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Abstract
The Haitian Revolution (1 791-1804) reshaped the debates about slavery and
freedom in Europe, accelerated the abolitionist movement, precipitated
rebellions in neighbouring territories, and intensified both repression and antislavery sentiment. Its long-term effects remain visible in the many
representations, recuperations, and invocations of the Revolution as an
exemplar of black agency. At the same time, the violence of the conflict led to
portrayals of Haiti as unregenerate and primitive, a prey to 'voodoo' and
lawlessness. Hence the recuperation of Haiti's political and cultural history, in
which the establishment of the first postcolonial nation must be accounted for
as a momentous event despite its ostensible failure, contests the tradition of
imperial denigration. The thesis addresses how the Haitian Revolution followed
by the establishment of a Black Republic, provided inspiration for writers,
artists and intellectuals throughout the Atlantic Diaspora in diverse cultural and
intellectual locations from the 1920s onwards. If public knowledge about
Haitian history has for some time now been limited in Europe and North
America, the Revolution has been a potent factor in black memory and it
remains an inspiration to Caribbeans, Africans, African Americans, and Latin
Americans, as well as to radical intellectuals and artists worldwide. The thesis
studies the writings generated by the Revolution in the works of Aime Cesaire,
C. L. R. James, Rene Depestre, Langston Hughes, Edouard Glissant, Alejo
Carpentier, Derek Walcott, and Madison Smartt Bell, spanning French, English,
and Spanish, and including poetry, drama, history, biography, fiction, and
opera; while in the visual arts it considers the paintings of Kimathi Donkor and
commemorative postage stamps. My discussion addresses both critical
understandings and fictional reinventions of the Revolution's achievement and
tragic reversals. I examine the ideologies informing the analyses, and the
aesthetics of the imaginative writings, where a political stance in some cases
served to promote innovation and experimental style and in others was a
constraint.
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Introduction: The Extraordinary Cultural
Afterlives of the Haitian Revolution

The Haitian Revolution that led to the establishment of Haiti in 1804 as the first
independent Black Republic in the world, has long held a fascination for
writers, artists and intellectuals of a vast array of nationalities , ethnicities , and
political allegiances. The twelve-year revolutionary war of independence in the
French colony of Saint Domingue that was, by turns, a slave rebellion, an anticolonial war, and a race war, shocked the Western world, reshaped the debates
about slavery, accelerated the abolitionist movement, precipitated rebellions in
neighbouring territories, and intensified both repression and anti-slavery
sentiment on both sides of the Atlantic. 1 In the wake of the Revolution a vast
range of literary works was produced by notable nineteenth-century writers that
sought to celebrate, appropriate or dramatize the event. These included the

The best study of the impact of the Haitian Revolution on the politics of the Atlantic
World, on slave resistance, on liberation struggles throughout the Americas, and on the
Revolution's demographic impact on the wider Caribbean, is: David Patrick Geggus,
ed., The Impact of the Haitian Revolution in the Atlantic World (Columbia, s.C.:
University of South Carolina Press, 2001). The works that best contextualise the
Haitian Revolution in the history of Atlantic slavery are: Robin Blackburn, The Making
ofNew World Slavery: From the Baroque to the Modern 1492-1800 (London: Verso,
1997) and: Robin Blackburn, The Overthrow of Colonial Slavery 1776-1848 (London:
Verso, 1988). The most up-to-date scholarly history of the revolution is: Laurent
Dubois, Avengers of the New World: The Story of the Haitian Revolution (Cambridge,
Mass. and London: Harvard University Press, 2004). The most complete bibliography
of works on the Haitian Revolution is: Bob Corbett, Bibliography on the Haitian
Revolution (1995 [cited); available from http://hartfordhwp.comlarchives/43a1099.html.
1
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English writers William Wordsworth and Harriet Martineau, the French writers
Victor Hugo and Alphonse de Lamartine, the German writer Heinrich von
Kleist, and the American poet and abolitionist John Greenleaf Whittier.2

Moreover, the Haitian Revolution's flourishing cultural afterlife has extended
throughout the twentieth century into the present day and constitutes a highly
contested cultural and political field. It is an event that has repeatedly drawn
international interest, particularly from the wider Caribbean, North and Latin
America, Africa, and black communities in Europe. It has inspired imaginative
and political writings, visual arts, music and other art forms and cultural
practices in all of those regions. Major figures within the negritude movement,
notably Aime Cesaire and Rene Depestre, were particularly stimulated by the
Haitian Revolution. The list of African American writers, artists and activists
who were energized by the Haitian Revolution is particularly distinguished, and
includes Frederick Douglass, Langston Hughes, Arna Bontemps, Ralph Ellison,
and Jacob Lawrence. The Haitian Revolution has also haunted and inspired the
literary imagination of white fiction of the American South from the nineteenth
century through to this day.

William Wordsworth, "William Wordsworth, "to Toussaint L'ouverture" (1802) " in
The Poetry of Slavery: An Anglo-American Anthology, 1764-1865, ed. Marcus Wood
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003). Harriet Martineau, The Hour and the Man
(New York: Harper Brothers, 1841). Victor Hugo, Bug Jargal, trans. Chris Bongie
(Toronto: Broadview Press, [1820 and 1833] 2004). Alphonse de Lamartine, Toussaint
Louverture (Exeter: University of Exeter Press, [1850] 1998). Henrich Von Kleist, "
The Betrothal in Santo Domingo," in The Marquise of 0 - and Other Stories (London:
Penguin, [1811] 2004). John Greenleaf Whittier, "Toussaint Louverture (1837)," in
The Poetry of Slavery: An Anglo-American Anthology 1764-1865, ed. Marcus Wood
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003).
2
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A lingering and horrifying memory of the Haitian Revolution is evoked
throughout William

Faulkner's Absalom Absalom,

particularly in its

meditations on the themes of miscegenation, the fragility of white Southern
society, and the ever-present possibility of its destruction. 3 More directly and
more recently, Madison Smartt Bell's trilogy of novels weave an epic and
sensational fictional treatment around a narrative of the Haitian Revolution and
they also testify to the prominence of Haitian history in white writing of the
American South. Other acclaimed writers from across the Americas and
Atlantic world who were inspired by the Haitian Revolution include C. L. R.
James, George Lamming, Edouard Glissant, Alejo Carpentier, and Derek
Walcott. Thus, the cultural impact of the Haitian Revolution has been farreaching and frequently profound. Furthermore, this impact has been highly
variable in tenns of aesthetic and political medium, tenor, and ideology. It is
thus indicative of the startling fluidity of the Haitian Revolution's impact that is
still evolving in numerous and frequently unpredictable ways to this day, as the
following two examples illustrate.

4

From Thabo Mbeki to Ralph Ellison
The incumbent South African President, Thabo Mbeki, invoked the Haitian
Revolution in a speech given in 2003 at the University of the West Indies on
African economic underdevelopment. Mbeki brought the example of the
Haitian Revolution to the fore on the eve of the bicentenary of Haitian

William Faulkner, Absalom, Absalom! (London: Vintage, [1936] 1991).
4 Two recent studies that emphasise the cultural inheritance of slavery as not over and
still evolving are: Marcus Wood, Blind Memory: Visual Representations of Slavery in
England and America (Manchester: Manchester University Press: 200.0), Marcus
Wood, Slavery, Empathy, and Pornography (Oxford: Oxford UnIverSIty Press, 2002).
3
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independence. His address identified the Haitian Revolution as an inspirational,
but ultimately flawed example of black liberation with only limited transferable
value for modem day Africa. For Mbeki, the shortcomings of the Haitian
Revolution are the key lessons that the event provides, and he suggested that
contemporary Africa would do well to learn from them. Mbeki tried to illustrate
this, somewhat opportunistically, by showing that the material legacies of the
Haitian Revolution serve as an inescapable problem:
.. ... we have to contend with the fact that whereas the American and
French Revolutions succeeded to create the conditions for the
development of the American and French people, Haiti has not
experienced similar development. Indeed, she has been subject to the
very opposite of development.,,5

Thabo Mbeki' s unfavourable comparison of the Haitian Revolution with the
American and French Revolutions skips over the fact of more than two hundred
years of predatory global capitalism that has actively prevented Haiti's
development. 6 Mbeki' s rather conservative speech thus applauds Haiti's
revolutionary spirit but misidentifies the roots of the Revolution's unwanted
consequences and laments them.

On the other hand, Ralph Ellison, the great African American writer most
famous for his impassioned novel of black individual and social protest,
Thabo Mbeki, Address at the University of West Indies, Kingston, Jamaica (30 June)
(2003 [cited 21 February 2008); available from
http://www.dfa.gov.zaldocs/speeches/2003/mbek0630.htm.
6 The best account of Haiti's history after its independence is David Nicholls, From
Dessalines to Duvalier: Race, Colour and National Independence in Haiti (London:
Macmillan, 1996). For analysis of foreign interventions, economic exploitation, and
the general erosion of Haiti's independence, see especially: 136-8, 139-64,220-1,
239,247-8.
5
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Invisible Man, recuperates the inheritance of the Haitian Revolution in an
entirely different way and to very different effect. 7 In his little known 1941
short story, Mister Toussan, originally published in the radical magazine New

Masses, Ellison illustrates the life-affirming presence of the spirit of Toussaint
Louverture, the great hero and architect of the Haitian Revolution, in African
8

American folklore. Mister Toussan tells the story of two young boys, Buster
and Riley who, in a manner that draws upon the African American story-telling
tradition of call and response, improvise a tall-tale version of Toussaint
Louverture's exploits in the Haitian Revolution. The story begins with Buster
and Riley watching birds eating cherries from a row of trees in the yard of an
elderly white man. The old man, Rogan, is sitting in a rocking chair, and the
two boys curse the lack of opportunity to help themselves to the cherries that
are so freely available to the local birds.

