hasard] in the UK.” In yet another version of
the discovery story that appears in Libération, we learn that Coxe dis-
covered the novel on microfilm at the Schomburg (this time in 2006),
that he then realized there was another typescript of the same text at
Yale, but that he eventually found the “final version™ of the text in the
UK, although this time he names the “London Academic” in question:
Richard Bradbury, who had himself obtained it directly from Cowl
(Roussel).

It was Coxe’s research for the 2009 McKay exhibition that
brought him to London to meet with Bradbury, the professor of
Caribbean literature who was now the custodian of the McKay materi-
als that Cowl had left in his possession for safekeeping. According to
Coxe, Cowl “had planned to give a portion of the archives to Richard
Bradbury but he died of a heart attack and Bradbury found himself
with his archives without really owning them” (qtd. in Gilles). When
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Bradbury invited him, “I rushed over and we spent an entire night
combing through the archives,” Coxe recalls (Gilles). Before he left
England, as Coxe explains in his “Préface,” Bradbury gave him a copy
of the Romance typescript taken from Cowl’s cache—and it is this text,
“from the United Kindgom,” that was translated by Héliotropismes
(10). In this same preface, Coxe also mentions a crucial aspect of
Romance’s long road to publication that was apparently ignored
throughout the whirlwind of press coverage around the French edition,
namely that Bradbury “had been announcing the publication of
Romance in Marseilles” (9) since 2008. And it is here that we come
full circle to meet what I've referred to as the second serious attempt at
bringing Romance to print—one that began not in 2008, as Coxe
claims, but actually 15years earlier with an ill-fated publishing
contract.

Copyright Limbo and Shadow Listings

In 1993, three years after releasing Harlem Glory and four years
before his death at the age of 97, Carl Cowl signed a contract with
University of Exeter Press to publish Romance in a volume to be edited
and introduced by none other than Coxe’s own somewhat obscure
source, Richard Bradbury (Box 4, Folder 9, Sc MG 622). For reasons I
have been unable to confirm, Exeter has perpetually deferred publica-
tion, yet shadow listings for the Exeter Romance began appearing in
the late 1990s and early 2000s.° WorldCat has a 1995 listing for
Romance in Marseilles, published by University of Exeter Press, that
positions Bradbury as “discoverer” and is described as follows: “This is
a full-length novel written by Claude McKay in 1933-34, in the same
key as the episodic ‘Banjo’ but for which he was never able to find a
publisher. Richard Bradbury, who discovered the manuscript in New
York, provides a critical introduction.”*! The only listed copies of this
edition are said to be at Louisiana State University’s Main Library and
the Toronto Public Library. WorldCat also lists a 1997 edition with the
same ISBNs and from the same publisher, and says that a copy exists
“in 2 libraries” (unnamed).”? Yet another WorldCat listing, this time
from 2001, uses the same description as the one from 1995, and a copy
of this edition is said to be held at the University of Edinburgh’s Main
Library.” In response to my queries, none of the libraries listed by
WorldCat could find this Exeter edition in their holdings.

In late 2021, a few bookseller sites, like Waterstones and
AbeBooks, listed the Exeter Romance as slated for a 31 January 2022
release. When this release date arrived, the listing changed from
“Coming soon/Awaiting publication” to “We can order this from the
publisher.” 1 ordered the book, but when the order was still
“processing” a month later, I contacted Waterstones Customer Support.
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Within days, they replied that their “suppliers” had informed them that
“the publication of Romance in Marseille has been abandoned. In light
of this information,” they added, “we will be removing this title for sale
from our website and we’ve been forced to cancel your order . . . [and]
can only apologise that we have only just found out about this”
(Waterstones). Despite this promise, to date, the book still appears on
the Waterstone website in both ‘“Hardback™ and “Paperback” as
“Published: 31/01/2022,” but remains “currently unavailable.”** The
“Synopsis” matches word-for-word the description appearing in the
WorldCat listings, as do the ISBN, number of pages, and dimensions
(“198x129 mm”), which points to Exeter Press as the shared source
behind all these listings.?’

