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Intro

“NE ME QUITTE PAS.” Those words meant nothing to sixteen-
year-old me, and yet they meant everything. Staccato sounds,
foreign and strange, enveloped in a voice that felt like home.

From the moment I discovered Nina Simone in my parents’
record collection, I knew no performer would ever move me
more. It wasn't just the richness of her unique voice or the emo-
tion that hung on each note. It wasn't just the majestic way she
drew life from eighty-eight keys, her ardent commitment to civil
rights, or her inspiring deeds interspersed throughout the sto-
ries my parents told of their upbringing in the American South. It
was also the way she gave me permission to claim my own voice,
which found freedom not in my native tongue, but in French.

I credit this song as one of the reasons I, a Black American
woman from a monolingual, English-speaking family, studied
French in college. And it was Nina who made sure I kept with it
when the whitewashed curriculum of my textbooks suggested
French was a language only for white people. Each time I experi-
enced alienation or frustration in my studies—over the difficulty
of pronouncing French and memorizing its complex rules, over
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being the only Black student in my courses—I would play Nina
and become emboldened by the French that hovered on her lips.
This sonic talisman saw me through my linguistic journey and
led me to Paris, a much Blacker space than [ had ever imagined.
It even wielded the power to guide my educational and profes-
sional journey to become a French professor.

“Ne me quitte pas” (Don't leave me) has traveled its own wind-
ing road, from its inception and original performances to its
numerous covers, translations, and adaptations. In 1959, before
he was a household name, Belgian singer-songwriter Jacques
Brel wrote and performed this visceral and haunting plea. I
remember encountering Brel's original in a college classroom
and being instructed to use my burgeoning language abilities
to analyze the lyrics. I was no longer relying solely on my body's
response to Nina's voice and artistry to connect with the song. I
could now also lose myself in the intricacies of the words and the
poetic images they conveyed. Beginning to understand the lyrics
and learning the conditions in which Brel wrote them changed
my relationship to the song.

I spent the next couple of decades waffling about whether
Simone’s or Brel's version spoke to me more. Brel's provides
intrigue, supposedly the product of a failed extramarital affair.
His over-the-top performance sells the song’s heartache, mak-
ing me question where the line falls between the autobiographi-
callived experience of a person using art to cope with loss and the
convincing portrayal of pain by an artist telling an invented story



through song. Meanwhile, I wonder how my deep respect and
admiration for Nina colors how I engage with “Ne me quitte pas.”
Now that I know her version is a cover, am I so quick to believe
the song is hers? At the same time, I see myself in her Blackness,
her womanness, her Americanness, which makes her version
vibrate within me in ways Brel's does not. It makes it mine.

Then there is Shirley Bassey's performance of Rod McKuen's
English translation, “If You Go Away,” first introduced to me by
a friend. I admit, my mother tongue sounds strange in a song
I mainly associate with French. Many critics argue that the
translation doesn't do the original justice. Is it the questionable
translation that severs the song’s hold over me, or does Bassey's
larger-than-life pageantry mute the heartfelt emotions Brel and
Simone stir? At the same time, Bassey’s evocative vocals and
regal stature entreat new feelings to the surface. Much is lost,
much is gained.

Just when I had started to make sense of the different emo-
tional resonances of each version, a colleague told me to listen to
Sasha Velour's drag performance of “If I Go Away.” By lip-syncing
Bassey, Velour takes her theatrics to a new level. While there’s a
subtle disconnect between the French and English lyrics, it's the
violence of Velour’s performance that upends the song’s affec-
tive qualities, transforming a love song into a spectacle of hor-
ror. Encountering Velour led me down a rabbit hole of multiple
adaptations of “Ne me quitte pas,” each serving different artistic
purposes and evoking distinctive emotions.

INTRO
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For years I've sat with, sung with, and tapped into complex
emotions with “Ne me quitte pas.” It has been in the background
as I write. It has been in the foreground as I dance. It has been
a through line as I studied and worked toward my professional
goals. And now, a song Nina gifted to my eager ears decades ago
hasbecome the central object of a book. I get to analyze this song
as a text, as a piece of cultural production written in a specific
context, and as a work of mass/popular art that travels, being
reinterpreted and recontextualized in numerous ways. A med-
itation on translation in the most expansive meaning of the
word, this book explores how “Ne me quitte pas” travels across
languages, geographies, genres, and generations. How does this
song make manifest the experience of translation, seen through
the Latin trans + latio, or the idea of being carried across? How
does it shift, refract, and change through the processes of cov-
ering, translating, and adaptating? What does it indicate about
the choices translators of song make and how they differ from
considerations in literary translation? What can an analysis of
language, sound, emotion, culture, gender, and race tell us about
the impact a song has on its audiences and on music scholar-
ship? How do the ways we read this song shed light on various
aesthetic, social, and political values, both historically and in the
present day? What makes this song so translatable and therefore
viral (something it achieved before being viral was even a thing)?

A song's power ultimately derives from its effect on the listener.
Therefore, this book explores “Ne me quitte pas” by privileging



audience experiences, from contemporary music criticism to
journalistic retrospectives to scholarly interventions to YouTube
commentary. And since a song’s impact is very much situated
in the body, I also reflect on my own embodied experience and
sense of self—a useful tool to think through issues of (auto)biog-
raphy, authenticity, and emotional truthfulness. Finally, because
“Ne me quitte pas” set me on the path to becoming a professor
and has been an object of analysis in my courses on language,
culture, and identity, I've also interspersed throughout these
pages my students’ experiences with the song.

Nina Simone became my hero because of how she unapolo-
getically moved through the world, refusing to accept the limita-
tions others placed on her. She leveraged her classical music
training to force audiences to reimagine what Black musicians
could do. She used her songwriting skills and platform to implore
audiences to question the inhumane treatment of Black peo-
ple in the US and abroad. But it was her singing in French that
had the most substantive effect on me because it showed me
how to cross borders I once thought insurmountable. Her “Ne
me quitte pas” pushed me to learn French with all its challenges
and to encounter a new world that had seemed out of reach. I
call on Nina again to guide me in this book’s meditative jour-
ney of crossing disciplinary boundaries as I rely on francophone
studies, music studies, linguistics, translation theory, adapta-
tion studies, affect theory, race and ethnicity studies, and gender
studies to tell the story of “Ne me quitte pas,” how it travels, the
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myriad ways humans interact with the song, and the artistic and
cultural significance of the performances surrounding it.

The Singles series is about singles—discrete musical tracks of
great personal or social significance that are distributed to and
heard by millions. I have taken some liberty with this assign-
ment by not focusing on one singularversion. Instead, I am using
a single as a jumping off point to delve into a song where each
version (Brel's, Simone’s, Bassey’s) has long-lasting, mass appeal,
often to completely separate audiences. I am therefore grateful
to have been given this space to reflect on the ways these differ-
ent singles make “Ne me quitte pas” into an exceptional work of
art. Each single has a story to tell about the impact it has on mil-
lions of people, including the artists who perform and record it.
As such, “Ne me quitte pas” and its various iterations exist for me
not as discrete art objects, but as a constellation of cultural pro-
duction that actively influences how I feel and who I am.