However, Buster and Riley's meandering conversation soon moves on from
cherries, and along the way it reveals the important role that black history, and
its misrepresentation, plays in the formation of their self-perception as black
Americans. When Riley asks, "'What would you do if you had wings?"', Buster
begins to reel off a multitude of possibilities that are attractive to him. 9 These
include flying to northern US cities such as New York or Chicago, or
"anywhere else colored is free". 10 Buster then imagines ever more fantastic
opportunities that would be presented to him by the power of flight. The stars,

Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man (London: Penguin, [1953] 2004).
8 Ralph Ellison, "Mister Toussan'," [1941], in Flying Home and Other Stories (London:
Penguin, 1998).
9 Ibid. 24.
10 Ibid. 25.
7
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the n100n or the Milky Way occur to him as destinations of tantalising fantasy
before he decides that if he could fly he would go to Africa to "git me some
diamonds".11 Buster claims that he would have no fear of being captured by
Africans because, as he explains with disgust:
. " ... them suckers is too lazy. The geography book says they 'bout the
most lazy folks in the whole world ... just black and lazy! ",12
However, Buster's comment about Africans draws fierce protest from his friend
who has been told positive stories about Africa by his father, which causes
Buster to think again, and prompts him to recall a story a schoolteacher once
told him:
"'She tole us 'bout one of the African guys named Toussan what she
said whipped Napoleon! ",13
Buster's claim seems outrageous to Riley and initially it only provokes a rebuff
and disbelief: '''Now how come you have to start lying?",14 However, Buster is
insistent and Riley's incredulity is soon transformed into excitement and the
two boys begin to improvise a story in which Toussaint Louverture is imagined
as an all-conquering hero figure, and thus the very antithesis of the negative
image of blacks that has been inculcated in the two boys. During their game of
story-telling and play-acting the two boys ironize the stereotypes of African
savagery, primitivism, and laziness that they have absorbed from official
sources such as their geography book:
'" And what'd ole Toussan say then?'

Ibid. 25.
12 Ibid. 25.
13 Ibid. 26.
14 Ibid. 26
11
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'He said in his big deep voice: You all peckerwoods better be good,
'cause this is sweet papa Toussan talking and my nigguhs is crazy 'bout
white meat! ",15
Thus, in the myth of Toussaint, Buster and Riley find an exemplar of black
agency that enables them to tum a racist world on its head. For Buster and
Riley, discovering Toussaint is at once subversive, amusing, and empowering.
Ellison's story also skilfully raises the issue of the challenges that the
implications of the Haitian Revolution, properly understood, present to Europe
and North America.

The attractions of Haiti: an ideological challenge and the appeal
of Toussaint
It has been argued that the West's continuing failure to acknowledge the

significance of the Haitian Revolution has been due to what Michel-Rolph
Trouillot has described as the "unthinkable" nature of the most successful slave
revolt in history. 16 Such denial continues to pervade the official thinking within
mainstream Western political and cultural discussion to this day. The 2007
bicentenary celebrations of the British abolition of the slave trade were a case in
point. Amidst the jubilation and national self-congratulation, the historical fact
that a population of former slaves had risen up, fought an anti-colonial war
against the French, British and Spanish, outlawed slavery, and successfully
declared the independence of their black republic in the Caribbean well before
any of the imperial nations had committed themselves to ending slavery was,

Ibid. 28.
16 Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History
(Boston, Mass.: Beacon Press, 1995).27, 72-4.
15

14

for the most part, conveniently silenced. Even the connection between British
abolitionism and the liberal imperialism of today, was overlooked by all, save
for a nun1ber of more radical commentators. I7 One of the legacies of the 1807
Slave Trade Act was the spurring of Britain's enduring taste for sanctimonious
and hypocritical imperialist interventionism. The British navy was given the
task of patrolling the Atlantic in order to prevent the continuing trade in slaves
from Africa to Brazil, Cuba, and the US, whilst Britain continued to profit from
the trade in Asia. I8

Thus it remains the case, that despite a growing historiography, the ideological
impact of the Haitian Revolution has not been absorbed into the mainstreams of
public knowledge and consciousness in Europe and North America. The
American and French Revolutions on the other hand, are firmly fixed in
establishment thinking as pivotal events that shaped the Atlantic and modem
world. But the Haitian Revolution made a number of important advances over
the American and the French Revolutions. To forget this fact, paraphrasing
Aime Cesaire, is to take refuge in an odious and racist hypocrisy that underpins
the Eurocentrism of our global economic and political world order today.I9
Whereas the American Revolution promoted the ideas of sovereignty and
republicanism, thereby helping to bring down the French monarchy, and the
Richard Gott, "Britain's Vote to End Its Slave Trade Was a Precursor to Today's
Liberal Imperialism," The Guardian, 17 January 2007. Available from:
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2007Ijanl17 Icomment.politics2.
18 A document that makes clear some of the connections between the colonial project
that accompanied 19th century British abolitionism and Britain's foreign policy of
liberal imperialism that has resulted in the unravelling tragedies in Afgahnistan and
Iraq today is Tony Blair's HMS Albion speech: Tony Blair, Our Nation's Future Defence. Hms Albion Lecture. (11 January 2007 [cited); available from
http://www.pm.gov.uk/output/Pagel0735.asp.
19 Aime Cesaire, Discourse on Colonialism, trans. Joan Pinkham (New York: Monthly
Review Press, [1955] 2000). 31.
17
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French Revolution destabilised empire and slavery throughout the Americas,
only the Haitian Revolution marked a watershed in the history of the
development of universal human rights. 20 Laurent Dubois explains that the
Haitian Revolution was:
" '" the most concrete expression of the idea that the rights proclaimed
in France's 1789 Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen were
indeed universal. They could not be quarantined in Europe ... If we live
in a world in which democracy is meant to exclude no one, it is no small
part because of the actions of those slaves in Saint Domingue who
insisted that human rights were theirs too. ,,21

Thus, to radical and progressive individuals and groups, one of the major
attractions of aesthetically recuperating the narrative of the Haitian Revolution
has been the profound challenge that the event, properly understood, lays before
the notion that the values of universal human rights are also Western values.
More specifically than this however, radical recuperations of the Haitian
Revolution directly challenge the hegemony of the still massively influential
cultural and historical body of works that have romantically condoned or
sanitized the values of slave society, representing slavery itself as an essentially
benign and paternalistic institution. This tradition was particularly strong in the
American South and is best exemplified by Ulrich Bonnell Phillips's historical
works, particularly his 1929 Life and Labor in the Old South, and the

Robin Blackburn, Of Human Bondage (The Nation, 2004 [cited 22 September 2005);
available from http://www.thenation.comldocl20041004/blackburn
21 Dubois, Avengers of the New World: The Story of the Haitian Revolution. 3.
20
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enormously popular 1939 epic film Gone With The Wind. 22 There still seems to
be little appetite in the mainstream for debunking this powerful tradition. Thus,
the West's continuing repudiation of the Haitian Revolution can be explained
by the fundamental challenges the Revolution poses. For the West to
acknowledge the Haitian Revolution and its implications would require the
dismantling of an entire canon of conservative mythologisation on the history
of Atlantic slavery and the recognition that the West's assumed supremacy in
the discourse of human rights is misplaced.23

One forthcoming cultural event that may go some way to providing the
necessary challenge is the forthcoming film about the Haitian Revolution
entitled Toussaint.24 The film is being produced by the fledgling American
company, Louverture Films, who are dedicated to the development and
production of films of historical relevance and social purpose. 25 Currently in
production, it is hoped that the film will achieve a wide scale international
release in 2009. The involvement of Danny Glover as director and a stellar cast,
including Don Cheadle in the title role of Toussaint, demonstrates the

Ulrich Bonnell Phillips, Life and Labor in the Old South (Columbia, South Carolina:
University of South Carolina Press, [1929] 2007). Victor Fleming, "Gone with the
Wind," (1939), Phillips, Life and Labor in the Old South. Margaret Mitchell, Gone
with the Wind (London: Macmillan, 1936).
23 Michel-Rolph Trouillot's excellent study, Silencing the Past, examines this issuethe way in which the production of mythologizing historical narratives become
dominant and acquire valency - in relation to the Haitian Revolution. Trouillot,
Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History.
24 The latest information concerning the film's production status can be found at The
Internet Move Database: http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0785063/.
25 Louverture Films first gained an international reputation with the release of Bamako
in 2007. Set in Bamako, the capital of Mali, the film centres on an alfresco legal
tribunal in which the World Bank, the IMF, and their associates, stand accused as
agents of imperial exploitation and neo-colonialism. The film garnered praise at film
festivals around the globe. For more information on Louverture Films, including past
and forthcoming releases, see: http://www.louverturefilms.com.
22
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considerable promise that the film may be both a commercial and an artistic
success. The film has also been part financed by Venezuela, whose President,
Hugo Chavez, has displayed an interest and it is to be hoped that the film will
go some way towards promoting a progressive knowledge of Haitian history to
a wide aUdience.

26

I was given a Samizdat copy of the film script on the

condition that I did not cite it in my thesis. This was a setback as I consider it to
be one of the more meticulous, historically aware, and aesthetically achieved
narratives of the Haitian Revolution. Nor did I have any response to my request
to speak with or interview the director.

However, if the film does come to fruition at least it will not join the list of film
projects about the Haitian Revolution that promised so much but in the end
were never realised. Richard Wright, the African American writer famed for his
classic existentialist tragic novel of social protest, Native Son, had hoped to
make a film about the Haitian Revolution after his travels in Haiti in 1950.27
Wright intended making Toussaint Louverture the focus of the film and he had
planned to write the script and act the leading role. Also, Anatoli Vinogradov's
novel on Toussaint Louverture, The Black Consul, inspired Sergei Eisenstein to
contemplate a film adaptation based on the novel, and he secured Paul Robeson
to play the title role. However, like Wright's plan, the project never got off the
ground. 28

Rory Carroll, "Venezuela Giving Danny Glover $18m to Direct Film on Epic Slave
Revolt," The Guardian, May 21 2007. 15.
27 Hazel Rowley, Richard Wright: The Life and Times (N ew York: Henry Holt and
Company, 2001).386-87.
28 Ibid. 575.
26
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Another attraction of the Haitian Revolution to those seeking to recuperate the
event has been the existence of a number of black individual heroic
personalities that were produced by the Revolution. In particular, the figure of
the Revolution's leader, Toussaint Louverture, was taken up by many as the
most obvious individual embodiment of the Revolution's values. He has been
recuperated in order to represent and highlight a vast range of contemporary
interests, and the story of the multitude of his re-figurations illustrates his status
as a remarkably protean subject. For different people Toussaint has been a
tragic hero, a beacon of anti-racism, a standard bearer for anti-colonial struggle
the world over, a symbol of anti-Napoleon sentiment, an embodiment of
negritude and black power, and a precursor to a host of other anti-imperialists
and black leaders including Fidel Castro, Martin Luther King, Malcolm X, and
Patrice Lumumba. Alongside Toussaint, the Revolution's other leaders - JeanJacques Dessalines, Henri Christophe, and MoYse, who were Toussaint's righthand men - have also inspired numerous artistic re-figurations. Dessalines who
became Haiti's first post-independence leader, declaring himself Emperor in
1804, has attracted perhaps the most extreme representations: in some of the
most abhorrent racist texts inspired by the Revolution, he has been caricatured
as a brutish black savage; in others, as a symbol of black racial pride, as a
vodou deity, and as an icon of Haitian nationalism.