Such anomalous maneuverings bring our attention to a key yet
oft-underexamined facet of literary history. Whether or not the Exeter
edition really does exist could potentially make a difference in relation
to copyright law. My correspondence with Spoo on this matter reveals
that, although the “laws of the various European countries concerning
posthumously published works are not always clear,” he believes that
“the work would be treated as posthumously published and entitled to a
term under at least some European countries.” In this scenario, “the
copyright in Romance would still exist” in the US, despite the 70 years
after the author’s death cutoff date, Section 303(a) of the current US
copyright act, because “if such a work was published before December
31, 2002, the copyright term ‘shall not expire before December 31,
2047.”” Thus, if Exeter published Romance in 1995 (or 1997, or 2001),
it may be protected in the US until at least the end of 2047. The 2020
Penguin edition cannot lay claim to this same protection because it was
not published before 31 December 2002. All this is further complicated
by the exact terms of the 1993 contract, as I’ll get to shortly.

In the hopes of clarifying whether Cowl may have sent Exeter
another, even more revised typescript of Romance than the one at the
Schomburg, I had already reached out to Diana Lachatanere, the former
archivist at the Schomburg who had long handled McKay permission
requests and materials. Lachatanere, however, could not confirm one
way or the other: “I don’t know what RIM mss Carl gave him
[Bradbury] at that time. He might have contacted me for a photocopy,
or he might already have had a copy, or maybe it’s a different mss than
one at SC.” Having reached this uncertainty, I felt the ideal option left
was to contact Bradbury directly. We arranged to meet on Zoom on 6
July 2021, and our conversation clarified several key questions; when I
asked him whether Cowl had bequeathed him a different typescript of
Romance than either the one at the Schomburg or the Beinecke,
Bradbury seemed surprised at the question and confirmed that the
“version” he handed Coxe in 2009 was only a xerox of that Schomburg
typescript. So, despite holding out some small hope that it may be
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otherwise, there was no third golden typescript at the end of the French
rainbow, no archival mystery in the secret London cache of unspecified
McKay materials. It was all mere media subterfuge, a kind of careless
sensationalism, another fog of fake news encouraged by an opportunis-
tic young publisher’s vague intimations of a “final” typescript
“discovered” by a tenacious diasporic vagabond.

What ultimately emerged from my research is that the person sus-
pected of being responsible for the shadow listings of Bradbury’s
never-to-be Exeter edition of Romance was one Simon Baker, the pub-
lisher in charge of Exeter Press.”® Through these “premature listings”
(xlvii), as Holcomb and Maxwell call them, Baker was allegedly trying
to prevent the termination clause from the initial 1993 contract to come
into effect. As Holcomb and Maxwell cite, this contract stipulates that:

If at any time before or after publication of the Work . . . [it] is
not listed in the Publishers[’] catalogue of books in print, and
this condition continues for more than 6 months . . . [this]

Agreement will terminate immediately, and all the Publishers’
rights to the Work herein granted shall immediately revert to the
Proprietor. (xlviii)

The tactic worked; the legal confusion around the contract caused by
the shadow listings, as well as Baker’s adversarial stance, seem to have
prevented the novel from being released by another press for close to
30years.”” Even though the earliest listing seems to be the one from
1995 (WorldCat)—and thus later than six months after Cowl entered
into this contract with Baker’s Exeter Press—Lachatanere shared with
Holcomb (who had for years hoped to publish Romance), that the
NYPL counsel, who then represented the heirs of Claude McKay, were
nevertheless “in a legal dispute with Exeter Press, and that [Romance]
would probably never become available” (Holcomb qtd. in Newman).
It was only when the Faith Childs Literary Agency took over the repre-
sentation of the heirs of Claude McKay, in 2016, that the deadlock
broke. After reviewing the documentation, the Agency felt confident
that, given the earliest publication date for the Exeter edition was 1995,
the 1993 contract was now terminated. In anticipation of forthcoming
publications, the Agency registered for copyright both “Romance in
Marseilles” and “Amiable with Big Teeth” in 2016, as the US
Copyright Office Public Records show, even though such registration
was merely symbolic; contrary to popular belief, it could not extend
rights over the works past 2019.%® Amiable was published in 2017 while
still under copyright, while the 2020 “publication of Romance in
Marseille thus marks not so much the unexpected discovery of a valua-
ble novel as the long-overdue freeing” of a text that had fallen into the
public domain (Holcomb and Maxwell xxii). A novel trapped less “in
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an archival vacuum” (xxii) than in a legalistic and litigious one, yet
another “dream of republication deferred” (xlviii) by copyright, con-
tractual law, and fickle publishers.