29

Henri Christophe, who

after the assassination of Dessalines in 1806 succeeded him as Haiti's head of
state, is also a key figure in many representations of the Revolution. Finally,
MoYse, who was a popular and high-ranking black officer and whose execution

For a concise analysis of some of Dessalines's contested representative and iconic
figurations see: Joan Dayan, Haiti, History, and the Gods (Berkeley; London:
University of California Press, 1995). 16-29.
29
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was ironically ordered by Toussaint himself, has on occasion been represented
as the uncorrupted symbol and soul of the Revolution. 30

However, none of these other figures have commanded the degree of attention
that has been directed at Toussaint. Furthermore, as time has passed, Toussaint
today remains as real and as revolutionary an inspiration as at any moment in
the two hundred year history of his evolving mythology. In 2007, a remarkable
prison radio broadcast by Mumia Abu-Jamal, a black death row prisoner in
Pennsylvania, recalled Toussaint and the Haitian Revolution as an episode in an
on-going struggle for freedom and justice for all black people. 31 And
Toussaint's symbolic presence on the world political stage was dramatically
brought to attention in 2004 by the deposed Haitian President Jean-Bertrand
Aristide. Giving his first speech in exile from the Central African Republic after
falling victim to the US-French backed military coup that removed him from
office, Aristide shadowed Toussaint's famous words on being captured by
Napoleon:

C. L. R. James's analysis of Toussaint's decision to execute MOIse's illustrates
MOIse's appeal: " ... to shoot MOIse, the black ... was a crime. It was almost as if
Lenin had had Trotsky shot for taking the side of the proletariat against the
bourgeoisie. "
C. L. R. James, The Black Jacobins: Toussaint L 'ouverture and the San Domingo
Revolution (London: Penguin Books, [1938], 2001). 231. Also see 225-26.
31 Mumia Abu-Jamal, The Power of History: Haiti (Radio Broadcast) (2007).
Available from http://www.prisonradio.org/MumiaHaitiHistory.htm.
Mumia Abu-Jamal, who was a Black Panther party activist and a journalist, was
convicted of murder in 1981 and he has been on death row in Pennsylvania since 1982.
In 2000 Amnesty International declared that Abu-Jamal's trial was "in violation of
minimum international standards" and a retrial was requested. See: USA: Mumia AbuJamal-- Amnesty International Calls for Retrial (17 February 2000 [cited 22 February
2008). Available at:
http://www.amnesty.org/enllibrary/asset/AMR511020/2000/f5efaOdO-b616-11 dc-91 efe7bbfd81 dfbe/amr51 0202000en.pdf.
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""In bringing me down, all that has been cut in Saint Domingue is the
trunk of the tree of black freedom; but it will grow again from its roots,
for they are deep and numerous." (Toussaint Louverture, 1802)
"In the shadow of Toussaint Louverture, the genius of the race, I declare
that in bringing me down all that has been cut is the trunk of the tree of
peace; it will grow again from its roots because they are Louverturian."
(Jean-Bertrand Aristide, 2004)32
In shadowing Toussaint's famous words, and in presenting himself as a part of
"'the tree of black freedom", the re-growth of which Toussaint had predicted
could not be stopped, Aristide' s speech presented the struggle of Haitians for
freedom and dignity in 2004 in concert with the values of the Haitian
Revolution. In so doing, Aristide tempted critics and commentators to analyse
contemporary Haiti and Haitian history as a story of a repeating tragic cycle of
tyranny and resistance. 33 However, this critical framework, as will be seen in
my chapters on Alejo Carpentier and Derek Walcott, must be deployed only
with extreme caution and qualification.

In an interview conducted with Peter Hallward in Pretoria, South Africa, on 20
July 2006, and later published in the London Review of Books, Aristide again
emphasised Toussaint's relevance to Haiti's ongoing struggle for freedom and

Toussaint Louverture and Jean-Bertrand Aristide quoted in: Martin Munro &
Elizabeth Walcott-Hackshaw, "Introduction: Reinterpreting the Haitian Revolution and
Its Cultural Aftershocks," Small Axe 9, no. 2 (2005). Viii. For analysis of the 2004
coup see: Paul Farmer, "Who Removed Aristide?," London Review of Books 26, no. 8
(15 April 2004). Also see: Peter Hallward, "Option Zero in Haiti," New Left Review,
no. 27 (May-June) (2004).
33 Walcott-Hackshaw, "Introduction: Reinterpreting the Haitian Revolution and Its
Cultural Aftershocks." Viii-ix.
32
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self-determination. Intriguingly, on this occasion Aristide explicitly valorised
Toussaint's qualities, while rejecting those of Dessalines:
""Toussaint L 'Ouverture, as a man, had his limitations. But he did his
best, and in reality he did not faiL He was captured, imprisoned and
killed; but his example and his spirit still guides us now ... As for
Dessalines, the struggle that he led was armed, and necessarily so, since
he had to break the bonds of slavery once and for all. But our struggle is
different. It is Toussaint, rather than Dessalines, who can accompany the
popular movement today. ,,34
Aristide's words, quite incorrectly, suggest that Toussaint did not also lead an
armed struggle. Aristide's desire to recuperate Toussaint as an icon of peace
and diplomatic resistance relevant to the struggles of his own Lavalas political
movement and to the Haitian people in general is understandable, but like so
many appropriations of Toussaint, it is ultimately a selective recuperation, that
is as much a product of wishful thinking as of history.

The many varying political applications of the figure of Toussaint Louverture
highlight both Toussaint's and the Revolution's iconic flexibility. Even France,
on the two hundredth anniversary of Toussaint's death, has sought to canonize
him as a French national hero, lighting a flame in the memory of both Toussaint
and the martyring of millions of slaves, in ceremonies attended by the then
French President, Jacques Chirac. 35 Yet, whilst the Revolution has frequently

Peter Hallward, "An Interview with lean-Bertrand Aristide," London Review of
Books (22 February 2007).9.
35 Graham Gendall Norton, "France Finally Recognises a Hero after 200 Years," The
Times April 5, 2003. Available from:
34
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been recuperated as a moment of historic and inspirational black achievement,
it must be recognised that the Haitian Revolution is as noteworthy for its
failures as for its successes. Independence was achieved, but the liberation of
the people was not. In the wake of independence came the establishment of a
tradition of political authoritarianism buttressed by militarism, civil war, colour
prejudice, and the destabilising consequences of neo-colonial interference and
foreign occupation.

36

But in imaginative rewritings and art, unsavoury or

unwanted elements can be discarded and the problems posed by the scanty
historical archive can be overcome. Indeed, when it comes to the subject of
Toussaint's biography, a penchant for imaginative reconstruction might be
considered to be mandatory. As Percy Waxman explained in 1931:
"So much that is purely legendary has been written about Toussaint
Louverture and so little trustworthy 'source material' exists that it is
extremely difficult for one with no gift for fiction to attempt a complete
story of his life. ,,37
Thus as early as 1931, the unstable cultural build-up of reinventions and
rewritings of the biography of Toussaint and the narrative of the Haitian
Revolution was already well underway.

This plethora of representations constitutes a unique representational field of
cultural and political contestation. One of the immediately noteworthy aspects
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/life and style/court and social/the hitch/articlel12
6837.ece.
36 Nicholls, From Dessalines to Duvalier: Race, Colour and National Independence in
Haiti. Especially 33-66 for explanation of Haiti's culture of militarism and colour
conflict. For an excellent analysis of the United States military occupation of Haiti
between 1915 and 1934 see: Mary A. Renda, Taking Haiti: Military Occupation and
the Culture of u.s. Imperialism, 1915-1940 (Chapel Hill & London: The University of
North Carolina Press, 2001).
37 Percy Waxman, The Black Napoleon (New York: Harcourt, 1931). 5.
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is that it includes and transcends academia and high art, and reaches into
popular culture, where music has been a particularly fertile field for invocations
of the Haitian Revolution. Moreover, the allure of Toussaint has inspired a wide
range of musical artists. From the heroic depiction of Toussaint on the cover
artwork of the Haitian-American hip-hop artist Wyclef Jean's 2004 album Sak
Passe Presents: Welcome to Haiti Creole 101, to Santana's 1971 largely

instrumental Latin rock song "Toussaint L'Overture", to the celebration of Haiti
by the French-Canadian rndie-rock group the Arcade Fire on their breakthrough
2004 album, Funeral, the appeal of imaginatively recuperating Toussaint's
legend transcends all manner of political, race and aesthetic divides. 38 The
Haitian Revolution's presence is also particularly strong in the genre of jazz,
and the best known of these is the legendary bassist Charles Mingus's "Haitian
Fight Song" that opens his 1957 album The Clown. 39 Finally, one of Toussaint
Louverture's most unusual musical incarnations can be found on the 2007
album of the French Canadian band the Electrobe. 40 This was partly inspired by
Haitian vodou chants and features a heavily sampled track, "Toussaint
L 'Ouverture' s Beatbox", that includes the South African national hymn "Nkosi
Sikelel' iAfrika" - perhaps suggesting the relevance of the guiding spirit of
Toussaint as South Africa continues to build its post-apartheid future. 41

Shareif Ziyadat, "Album Cover Illustration to Wyclef Jean's "Sak Passe Presents:
Welcome to Haiti, Creole 101 "," (Rhino, 2004). Santana, Santana Iii (Sony, 1971).
Arcade Fire, Funeral (Merge, 2004).
39 Charles Mingus, The Clown (Rhino, 1957).
40 The Electrobe, Electrobe (Oliver Sudden Productions, 2007).
41 The video to "Toussaint L'Ouverture's Beatbox" by The Electrobe is available at:
hrtp://www.myspace.com/electrobe. accessed 10 January 2008.
Also notable amongst the many, many musical homages to the Haitian Revolution is
the Haitian world beat group Boukman Eksperyans, whose band name is taken from
Dutty Boukman, the vodou priest who led the Bois Caiman vodou ceremony that is
widely considered to have been the catalyst to the 1791 slave rebellion that started the
Haitian Revolution. There are also numerous invocations of Toussaint and/or the
38
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There have also been a number of feature films whose narratives have impinged
on representations of the Haitian Revolution. The plot of the 1952 American
film Lydia Bailey, directed by the Romanian filmmaker Jean Negulesco, centres
on an idealistic American lawyer who travels to Haiti, whereupon he gets
caught up in the Revolution. He chooses to side with the rebel slaves , and falls
in love with a well-to-do American heiress, the film's eponymous character. 42
In fact, after initially siding with the French, the heiress, Lydia, is persuaded by
her romantic companion to recognize her error of judgement, and she switches
sides to support the rebel slaves. However, the film's major character is really
the slave rebel and aide to Toussaint, King Dick. He is a principled and heroic
black character who appears to have been loosely based on the historical figure
of Henri Christophe. Adapted from Kenneth Roberts's 1947 novel of the same
title, it is a swashbuckling period adventure yam that nevertheless remains
notable for not demonising the Revolution as did many other Hollywood films
of the period.

43

Thus, despite its colourful elements, including an excessively

exotic take on 'voodoo', Lydia Bailey, can be seen as quite an unusual
. 0 fh
recuperatIon
t e revoIutI'on. 44

Haitian Revolution in calypso music. For example, see the Trinidadian calypso album:
David Rudder, Haiti (1988).
42 Jean Negulesco, "Lydia Bailey," (1952). Ken Renard plays Toussaint and the
acclaimed African American actor William Marshall plays the slave rebel, King Dick.
William Marshall later achieved widespread fame through his roles in a number of
well-known blaxploitation films, including Blacula in which he played an African
prince who is bitten by Dracula. William Crain, "Blacula," (USA: American
International Pictures, 1972).
43 Kenneth Roberts, Lydia Bailey (New York: Down East Books, [1947] 2001).
44 [Anon], "Lydia Bailey, Fox Movie Based on Kenneth Roberts Novel, Opens at Roxy
Theatre," The New York Times 31 May 1952. Available at:
http://movies.nytimes.com/movie/review?res=9E06EEDFI43AE23BBC4950DFB3668
389649EDE.
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Within this vast representational field the main tension that can be identified is
that between the works that have tended to demonize the revolution and those
that celebrate the revolution as a heroic historical episode of black agency. The
first category includes a long line of nineteenth and twentieth-century literary
and historical works, travelogues, memoirs, artworks, musical works, and films
that denigrated Haiti, Haitian history, its frightful Revolution, and Haitian
culture, especially vodou. The power of these works that demeaned Haiti was
such that it came to represent a den of evil, black magic and savagery, or simply
a cesspit. The Revolution was also frequently cited in debates about the
capabilities of Africans to live as free subjects. Amongst prominent examples
disseminating this view were Thomas Carlyle who in his 1849 pamphlet
"Occasional Discourse on the Nigger Question", expressed his opinion that
Haiti was a "tropical dog kennel and pestiferous jungle"; and Graham Greene
for whom Haiti was simply a "nightmare republic" and the bland and depraved
background to his 1965 novel The Comedians. 45 One of the most damaging
accounts of all however comes from Spenser St. John's 1889 memoir, Hayti;
or, the Black Republic:
"I know what the black man is, and I have no hesitation in declaring that

he is incapable of the art of government, and that to entrust him with
framing and working the laws for our islands is to condemn them to
.
. bl e ruIn.
. ,,46
InevIta
Spenser St. John had been the British consul to Haiti for twenty years and his
other opinions of Haiti and Haitians include his declaration that: "As a rule, the
Thomas Carlyle, Occasional Discourse on the Nigger Question (London: Thomas
Bosworth, 1853). Graham Greene, The Comedians (London: Vintage, [1965] 1999).
46 Spenser 5t. John, Hayti; or, the Black Republic, 2nd ed. (London: Smith, Elder, &
Co., 1889). xi.
45
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abler a negro is, the more wicked and corrupt he appears", and that black people
are "an inferior type of man".47 Drawing on the scientific racism of Arthur
Gobineau's 1853-55 text, The Inequality of the Human Races, that was a
popular international success, S1. John's opinions go some way to illustrating
the way in which widely held opinions of black racial inferiority cited Haiti in
support of their arguments.

48

However, these representations did not always go

unchallenged. Antenor Firmin, a remarkable black Haitian anthropologist,
schoolteacher, journalist, and politician, published his 1885 text, The Equality

of the Human Races, as a denunciation of Gobineau' s earlier work. 49

Moreover Haiti's history, people, and culture continue to be travestied to this
day: thus whereas racism and denigration has remained, what has changed in
two hundred years is the language of racism and denigration. Thus, by the time
Fran<;ois Duvalier's began his dictatorial reign in 1957, Haiti's status as both
entirely uncivilized and as the world's poorest nation state outside Africa, was
firmly fixed in the Western imagination. A seemingly endless stream of cultural
and media items concerning Haiti's appalling poverty, violence and political
instability augmented and confirmed the earlier negative opinions of Haiti and
created new ones.

Ibid. 123, 135. Nevertheless, St. John maintained that: "I have dwelt above forty
years among coloured people of various races, and am sensible of no prejudice against
them." St. John, Hayti; or, the Black Republic. x.
48 Arthur Gobineau, The Inequality of Human Races, trans. Adrian Collins (New York:
H. Fertig, [1853-55] 1998).
49 Antenor Finnin, The Equality of the Human Races: Positivist Anthropology, trans.
Asselin Charles (New York: Garland, [1885] 2000).
47
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The most notorious of the recent myths widely accepted to be true is that AIDS
originated in Haiti. Hence even though the possibility that AIDS originated in
sub-Saharan Africa has been widely circulated from the late 1970s through to
this day, Haiti has - ever since the US Center for Disease Control in 1981
defined Haitians, along with homosexuals and intravenous drug users, as a high
risk group - been irrevocably located as the possible origination of the virus. 50
More recently. in 1990, when the US Food and Drug Administration voted to
ban Haitians from donating blood in the USA because of the AIDS risk
presented by Haitian donors, thousands of Haitian emigrants poured onto the
streets of Long Island, the Bronx, Queens, New Jersey and Connecticut, In
protest against a new form of racial stigmatization. 51

Yet scientific research on the connection between Haiti and AIDS has
concluded that there is no link:
"The ecology of Haiti resembles that of other Caribbean countries, and
there is no reason why any endemic viral disease should localise itself to
one island. If AIDS were traditionally endemic in Haiti one would have
expected it also to occur in the neighbouring Dominican Republic, but
this has apparently not been the case. AIDS was probably introduced to
Haiti by vacationing American homosexuals for whom the island was a

Paul Farmer, Aids and Accusation: Haiti and the Geography ofBlame (Berkeley and
.
Los Angeles: University of California Press, [1992] 20~6).
51 [Editorial], "Blood Stigma, Blood Risk," New York Times Apn129, 1990.
Available at:
http://query.nytimes.com!gst/fullpage.html?res=9COCE5DCI23CF93AA15757COA96
6958260.
50
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fashionable resort in the late 1970s ... The association with Haiti has
caused confusion. AIDS in the United States antedated that in Haiti,,52

Some of the more fanciful, and unsubstantiated claims, about the origins of
AIDS in Haiti have also claimed that there is a connection between AIDS and
vodou due to the consumption of sacrificial animal blood in vodou
ceremonies. 53 These claims can be seen as one of the results of the
misrepresentations of vodou in white popular culture, promoted in particular by
a vast number of Hollywood films of widely varying quality that frequently
also seek to demonstrate that vodou is a sexual threat to white women. These
films also evoke fears of zombies, black revolt, miscegenation and filiation as
their dramatic themes. Invariably in these films, Haiti and the wider Caribbean
in general, is depicted as being infested with these threats and potent with black
magic. Some prominent examples include I Walked With A Zombie (1943), the
James Bond film Live and Let Die (1973) and Pirates of the Caribbean and its
54

sequels (2003, 2006, 2007 ) .

Thesis Outline
Thus, the many thoughtful recuperations of the Haitian Revolution are engaged
in a process of contesting the negative misrepresentations of the Revolution and

Kevin M. de Cock, "Aids: An Old Disease from Africa?," British Medical Journal
289 (1984). 306, 308.
53 Ian Thomson, Bonjour Blanc: A Journey through Haiti (London: Vintage, 1992;
2004).224.
54 Jacques Toumeur, "I Walked with a Zombie," (USA:
R~~~o.Pictures, 1943).
Guy Hamilton, "Live and Let Die," (UK: 1973). Gore :rer~l~s~l, PIrates ofth~
Caribbean: At World's End," (USA: 2007), Gore Verblnskl, PIrates of the Canbbean:
Dead Man's Chest," (USA: 2006), Gore Verbinski, "Pirates of the Caribbean: The
Curse of the Black Pearl," (USA: 2003).
52
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its consequences. It is these texts and artworks with which this thesis is
primarily concerned. I have endeavoured in this introduction to trace in the
most general terms the evolution of the contested cultural space that has arisen
as part of the fallout of the Haitian Revolution. I take as my starting point Aime
Cesaire's Cahier d'un retour au pays natal (Notebook of Return to My Native

Land) (1938) and C. L. R. James's The Black Jacobins (1939) as two
groundbreaking texts in the field of recuperations of the Haitian Revolution.
These two texts forever transformed Toussaint Louverture into an iconic,
international model of black power and they fundamentally changed the
standing of the Haitian Revolution in black history and cultural memory, and
renewed the relevance of the Haitian Revolution to the anti-colonial struggles
of the 20 th century. Their impact on all the subsequent interpretations of the
Revolution cannot be overestimated. Alongside Cesaire's Cahier and James's
historical text, I will also address two works written for the theatre by these
writers. I will discuss James's play, Toussaint L 'Ouverture (1936), and
Cesaire's 1963 play, La tragedie du roi Christophe (The Tragedy of King

Christophe), in order to examine the different possibilities that the genre of
drama offered, and in the case of Cesaire's play, to contrast the representation
of a black hero figure of the Haitian Revolution very different from Toussaint,
Henri Christophe.