The Harlem Renaissance Enters the Public Domain

The same year that Faith Childs began representing the heirs of
Claude McKay, Héliotropismes was founded in Marseille—a year later,
Coxe came to Boukh with his London-obtained xerox of the
Schomburg typescript and the two got to work: as they waited for the
novel to fall into the public domain in France, they arranged for the
translation to be made, and must have agreed on the discovery narrative
they would tell the French world. In that narrative, the duo had “been
working on this project for eight years” (qtd. in Gilles), which they else-
where describe as “a research journey that lasted for over five years”
(qtd. in Gastaldi) and, crucially, unlike the US side of the provenance
tale, where the “sketchy” “aspiring rescuers” alluded to by Holcomb
and Maxwell turn out to be a litigious UK publisher operating without
the knowledge of the manuscript’s would-be editor (Bradbury), the
novel needed the sleuthing heroism of a protagonist to be “rescued”
and “brought back from the dead” (Bouteillé; Mariette). Even though
Héliotropismes had hoped to publish their translation before the US edi-
tion, Boukh explains that “in the end we’re rather happy that ours is
coming out after because it allowed us to verify that the typescript upon
which we based our translation was the final version that [McKay] had
submitted to publishers in the 1930s” (qtd. in Gilles). The (superflu-
ously) “authorized” Penguin edition happily “authenticated” the type-
script Bradbury had given to Coxe, even as it corroborated that there
had never been a third “London typescript”—no extra encyclopedia
entry like the one that mystifies Borges & Casares in “Tlon, Ugbar,
Orbis Tertius.” In the end, both the Americans and the French had
relied on the exact same document, albeit different facsimiles.

These tangled transnational and multiracial narratives showcase
misunderstandings and contradictions, but also convergences and Kin-
ships, between cultures, countries, and languages, all of which happen
to be major themes in McKay’s writings, especially in Banjo,
Romance, and Amiable. As Brent Hayes Edwards has so usefully theor-
ized, such diasporic décalages are also vectors of (re)discovery, not
necessarily of texts we thought were lost, but of factors and audiences
we had overlooked. Reading through the overwhelming amount of
press coverage that the French edition enjoyed—both locally in
Marseille and nationally across France in major outlets like Le Monde,
TV5 Monde and France Culture—was an experience that felt at once
familiar and strange. The media’s penchant for sensationalism and
hyperbole when it comes to literary “discoveries” of “lost,”
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“forgotten,” or “hidden” texts, a practice clearly thriving in the US as
well, made this all too familiar. As someone who has been directly
involved in the discovery narrative of another novel by McKay in the
US media, I've grown both suspicious of such rhetoric and fascinated
by its power to grab the public’s attention, a power that posthumous-
ness is often eager to harness. In an echo of the French press—and of
the publishing industry writ large—the Penguin edition also relies on
lofty declarations that help turn the book into an event: “what you hold
in your hands or read on your screen is the first version of Romance in
Marseille published in any form, anywhere. After nearly ninety years in
waiting,” the editors affirm, the novel “has escaped its tangled transna-
tional composition history to make its public debut.” “McKay’s legacy
will never look the same,” they proclaim, “and neither will the Harlem
Renaissance, Black Atlantic modernism, Caribbean postcolonialism,
twentieth-century LGBTQ writing, the Lost Generation, and the radical
novel between the world wars” (viii). Even without the need to invent,
so to speak, a singular “discoverer,” the rhetoric works and brings a cer-
tain thrill to the reading experience. More recently, Coxe himself seems
to have grown wary of the sensationalism the press has imposed on the
story; in a 2022 French podcast, he warns that the word “discovery”
should be “in quotation marks . . . with a lot of quotation marks” [“avec
beaucoup de guillemets’] (qtd in Gastaldi).

‘What was less familiar and thus more instructive to me, as a fran-
cophone Americanist based in the US, were the ways in which the
European reviews acted as a reminder of distinct, ongoing cultural dif-
ferences in approaching literature itself and, even more importantly, the
alternative reception history that McKay has enjoyed in France, espe-
cially due to his years living in Marseille and his beloved literary depic-
tions of “la Fosse,” the “port city in which McKay forged his own
diasporic identity” as Boukh puts it in his Postface to the French edition
(183).% Indeed, Boukh’s choice of title for the Postface, “Home to
Marseille,” perfectly encapsulates how the Marseille community feels
about the Jamaican-born McKay; that he’s one of their own, a local
who has now made a “triumphant return” to the docks, just as Lafala,
the hero of Romance in Marseille, comes back to la Fosse rich and
ready for love.