This thesis will also examine the works that draw on the Haitian Revolution of
two contrasting writers from the Francophone Caribbean: Rene Depestre' s 1967
poem Un Arc-en-ciel pour l'occident chretien (A Rainbow for the Christian

West) and Edouard Glissant's play Monsieur Toussaint. The way in which
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Depestre and Glissant adapt the narrative and characters of the Haitian
Revolution to their aesthetic templates will be critically examined. For Depestre
the organizing principle in his poem will be seen to be vodou, whilst Glissant's
play will be seen to articulate his own theory of relation. Alejo Carpentier's
1949 novel, The Kingdom of This World, will also be examined as a way of
examining the literary impact of the Haitian Revolution in Latin America.
Again, the particular aesthetic model that emerged from Carpentier's writing on
Haiti - the marvelous real - will be used as an analytical framework through
which to read the novel.

Amongst all of the cultural locations in which positive recuperations of the
Haitian Revolution have developed, the Harlem Renaissance was one of the
most fertile and an astonishing variety of texts, theatre projects, and artworks
were produced that were inspired by the Haitian Revolution. Any number of
these could have merited substantial inclusion in this thesis, including the
Federal Theater Projects of Orson Welles's 1936 production of Voodoo

Macbeth, and the subversive 1938 production of the play Haiti that was loosely
based on a play script written in 1917 by a white southern newspaper reporter
named William Dubois. 55 There are also Arna Bontemps' s accomplished
melodramatic novels, Black Thunder (1936) and Drums at Dusk (1939) and

The playscripts for Orson Welles's Voodoo Macbeth, as well as the production
notebook photographic negatives and prints, costume designs, musical scores and set
designs can be found online at: [Anon], The Library o/Congress: American Memory.
The New Deal Stage: Selections/rom the Federal Theatre Project 1935-1939 ([cited
20 February 2008]); available from http://memory.1oc.gov/ammemJfedtp/fthome.html.
The Dubois play is published in: William Dubois, "Haiti," in The Federal Theatre
Project, ed. Pierre de Rohan (New York: Random House, c. 1938). For more on the
background and controversy surrounding the performances of the Dubois play see:
Renda, Taking Haiti: Military Occupation and the Culture 0/ US. Imperialism, 19151940. 286-288.
55
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Bontemps's earlier collaboration with Langston Hughes on the children's story
Popo and Fifina (1932), as well as Jacob Lawrence's 1938 series of paintings

entitled TOllssaint Louverture. Also, Eugene O'Neill's play, The Emperor Jones
(1920), had a massive impact on the Harlem Renaissance, drawing both praise
and stinging criticism from prominent African American writers of the time,
including highly complimentary remarks from W. E. B. Du Bois. 56 The
Emperor Jones is notable for its complex and contradictory representation of

Haiti that communicated a radical critique of imperial exploitation even whilst
it falls foul of many of the traps of the easy portrayal of Haiti as a primitive
nation. Thus, given that the example of the Haitian Revolution has been closely
linked to African American cultural expressions of racial pride from Frederick
Douglas to Alex Haley and beyond, would suggest that the amount of material
from this one location alone is too great to form the subject of a single study.

However, I have elected to discuss Langston Hughes's play and opera based on
the Haitian Revolution, The Emperor of Haiti (1936) and Troubled Island
(1936) as evidence to suggest that Langston Hughes, a writer often referred to
as the African American poet laureate, was more closely associated with the
international contexts of the radical left and Pan-Africanism than has previously
been thought. The discussion will thus suggest that the figuration of Hughes
entirely as a gay icon, as is the case in Isaac Julien's 1987 film, Looking for
Langston, overlooks other aspects of his work that are brought to the fore in his

writings about Haiti.

Renda, Taking Haiti: Military Occupation and the Culture of u.s. Imperialism,
1915-1940.210.

56
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Derek Walcott's long engagement with the subject of the Haitian Revolution
will also be analysed. His three plays written between 1949 and 1984 that draw
directly on the Haitian Revolution will be examined with particular attention
paid to the changing aesthetic template that Walcott used to represent Haitian
history. Furthermore, the way in which white American writing has recently
sought to negotiate the complex cultural inheritance of the Haitian Revolution
will also be examined through a discussion of Madison Smartt Bell's Haitian
novels and his biography of Toussaint. Finally, the Revolution's contemporary
resonances will be discussed in two contrasting visual mediums: the 2004

Caribbean Passion: Haiti 1804 oil paintings of the black British artist Kimathi
Donkor. and the commemorative postage stamps of Dahomey, Cuba and Britain
between 1963 and 2007.

These literary and iconographic representations form a corpus of primary
material in which canonical texts are complemented by works to which less
critical attention has been played. This corpus forms a small, but
chronologically and thematically coherent, part of the wider representational
field that has been inspired by the Haitian Revolution. Thus the corpus begins
in the 1930s, a decade in which the Haitian Revolution was 'rediscovered' by a
number of radical black intellectuals and activists and also a time when anticolonial

struggles

were

beginning

to

emerge.

The

corpus,

formed

predominantly by Caribbean and African American writers, also privileges
what might be classed as 'hemispheric' representations of the Haitian
Revolution, thereby emphasising the event's progressive internationalization,
and highlighting connections within and between the Caribbean, the USA and
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Latin America. Furthermore, the generic variety of the selected corpus spans
poetry, history, drama, the novel, opera, biography and visual arts. Each of
these has been adapted to the artist's project through careful, imaginative
processes of manipulation. I want to suggest that one of the principal aesthetic
challenges that had to be faced by artists seeking to recuperate the Haitian
Revolution, was the difficulty of incorporating so many different points of view
and a multiplicity of voices into their artworks.

Within this field of positive recuperations a number of events that occurred
during the Revolution are frequently represented. These include the Bois
Caiman vodou ceremony of 1791 which triggered the initial slave uprising on
the northern plains of Haiti and began the Revolution; Toussaint's betrayal by
Dessalines and Christophe and Toussaint's consequent capture and deportation
to France in 1802; Toussaint's imprisonment and death in the French Jura in
1803; Dessalines' s act of tearing out the white of the French tricolour to make
the new Haitian flag on New Year's Day 1804; the violence of the Revolution,
particularly Dessalines's order to massacre the whites that remained in Haiti in
1805; and the construction of Christophe's massive mountaintop citadel
between 1805 and 1820.

I will discuss the affinities and singularities in each of the artists' recuperations
of the Haitian Revolution. I will argue that they share the common purpose of
reconfiguring the raw materials of a common history onto different aesthetic
templates in order to communicate a political message of black agency.
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Chapter 1
Myths and Heroes: Aime Cesaire's and C. L. R.
James's representations of the Haitian Revolution

Both Aime Cesaire's and C. L. R. James's Haitian texts articulate a case for the
recuperation of the story of the Haitian Revolution within the context of antiimperialist struggle. The two writers' works suggest connections in their
determined revalorisations of Haitian history and they share similar
preoccupations with the representation of black agency and the pioneering of a
collective black memory that could challenge the seemingly infinite number of
narratives in black history emphasising the status of the black subject as victim.
In the foreword to the 1980 edition of his seminal historical text on the Haitian
Revolution, The Black Jacobins, James retrospectively wrote the following in
order to underscore his intentions:
"I was tired of reading and hearing about Africans being persecuted and
oppressed in Africa, in the Middle Passage, in the USA and all over the
Caribbean. I made up my mind that I would write a book in which
Africans or people of African descent instead of constantly being the
object of other peoples' exploitation and ferocity would themselves be

35

taking action on a grand scale and shaping other people to their own
needs."!

Jan1es, at one stroke, repudiates the white archive of Atlantic slavery. He
refuses a history predicated upon assumptions of black passivity, exploitation,
and powerlessness.

Cesairean negritude can also be interpreted as a means of confronting the same
problem that James had identified: in the midst of a plethora of narratives that
emphasised black victimhood, Cesaire' s negritude was, among other things, not
only a viable political and aesthetic theory, but also, and most significantly, in
the words of Benita Parry, "a tropological construction of blackness as a sign of
the colonized condition and its refusal.,,2 Thus for Cesaire, Haiti was the site of
original and powerful refusal: "ou la negritude se mit deb out pour la premiere
fois et dit qu' elle croyait

a son humanite"

("where negritude stood up for the

first time and said it believed in its humanity,,).3 Thus, despite their different
forms and languages, it is instructive to consider James' history, The Black

1 James,

The Black Jacobins: Toussaint L'ouverture and the San Domingo Revolution.

xv.
2 Benita Parry, Postcolonial Studies: A Materialist Critique (London: Routledge,
2004).45.
3 Aime Cesaire, Notebook of a Return to My Native Land / Cahier D'un Retour Au
Pays Natal, trans. Mireille Rosello with Annie Pritchard (Newcastle upon Tyne:
Bloodaxe Books, [1939] 1995).90-1.
I am aware of the many difficulties of translation presented by Cesaire's complex and
idiosyncratic poetic voice and his use of non-standard French. In the course of
preparing this chapter I have therefore also familiarised myself with the following
other translations of the Cahier: Aime Cesaire, Return to My Native Land, trans. John
Berger and Anna Bostock (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1969), Aime Cesaire, Return to
My Native Land, trans. Emile Snyder (Paris: Presence Africaine, 1968), Aime Cesaire,
The Collected Poetry, trans. Clayton Eshleman & Annette Smith (Berkley I Los
Angeles I London: University of Cali fomi a Press, 1983). For a useful summary of the
issues raised, see the Translator's Note and Glossary in the 1995 Bloodaxe, Rosello
and Pritchard edition: Cesaire, Notebook of a Return to My Native Land / Cahier D'un
Retour Au Pays Natal. 137-47.
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Jacobins, alongside Cesaire's negritude poem, Cahier d'un retour au pays
natal (Notebook of a Return to My Native Land). These two texts were first
published in 1938 and 1939 respectively and were thus shaped by similar sociohistorical pressures, and in the appendix essay to the second edition of The

Black Jacobins published in 1963, James quotes from Cesaire's Cahier at
length in an effort to make some of the connections between their two projects
explicit. Both texts sought to emphasise the grandeur of West Indian people and
they were written with both West Indian freedom and African liberation as their
themes. Both texts contributed to the burgeoning anti-colonial movements of
the early to mid twentieth century in the Caribbean and in Africa.