In the US, McKay is most often associated with his Harlem-based
works, whether the 1922 poetry collection, Harlem Shadows, or his first
novel, 1928’s Home to Harlem, which became the first bestseller of the
Harlem Renaissance. For French readers, however, McKay is forever
associated with Banjo (1929), the novel that inspired Aimé Césaire,
Léon Damas, Léopold Senghor, and others, to form the Négritude
movement in the 1930s.”° A key factor in McKay’s French reception is
also the fact that Banjo was translated into French before Home to
Harlem; in other words, for the French, Banjo comes first both
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The multilingual,
transnational nature of
McKay’s reception history,
mirroring as it does McKay’s
own vagabondage . .. also
remind us of the . .. global
impact of the New Negro
movement—and how each
nation, each language, may
have their own Renaissance,
let alone their own McKay.

Posthumous in Marseille

PASSAGE

Claude McKAY

(1889 - 1948 )
ECRIVAIN

Fig. 3. Plaque indicating the “Passage Claude McKay” in Marseille. Image
reproduced from Wikimedia Commons.

figuratively and literally (bibliographically). Over the years, a kind of
reverence for McKay grew in France, one stemming from Banjo out-
ward, and with Marseille as its epicenter—indeed, in 2015 the city
unveiled the “Passage Claude McKay,” accompanied by a plaque
(Fig. 3*") in McKay’s honor in the Vieux Port in order to have McKay
be recognized as a “true Marseillais” (Boukh qtd. in Gastaldi). In 2021,
a wonderful full-length documentary, Claude McKay, de Harlem a
Marseille, directed by Matthieu Verdeil, was released in France. Since
the publication of Romance, each year the Marseille-based “Banjo
Society” holds a McKay symposium, inviting scholars from around the
world—in short, McKay is positively prospering in France, and his
readership continues to grow thanks to publishers like Héliotropismes.
The multilingual, transnational nature of McKay’s reception his-
tory, mirroring as it does McKay’s own vagabondage and reticence to
be tied down to a given national identity, also remind us of the unpre-
dictability, dissemination, and global impact of the New Negro move-
ment—and how each nation, each language, may have their own
Renaissance, let alone their own McKay. The vagabonding provenance
(s) of the McKay typescript(s) I charted underscores not only the differ-
ent “tastes”—in an Arlette Farge sense—of posthumousness that each
new McKay edition elicits, but also how the stories we tell about these
texts, when we tell them, in what language we tell them, and for which
audience they are intended, may not only overshadow the texts them-
selves but also impose meanings upon them divorced from their very
histories. The two 2021 French translations of McKay’s posthumous
novels are also significant bibliographic case studies in relation to inter-
national copyright law and literary estates; they point to the slew of
problems and misunderstandings that can be caused by “an uncoordi-
nated global public domain that renders authors’ works freely available
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for use in some countries while subjecting them to copyright or moral-
rights protection in others” (Spoo 107).>* These publications act as
sobering reminders that most, if not all, of the works and authors we
associate with the New Negro movement are now, or soon will be, in
the public domain.

In the US, any works published before 1978 will enter the public
domain after 95 years have passed since their year of publication®—
with the 2025 Harlem Renaissance centenary, this means anything pub-
lished before 1930 will be out of copyright (this includes McKay’s
Harlem Shadows, Home to Harlem, and Banjo, and indeed Penguin
Classics released a new edition of Home to Harlem, edited by Belinda
Edmondson, in February 2025). Soon, more and more ‘“unauthorized”
posthumous releases, including translations, will see the light of day. In
fact, just last year Héliotropismes released Diner A Douarnenez, a
French translation of McKay’s “Dinner in Douarnenez,” a short story
first published in 1985, edited by Alan McLeod, who at the time of
release was confident enough to announce in a footnote: “This is the
only short story of Claude McKay (1890-1948), the national poet of
Jamaica, that remains unpublished. Two novellas, ‘Romance in
Marseille’ and ‘Harlem Glory’ . . . have recently been edited and pre-
pared for the press by the present writer” (Literary Half-Yearly).>* Of
course, McLeod’s edition never came out, as his relationship with the
estate soured.>> Unbothered by any consideration for the estate or an
archive’s ownership of the physical property they house,
Héliotropismes’s latest McKay book even includes the full facsimile of
the “Dinner in Douarnenez” typescript, held at the Beinecke (in effect
publishing it “in English” as well). Perhaps drawing on the same wild
energy from la Fosse that McKay channeled a century ago, the
Marseille publisher is apparently thriving. Meanwhile, Nouvelles
Editions Place, the Parisian publisher that released the ‘“‘authorized”
French edition of Amiable, has since closed its doors. Like the Harlem
Renaissance itself, the posthumous business is both a beautifully collab-
orative and a ruthlessly competitive global affair—and then as now,
here and there, you’d better make sure you have a good story to sell.

Notes

1. All quotes about Barracoon taken from the blurbs in the opening paratextual
pages of Hurston’s Barracoon.

2. For more on Amiable’s compositional history and subsequent rejection, see the
“Introduction” and “Note on the Text,” by Brent Hayes Edwards and myself, to the
paperback edition of McKay, Amiable with Big Teeth (2018). For more on
Romance’s rejections, see the “Introduction” to McKay, Romance in Marseille
(2020), by editors Gary Holcomb and William Maxwell.
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3. I tell the story of Amiable’s recovery and authentication in Shadow Archives
(Cloutier, 2019), 285-307.

4. From “Praise” section of Penguin publisher website: https://www.penguinran-
domhouse.com/books/604955/romance-in-marseille-by-claude-mckay-edited-with-
an-introduction-by-gary-edward-holcomb-and-william-j-maxwell/

5. In a 1971 letter, Carl Cowl claims that My Green Hills of Jamaica, Harlem
Glory, and Romance in Marseilles “are now under contract for publication and
scheduled to appear in 1972,” but does not name the publisher and the project never
materialized (Box 3, Folder 10, Sc MG 622).

6. Goldwater was owner of the University Place Book Shop and co-founder of
Dissent magazine. For more on how McKay retrieved the 88-page “Lafala” type-
script of Romance, now held at the Beinecke, see Shadow Archives, pp. 47-9; 301-2,
and Holcomb and Maxwell, xlii—xliv.

7. Goldwater writes: “of the four Negro poets of the Negro renaissance (say, 1915-
1940), viz., McKay, Hughes, JW Johnson, Cullen, I think McKay is by all means the
most important both as a poet and as a person.” For more on Goldwater’s appraisal
report and the undervaluation of Black archives in the mid-twentieth century, see
Shadow Archives, 39—94. For a compelling and fuller account of this undervaluation,
see Helton.

8. Via email, Major recalls that the press he was working with before the project
fell through was the University of Chicago Press (Major, email). In the “Claude
McKay literary property records” (Box 4, Folder 1), there is also a copy of an earlier
contract, dated January 19, 1973, and signed by publisher Alfred Prettyman and
Hope McKay Virtue, for a volume that would have gathered the same three McKay
texts, with Emerson Hall Publishers, Inc. In an email dated May 3, 2025, Prettyman
revealed that an introduction for this edition had been written by none other than
Addison Gayle, but Cowl “would have none of it because of his discussion of homo-
sexuality. This was a simple issue of censorship. I was quite clear that there would
be no publication without Gayle’s essay, for which he was paid as a writer-for-hire.”

9. A book of McKay’s selected correspondence, Letters in Exile, edited by
Holcomb and Brooks Hefner, is slated for release in 2025 by Yale University Press.

10. Even before Cooper’s biography, French scholar and McKay translator Michel
Fabre had already discussed “Romance in Marseilles,” which he had read in the
archive (see Fabre’s 1981 article, “Beyond Banjo: Claude McKay’s African
Experience”).

11.  “Premiere sur le coup, la maison est prise de court par Penguin qui publie le
roman aux Etats-Unis dés février 2020.” All quotations from French in this essay are

my translation.

12. The copyright page states that the design and layout, by Carlos Lopez
Chirivella, were “inspired by the drawings of Aaron Douglas.”

13.  See Léger.
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14. The exhibition, “Claude McKay—Hommage a un poete venu du large,” ran
from 2 January to 1 March 2009, at the Mucem, in Marseille. In English, the title
would be “Claude McKay—Homage to a poet who came from the far seas.”

15.  “ATuniversité de Boston, ou il se rend en 2007 pour consulter les archives per-
sonnelles de Claude McKay, quelques documents lui laissent a penser que 1’ccuvre a
bel et bien existé.”