This dual context informs the following analysis. The discussion consequently
extends the terms of the analysis to take in the dramatic works which both
James and Cesaire wrote on Haiti, Cesaire's La tragedie du roi Christophe (The

Tragedy of King Christophe), and James's play script Toussaint L 'Ouverture
(later re-titled The Black Jacobins) which can be seen as the predecessor to his
widely acclaimed history.4 The analysis will pay particular attention to the
means by which the character of Toussaint or other heroic figures, sometimes
historical and sometimes archetypal, were starting points for Cesaire' sand
James's efforts to communicate the historical fact of black agency, its

Aime Cesaire, La Tragedie Du Roi Christophe (Paris: Presence Africaine, 1963). An
English translation of a considerably shortened version of play has been published:
Aime Cesaire, The Tragedy of King Christophe, trans. Ralph Manheim (New York:
Grove Press, 1969). Manheim's translation was based on a contemporary playscript.
This thesis will refer to the later edition of James's play: C. L. R. James, "The Black
Jacobins [Play]," in The C. L. R. James Reader, ed. Anna Grimshaw (Oxford, UK &
Cambridge, Mass., USA: Blackwell, [1936] 1992).
4
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contemporary and future possibility, and the achievement of the renewal of
communal black memory.

Aime Cesaire: Negritude and Haiti's Revolutionary History as

In addition to Cesaire's book-length poem, the Cahier d'un retour au pays

natal, the 1963 play, La tragedie du roi Christophe and a number of his other
poetic works were also inspired by the Haitian Revolution. 5 Together, they
enable a re-examination of the productive capacities and the limitations of the
much maligned and frequently misunderstood concept of negritude and its
attitude to history and the past. In his article "Marvellous Realism: The Way out
of Negritude", J. Michael Dash sketches what he perceives to be "the essential
difference between 'Marvelous Realism' and 'Negritude",.6 For Dash the
limitation of negritude lies in its inability to "see beyond the tragedy of
circumstance" and hence its alleged inability to celebrate the cultural
inheritance of slavery.7 Thus while conceding that negritude correctly
recognized the double alienation of the black man, on a politico-economic level
as well as on a psychological and cultural level, he maintains that a "totally uncreative" attitude to the past renders it incapable of addressing the problem of
At the outset of this project it had been my intention to respond also to Cesaire's
biography of Toussaint: Aime Cesaire, Toussaint Louverture (Paris: Presence
Africaine, 1981). However, the lack of any translation of the text, the density of
Cesaire's French prose style, and the text's length regrettably combined to make this
too formidable a task.
6 J. Michael Dash, "Marvellous Realism: The Way out of Negritude," Caribbean
Studies 13 (4) (1974). 65.
7 Ibid. 65.
5
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psychological regeneration.

8

For Dash, negritude could not move beyond the

negativity of committed protest, whereas marvelous realism allows for the
flowering of the Third World personality. This negative view of negritude has
now been reinforced by the popularity of the creolite movement. However, I
will argue that in its dialogue with history, negritude cannot be so
comprehensively dismissed as uncreative and confined to protest. I will attempt
to do so by a re-reading of Cesaire's highly imaginative representations of
Haitian history in order to show how negritude enabled the communication of
historical black achievement.

However, the Cahier and La tragedie du roi Christophe are not simple
rewritings of history from the perspective of the colonized 'other'. They also do
not fall foul of that other accusation that has been levelled at negritude: the
retrograde desire to recover an idealised but now vanquished identity. Rather,
they constitute textual interventions that lay claim to a reenergised subjectivity
and promote critical participation in the process of decolonization, refusing
either to ignore or to be held prisoner by the traumas of history. Cesaire's works
where the presence of past is politicised are bold enough to demand that we re-

think history; the past that was once debilitating becomes a source of renewal
and radicalism for the present. Cesaire' s transformative aesthetics enable a tum
to the past rich with regenerative potential for the present. Consider the
triumphant and closing lines of the Cahier:
" ... Ie grand trou noir OU je voulais me noyer l'autre lune
c'est 1£1 que je veux pecher maintenant la langue malefique de la

8

Ibid. 65.
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nuit en son immobile verrition!"
("' ... the great black hole where I wanted to drown a moon ago
this is where I now want to fish the night's malevolent tongue in
its immobile revolvolution!,,)9
These enigmatic lines, which are some of the most ambiguous and hard to read
lines in all of Francophone Caribbean poetry, indicate the formal extremity of
Cesaire's text. And although the metaphorical poetics of these lines lend
themselves to multiple readings, they do speak to the subject of the nonrepresentation of black agency in the white archive, and the way in which the
Haitian Revolution transforms that subject, which had once seemed to be a
despair inducing "grand frau nair", into an empowering and transformative
source of vitality.

* * *

For Cesaire the Haitian Revolution was a confirmation of what he later termed
"negritude in action."lO Speaking with Rene Depestre in 1967 Cesaire explained
that:
"Haiti represented for me the heroic Antilles, the African Antilles. I
began to make connections between the Antilles and Africa, and Haiti is
the most African of the Antilles. It is at the same time a country with a
marvellous history: the first Negro epic of the New World was written

Cesaire, Notebook of a Return to My Native Land / Cahier D'un Retour Au Pays
Natal. 134-35.
10 An interview with Aime Cesaire conducted by Rene Depestre in 1967 available in:
Aime Cesaire, Discourse on Colonialism, trans. Joan Pinkham (New York: Monthly
Review Press, 2000). 90.
9
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by Haitians, people like Toussaint Louverture, Henri Christophe, JeanJacques Dessalines [ ... ],,11

In the Cahier Cesaire puts Haiti's "marvellous history" to work towards the
construction of a coherent and empowering identity.I2 Cesaire' s route to this
goal is via an imaginative recuperation of the heroic persona of Toussaint
Louverture and his climactic moment of great ironic tragedy: his death whilst
imprisoned in the French Jura mountains at Napoleon Bonaparte's command.
The circumstances of Toussaint's death have proven to be particularly ripe for
artistic and literary reinvention although a great number of these reinventions
have blandly represented the event in the tenor of mournful melodrama.
Wordsworth's sonnet "To Toussaint L'Ouverture" in which Toussaint is
represented as a whitewashed generic martyr to freedom is a good example of
this approach. I3 However, the recalling of Toussaint's death to present memory
in the Cahier departs from these many prior descriptions by imaginatively
possessing the inheritance of Toussaint's death in a poetic recasting of history
as a politically enabling myth. The poem's narrator, who here adopts an
inclusive revolutionary rhetoric that encompasses disenfranchised and alienated
blacks throughout the Atlantic diaspora, is thus empowered to initiate his own
movement towards dis-alienation:
"Ce qui est a moi aussi: une petite cellule dans Ie Jura,

Ibid. 90.
12 The recurrence and importance of this terminology in the literary works and
aesthetic theory of Alejo Carpentier signifies a conjunction between negritude and 10
real maraviloso ("the marvelous real").
13 William Wordsworth, "To Toussaint L'Ouverture" [1802] in Marcus Wood, The
Poetry o/Slavery: An Anglo-American Anthology, 1764-1865 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2003). 233.
For a reading of Wordsworth's poem in terms of its appropriation of Toussaint see:
Wood, Slavery, Empathy, and Pornography. 230-235.
11
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une petite cellule, la neige la double de barreaux blancs
la neige est un geolier blanc qui monte la garde devant une prison

Ce qui est

amoi

c' est un homme seul emprisonne de blanc
c' est un homme seul qui defie les cris blancs de la mort blanche
(TOUSSAINT, TOUSSAINT LOUVERTURE)
c' est un homme seul qui fascine I' epervier blanc de la mort blanche
c' est un homme seul dans la mer infeconde de sable blanc
c· est un moricaud vieux dresse contre les eaux du ciel
La mort decrit un cercle brillant au-dessus de cet homme
la mort etoile doucement au-dessus de sa tete
la mort souffle, folIe, dans la cannaie mille de ses bras
la mort gal ope dans la prison comme un cheval blanc
la mort luit dans l'ombre comme des yeux de chat
la mort hoquette comme I' eau sous les Cayes
la mort est un oiseau blesse
la mort decrolt la mort vacille
la mort est un patyura ombrageux
la expire dans une blanche mare de silence.

Gonflements de nuit aux quatre coins de ce petit matin
soubresauts de mort figee
destin tenace
cris debout de terre muette
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la splendeur de ce sang n' eclatera-t-elle point?"

("'What is mine too: a small cell in the Jura ,
the snow lines it with white bars
the snow is a white gaoler who mounts guard in front of a prison

What is mine
a man alone, imprisoned by whiteness
a man alone who defies the white screams of a white death
(TOUSSAINT, TOUSSAINT LOUVERTURE)
a man alone who fascinates the white hawk of white death
a man alone in the infertile sea of white sand
an old wog rising against the waters of the sky
Death describes a brilliant circle above this man
death stars gently above his head
death blows madly in the ripe cane field of his arms
death gallops through the prison like a white horse
death glows in the dark like cat' eyes
death hiccups like water underneath the Keys
death is a wounded bird
death wanes
death vacillates
death is a skittish patyura
death expires in a white pool of silence.