16. See Coxe and Rofe.

17.  “J’étais donc au Schomburg center a Harlem ou je consultais les archives rela-
tives a Claude McKay. La personne qui me conseillait alors me dit de consulter un
tapuscrit d’un roman inédit, Romance in Marseille. A I’époque, je I’ai parcouru mais
sans avoir |’autorisation d’en avoir copie” (qtd. in Gilles).

18.  See Ansellem and publisher’s website.

19.  “On partait de loin: il fallait s’assurer de 1’authenticité du texte,” Boukh says in
Léger; and in Amsellem, “Cela a été tres long car il a fallu authentifier le texte et en
faire la traduction.”

20. Before his death in 1997, Cowl had even “asked his lawyer to write to UEP
[University of Exeter Press] about the delay,” explains Lachatanere in an email from
July 15, 2021.

21. https://search.worldcat.org/title/60281134
22.  https://search.worldcat.org/title/317971866

23.  https://search.worldcat.org/title/606144089?0clcNum=606144089. The Exeter
edition also appeared for sale on Amazon over the years and was usually listed as
“Temporarily out of stock.” Here is a recent example: https://www.amazon.com/
Romance-Marseille-Stories-Representing-American/dp/0859894584/ (accessed 09/
18/2024).

24. https://www.waterstones.com/book/romance-in-marseille/claude-mckay/
richard-bradbury/9780859894586 (accessed 18 September 2024). In the UK, book-
sellers would have automatically received such data through the Nielsen BookData
service.

25. Waterstones also lists an Exeter Press edition of McKay’s My Green Hills of
Jamaica, also edited and introduced by Bradbury, also published on 1 January 2022,
and also “currently unavailable.” https://www.waterstones.com/book/my-green-hills-
of-jamaica/claude-mckay/richard-bradbury/9780859894029 (accessed 18 September
2024)

26. Note that, throughout this process, Exeter Press kept Bradbury in the dark about
the shadow listings (see Bradbury email); Lachatanere corroborates that, in her past
communication with Bradbury, he was unaware of what Exeter press was doing and
had not been contacted by the Press. In a July 2023 blog post, Bradbury writes the
following about his aborted edition: “My failed attempt to guide an unpublished and
disregarded novel into print, “Romance in Marseille” was seen in the end by the
English academic publisher as just ‘too much’. By which I think they meant its
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socialist and pan-African politics, and its rumbustious depiction of sexuality in the
Vieux Port. Twenty years later,” Bradbury adds, “it was guided into print by academ-
ics with more influence than myself” (Riversmeet blog).

27. See Lachatanere, email to author, 15 July 2021. Note that Baker and Cowl may
have had an understanding about this agreement that the paper trail somewhat
obscures. This may help explain why Baker continued to feel a proprietary hold on
the option to publish Romance. For instance, in a note to his lawyer from 1996, writ-
ten on a copy of a letter from Baker, Cowl claims that “Exeter is working out a deal
with Winston James. I presume it is O.K. for them to show James and his agent my
contract with Exeter for Romance in Marseilles. But we must be given a copy of the
proposed contract they are doing with James” (Box 4, Folder 11, Sc MG 622).

28. For “Romance,” see: https://publicrecords.copyright.gov/detailed-record/
29990725. For “Amiable,” see: https://publicrecords.copyright.gov/detailed-record/
29990726

29.  Although much of it is now gone since the second world war, “la Fosse” [The
Pit, or the Bottoms] more or less refers to the /e Panier [the Basket] neighborhood,
in the Vieux-Port of Marseille.

30. Ina 1950 essay, Senghor himself calls McKay the “true inventor of Négritude”
(Senghor, my translation). See "La poésie négro-américaine" (1950). Liberté I.
Négritude et Humanisme, Paris: Seuil, 1964, pp. 104-21. See also Fabre.

31. Image file is from Wikimedia Commons. See this rights page: https://com-
mons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File : Plaque_Passage_Claude_McKay_-_Marseille II_
(FR13)_-_2023-07-22_-_1.jpg Upoaded by Chabe01.

32. According to Spoo, Romance is still under copyright until at least 2039 in the
UK.

33.  See “Copyright Reference Guide: Public Domain” and “Welcome to the Public
Domain. See also Robert Spoo, email to author, October 29, 2021.

34. Correspondence from 1984 indicate that McLeod and Cowl were hoping to
place the novels with either University of California Press or LSU Press (Sc MG
622). Both presses eventually rejected them.

35. See Sc MG 622.
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