Swellings of the night at the four comers of this dawn
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spasms of clotted death
tenacious destiny
standing cries from the mute land
won't the splendour of this blood burst out?,,)14
The repeated refrain .. C'est qui est a moi" ("What is mine") emphasises the act
of individual ilnaginative possession. The canto is also remarkable for the
repetition - twelve times in all - of "fa mort" ("death"). But in the context of
myth, death is not terminal. Instead, death is connected to a circular chain of
birth, death and resurrection in the Cahier:
"La mort decrit un cercle brillant au-dessus de cet homme"
("Death describes a brilliant circle above this man,,)15

The canto thereby pays homage to the regenerative possibilities of the spirit of
Toussaint as a black revolutionary leader who became a heroic martyr to
liberty. The imprisoned and dying Toussaint epitomises struggle and suffering,
but rather than portraying him as a black Christ, Cesaire recreates Toussaint in
the mould of a N ietzschean tragic hero,16 a characterisation technique that
Cesaire would later draw on for the representation of the archetypal
Nietzschean "Rebel" in his play Et fes chiens se taisaient (And the Dogs Were
Silent).17 Although there is a religious quality to the symbolism of Toussaint's

fate, "death stars gently above his head" (('fa mort etoile doucement au-dessus

Cesaire, Notebook of a Return to My Native Land / Cahier D'un Retour Au Pays
Natal. 90-3
15 Ibid. 90-1.
16 Friedrich Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy (London: Penguin, 1993).51--4.
17 Aime Cesaire, Et Les Chiens Se Taisaient (Paris: Presence Africaine, 1962). An
English translation is collected in: Clayton Eshleman and Annette Smith, ed., Aime
Cesaire: Lyric and Dramatic Poetry, 1946-82 (Charlottesville: The University Press
of Virginia, 1990).
14
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de sa tete "), it is a poetic mysticism worlds away from Christianity.I8 Here,
death is not redemptive, but rather it acquires its own volition. It dominates the
prison, and it is equated with symbols of evil: the gaoler, the snow, and
whiteness itself. Death represents a "destin tenace" ("tenacious destiny") that is
both romanticised, "fa mort est un oiseau blesse" ("death is a wounded bird"),
and stripped of false beauty, "soubresauts de mort figee" ("spasms of clotted
death").l9

Cesaire's treatment of the death of Toussaint reverberates with Freud's concept
of the death wish and Nietzsche's self-sacrificing tragic hero, as well as the
mythology of Haitian vodou. 20 As a complex, composite and symbolic
representation, Toussaint may thus also be seen as a site for the exploration of
the connections between Hellenic and Haitian cultures?l By extrapolating from
W 0 Ie Soyinka' s claim that the West African Y oruba and Haitian vodou deity
"Ogun is best understood in Hellenic values as the totality of Dionysian,
Apollonian and Promethean virtues",22 the critic Keith L. Walker reads
Cesaire's Toussaint as exemplifying the characteristics of Ogun?3 This reading
of Cesaire's representation of Toussaint, with its emphasis on his cultural

Cesaire, Notebook of a Return to My Native Land / Cahier D'un Retour Au Pays
Natal. 90-1.
19 Ibid. 90-3.
20 For a reading ofCesaire's poem "Le Pur-Sang" ("The Thoroughbreds") via the
surrealists' adoption of Freud see: A. J. Arnold, Modernism and Negritude: The Poetry
and Poetics of Aime Cesaire (Cambridge, Mass., London: Harvard University Press,
1981). 85-8.
21 See Jacqueline Leiner's interview with Aime Cesaire in Tropiques, Vol. 1 (1978),
18
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Wole Soyinka quoted in: Keith L. Walker, "Art for Life's Sake: Rituals and Rights
of Self and Other in the Theatre of Aime Cesaire," in Black Theatre: Ritual
Performance in the African Diaspora, ed. Paul Carter Harrison, Victor Leo Walker,
and Gus Edwards (Philadelphia, Pa.: Temple University Press, 2002). 200
23 Wole Soyinka quoted in: Ibid. 200.
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syncretism, helps to unveil a figure who embodies the gravitas of a universal
tragic hero charged with the responsibility for awakening the subjectivity of the
narrator of the Cahier. As such, the mythic paradigm that Cesaire ascribes to
Toussaint is that of the fertility myth following the pattern of the dying and
reviving god, adapted for Cesaire's project of negritude by the substitution of
the reviving god in lieu of the revived narrator and a revived people?4

The depiction of the historical black revolutionary leader in the role of the
tragic hero and as a god-like figure was a theme to which Cesaire was to return
in two of his plays, La tragedie du roi Christophe and Une Saison au Congo. 25
In these plays Cesaire portrayed Henri Christophe, Haiti's first postindependence king, and Patrice Lumumba, the first and only democratically
elected Prime Minister of the Congo who was assassinated in 1961, as tragic
heroes and models of Black agency.26 In the genre of drama Cesaire was able to
grant Christophe and Lumumba their own voices and personas, but in the

Cahier Toussaint does not utter a word. Instead he is a mythical presence whose
blood invests the land with a metaphysical and revolutionary pregnancy: "de

terre muette / la splendeur de ce sang n 'eclatera-t-elle point?" (" ... from the
mute land / won't the splendour of this blood burst out?,,)27 But Cesaire' s
representation of Toussaint as a mythic presence does not give us a real picture

For a discussion of the paradigm of the fertility myth see: Laurence Coupe, Myth
(London: Routledge, 1997). 20-42.
25 Cesaire, La Tragedie Du Roi Christophe. Aime Cesaire, Une Saison Au Congo
(Paris: Seuil, [1967] 1973).
26 Rene Depestre would also link the Haitian revolutionaries to Patrice Lumumba in his
poem Un Arc-en-ciel pour I 'occident Chretien. Rene Depestre, Un Arc-En-Ciel Pour
L'occident Chretien (Paris Presence Africaine, 1967). See my later chapter on Rene
Depestre.
27 Cesaire, Notebook of a Return to My Native Land / Cahier D'un Retour Au Pays
Natal. 92-3.
24
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of the 1nan himself. Cesaire would return to this challenge of how to
synchronize the historical and the mythic in the representation of black agency
\vhen he imaginatively revisited Haitian history in the historical drama La

tragedie du roi Christope.

La tragedie du roi Christophe (The Tragedy of King Christophe)

In Caribbean Discourse Edouard Glissant writes:
"Myth disguises while conferring meaning, obscures and brings to light,
mystifies as well as clarifies and intensifies that which emerges, fixed in
time and space, between men and their world. It explores the knownunknown.
Myth is the first state of a still-naive historical consciousness, and the
raw material for the project of a literature." 28

Glissant's analysis of myth as a means of exploration, a stage of historical
consciousness and the raw material for the project of a literature, is a useful
way into Cesaire' s La tragedie du roi Christophe. Although ostensibly an
historical drama Cesaire's play occupies a liminal space where history, myth
and the occult converge. From the powerful symbolism of the supernatural in
the prologue, to the play's vodou and Roman Catholic rituals, Cesaire's play is
clearly no straightforward dramatic re-enactment of history. In fact, Cesaire

Edouard Glissant, Caribbean Discourse: Selected Essays, trans. J. Michael Dash,
Caraf Books (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1989). 71. Emphasis in the
original.
28
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regarded his task as a dramatist as that of transcending historical particularity in
order to reveal the universal values of black anti-colonial and postindependence struggle through myth:
"'La verite, c' est que je suis parti de I'histoire, parfois de la chronique,
mais j'ai voulu donner

a cette histoire la dimension du mythe,

l'elargir

jusqu 'au mythe, /'approfondir jusqu 'au mythe."
("'The truth is that I have departed from history, sometimes from
chronology, but I wanted to give to this story the dimension of myth, to

broaden it out to myth, to deepen it into myth. ,,)29

Thus, although La tragedie du roi Christophe is rooted in Haitian history, its
dramaturgy is indebted to a mythic structure which is evoked by the play's
multiple generic forms and aesthetic registers. La tragedie du roi Christophe
contains elements of high tragedy as well as burlesque and occasionally
downright vulgarity. The play contains surrealist elements but it is also a
window into the acutely rational mind of its author. Throughout, the play also
fluctuates between myth and history, emphasising the distinctions between
mythical time and historical time. We might thus be tempted to consider
Cesaire's plays in the light of T. S. Eliot's article "Ulysses, Order and Myth"
which

offers

productive

insights

into

Cesaire' s

notwithstanding the two writers incompatible politics.

3o

mythic

apparatus,

By converting history

into drama and taking myth as its principal ordering structure, La tragedie du

Aime Cesaire quoted in Jacqueline Leiner, Aime Cesaire, Le Terreau Primordial
(Teubingen: G. Narr, 1993). 140. My translation.
30 T. S. Eliot, "Ulysses, Order and Myth," in Selected Prose airS. Eliot, ed. Frank
Kermode (London: Faber, 1975).
29
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roi Christophe reveals an affinity with that which Eliot praised in Joyce,
making us aware of, "not only the pastness of the past, but of its presence. ,,31

On a formal level the language of the play lurches from poetry to prose and
back again, frequently within the space of just a few lines of a speech or
dialogue. At the centre of the play resides the eponymous tragic hero: Henri
Christophe around whom the narrative swirls. The play tells the tale of
Christophe's conquest of power in Haiti and the subsequent dilemmas that
confront him at the level of state building and policy-making. The play then
sho\ys the descent of Christophe's rule into tyranny, the Haitian people's
resistance to his cruel authority. However, Christophe becomes politically
isolated and even his closest and most trusted political and military friends and
allies betray him and defect to Haiti's Republican South. Finally, Christophe by
now physically debilitated by a stroke, commits suicide with his vision of a just
and truly emancipated society in tatters.

In telling Christophe's story Cesaire uses some well known Brechtian dramatic
devices. The historical aspect of the play never masquerades as naturalism and
there are direct addresses to the audience from the play's Commentator. More
accessible than much of his poetry, Cesaire's theatre makes good on his own
claim that, "it must incite the public to think critically", and reminds us of the
way in which drama functions as a social and public event that is inclined to
foster debate in a way that poetry does not.

32

Thus La tragedie du roi

Ibid. 175-78.
32 Aime Cesaire quoted in: Walker, "Art for Life's Sake: Rituals and Rights of Self and
Other in the Theatre of Aime Cesaire." 181.
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Christophe prompts its public to relate the dramatic investigation of the nature
of political power in the nineteenth-century postcolonial state of Haiti across a
temporal divide to the twentieth-century independence struggles in Africa and
the Caribbean. This engagement with matters of politics, anti-colonialism and
the postcolonial situation is more transparent than in his poetry. It has led some
critics to perceive that Cesaire' s theatre is "less inclined to have recourse to
mythical or idealised images of Africa" than his poetry.33 However, this should
not be mistaken for the supplanting of an interest in the mythic by the political.
On the contrary, not only is the political quality of La tragedie du roi

Christophe extrapolated to universality through myth, but the mythic structure
of the play evokes an alternate world view that rouses the modem world to an
awareness of its blindness to human exploitation. With this in mind Marianne
Wichmann Bailey has suggested that we might best understand La tragedie du

roi Christophe as constituting a radical de-valuation of the West and "the first
step toward the valuation of the primitive. ,,34 And it is this dimension of devaluation and re-valuation that seamlessly unites both Cesaire' s theatre and
poetry. It is Cesaire' s achievement that he made an artistic language not in
order to aestheticize the past nor only to protest against the injustices of the
past, but rather to celebrate a past that has been denied for too long without
idealizing it, and to make the past, against all the odds, an avenue for true
emancipation in the present.

Martin Munro, Shaping and Reshaping the Caribbean: The Work of Aime Cesaire
and Rene Depestre (Leeds: Maney, 2000).33.
34 Marianne Wichmann Bailey, The Ritual Theater of Aime Cesaire: Mythic Structures
of the Dramatic Imagination (Teubingen: Narr, 1992).29.
33
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c. L. R. James:

The Black Jacobins

The representation of the history of the Haitian Revolution in order to promote
the anti-colonial struggles of the twentieth-century in Africa and the Caribbean
is also prominent in C. L. R. James's The Black Jacobins, which remains the
seminal biographical construction of Toussaint as a historic black hero and a
remarkable account of the Haitian Revolution. The significance of The Black

Jacobins as a dissenting text, is made clear by James himself who in the
foreword to the 1980 edition of the text recounts how he had learnt that
mimeographed copies of sections of the text had been in circulation in apartheid
South Africa during the 1950s. 35 The text is also widely known as a classic of
Marxist historiography, a precursor to E. P. Thomson's thesis of 'history from
below', as well as a touchstone for thinking about decolonisation. However, it
will be suggested here that James's representation of Toussaint as both an
Enlightenment figure and a 'great man' who dominated the world historical
stage, stands in contradiction to some of the perceived values of the text. In this
regard, the text's little known predecessor, the play, Toussaint Louverture,
which James wrote in 1936 and was performed on the London stage to mixed
reviews with Paul Robeson and C. L. R. James himself in the lead roles,
indicates some of the difficulties of representing Toussaint. 36 Furthermore,
there are some blank spaces in the critical discussion surrounding James's
historical study. Although there has been a recent upsurge in interest in the
35

James , The Black Jacobins: Toussaint L'ouverture and the San Domingo Revolution.
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There is no published edition of the original version titled Toussaint Louverture. The
version referred to here is the revised and retitled version, The Black Jacobins included
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historiography of the Haitian Revolution and there now exist a number of
revisionist histories of the Revolution - including those by Laurent Dubois,
Carolyn Fick, and David Geggus - there has been relatively little discussion of
James's text with the exception of David Scott's Conscripts of Modernity. 37 So,
for example, although Carolyn Fick's The Making of Haiti admirably
reinterprets the Haitian Revolution as a movement from below, she refrains
from any sustained discussion of James's history and its emphasis on the
revolution's leadership, an emphasis entirely different from her own. 38

Perhaps the most striking feature of the historical study The Black Jacobins
relates to its imposing narrative style, which was directly inspired by a novel,
not an historical work, Tolstoy's War and Peace. The Black Jacobins is also
reminiscent in tone of Trotsky's history of the Russian Revolution and
Michelet's history of the French Revolution. 39 Each of these influences reveals
something of the aesthetic taste and ideological bias favoured by James.
Furthennore, James's casting of Toussaint Louverture as a tragic figure, and
James's insistence on reading the Revolution through the prism of tragedy, in
its literary generic sense, prompts urgent questions about the tensions between
an elite European historiographic mode that here occludes the Haitian masses in
the interests of a 'great man' history, and the writing of a suppressed nonEuropean history.4o Notwithstanding the fact that James does briefly provide a

David Scott, Conscripts of Modernity: The Tragedy of Colonial Enlightenment
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2004).
38 Carolyn E. Fick, The Making of Haiti: The Saint Domingue Revolution from Below
(Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1990).
39 David Austin, "The Black Jacohin C.L.R. James," in Ideas (2005). (Canadian
Broadcasting Corporation 1, Radio documentary).
40 C. L. R. James, The Black Jacobins : Toussaint L 'ouverture and the San Domingo
Revolution (London: Penguin Books, 2001). 235-7.
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class analysis of slave society in pre-revolutionary Saint Domnigue, it becomes
fascinating to examine The Black Jacobins as a classic text of Marxist
historiography in spite of a methodology that at times appears akin to the
traditions of a Victorian-style biographical history. This fraught ideological
relation first makes itself known to the reader in James's preface to the first
edition of The Black Jacobins.

This remarkable, and contradictory, two and a half page preface contains an
unforgettable statement of the purpose and methodology of James's project.
James indicates that the work will necessarily be heavily biographical, since
according to James the Haitian Revolution was:

_. [... J almost entirely the work of a single man - Toussaint L'Ouverture
[... J The history of the San Domingo revolution will therefore largely be
a record of his achievements and his political personality. The writer
believes, and is confident the narrative will prove, that between 1789
and 1815, with the single exception of Bonaparte himself, no single
figure appeared on the historical stage more greatly gifted than this
Negro, a slave till he was forty-five.,,41

But although James characterises Toussaint as a 'great man' he will not allow
that he is also a tragic hero in the greatest sense of the term. In the climactic
chapter, "The War of Independence", James writes that Toussaint was "in a
lesser category" than his literary comparators, Prometheus, Hamlet, Lear and

James, The Black Jacobins: Toussaint L'ouverture and the San Domingo Revolution.
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Ahab.

42

Jalnes's construction of a fictitious Toussaint to sit alongside his

favourite tragic heroes stands out as a peculiar moment in the text. What James
achieves by his deliberation on the degree of Toussaint's 'greatness', is far from
clear, although it should be recognised that by imagining Toussaint in
conjunction with classical Greek tragedy and Shakespeare at the very forefront
of his mind, James was making a radical statement for the time, even if we may
read this today as symptomatic of James's troubling traditionalism.

However, James's representation of Toussaint is nothing if not contradictory as
\\Tilson Harris has pointed out in his essay "Tradition and the West Indian
Novel". For Harris, Toussaint is ultimately just too slippery for James to be able
to pin him down with real authority:
"Toussaint - and this is the curious almost unwitting irony of the workemerges not because he fits in where James wants him to stand, but
because he escapes the author's self-determination in the end. James
seeks to smooth over a number of cracks in building his own portrait but
each significant flaw he wrestles with begins to make its own
. depend
In
ent·Impact. ,,43

However, Toussaint would also appear ultimately to escape James's control as
he resides at the centre of two irreconcilable historical methodologies in
James's historical study. Whilst attempting to stay loyal to his developing hold

James, The Black Jacobins : Toussaint L 'ouverture and the San Domingo
Revolution.
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of Marxism, James was also reluctant to let go of his affection for the notion of
the great individual who single-handedly made history. Thus in the preface
James refigures Marx to make: "Great men make history, but only such history
as it is possible for them to make. ,,44 The issue becomes particularly
con1plicated in James's analysis of Toussaint's ultimate failure which he
attributes to Toussaint's lack of communication with the masses and his
generals, as well as his calamitous decision to order the execution of his radical
nephew and fellow revolutionary Moise:
"With vision, courage and determination [Toussaint] was laying the
foundations of an independent nation. But, too confident in his own
powers, he was making one dreadful mistake. Not with Bonaparte nor
with the French Government. In nothing does his genius stand out so
much as in refusing to trust the liberties of the blacks to the promises of
French or British Imperialism. His error was the neglect of his own
people. They did not understand what he was doing or where he was
going. He took no trouble to explain. It was dangerous to explain, but
· ,,45
still more dangerous not to exp I aln.

And:
"It was in method not in principle that Toussaint failed [oo.] Toussaint

explained nothing, and allowed the masses to think that their old
enemies were being favoured at their expense [ ... ] And to shoot Moise,
the black, for the sake of the whites was more than an error, it was a

James, The Black Jacobins: Toussaint L'ouverture and the San Domingo
Revolution. xix.
45 Ibid. 195.
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crime. It was aln10st as if Lenin had had Trotsky shot for taking the side
of the proletariat against the bourgeoisie. ,,46

Thus, James's Marxist analysis of Toussaint's failure sits in contrast with the
many accounts of his successes. Toussaint's astonishing accomplishments as an
administrator were not achieved through cooperation with the people but rather
because, "Toussaint made himself into a whole cabinet like a fascist dictator,
except that he actually did the work.,,47 At other times James's desire to
represent Toussaint as an individual bestowed with extraordinary abilities,
appears to reveal lapses of judgement when dealing with historical sources:
"'[Toussaint] was as completely master of his body as of his mind. He
slept but two hours every night, and for days would be satisfied with
two bananas and a glass of water. ,,48
However, James's far-fetched caricature of Toussaint as superhuman is
arguably more revealing of James's humour than of any insight into the
historical Toussaint. James's superhuman Toussaint, with his two bananas and
a glass of water, parodies racist constructions of 'jungle blacks' and plays with
prior racist representations of Toussaint.

However, ultimately James's figuring of Toussaint as a mythopoetic hero and
an extraordinary individual must be recognised as serving to intensify the

Ibid. 230-1.
47 Ibid. 130.
48 Ibid. 202.
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inherent tension between the revolutionary politics of the work and its elitist
occlusion of the masses. 49

***
James's interest in Haiti had been long-standing. In Beyond a Boundary James
explained that shortly after his arrival from Trinidad in 1932 in the Lancastrian
English town of Nelson:
"West Indian history now began to assume a new importance. Stuck
away in the back of my head for years was the project of writing a
biography of Toussaint Louverture - the leader of the revolt of the
slaves in the French colony of San Domingo [sic]. This revolt and the
successful establishment of the state of Haiti is the most outstanding
event in the history of the West Indies. I had not been long in Nelson
before I began to import from France the books that I would need to
prepare a biography of Toussaint. "so

Instead of a biography however, James's first literary engagement with the
Haitian Revolution was a stage play in which he revealed an awareness of the
role of the ordinary slaves and slave culture in the Haitian Revolution, as well
as the pre-eminence of Toussaint. And although it could not be said that
James's stage play reads the history of the Haitian Revolution from below, the
play script does initially try to pay considerable attention to 'the masses' and

Kara M. Rabbitt, "C. L. R. lames's Figuring of Toussaint Louverture: The Black
Jacobins and the Literary Hero," in Selwyn Reginald Cudjoe and William E. Cain,
C.L.R. James: His Intellectual Legacies (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press,
1995).
50 C. L. R. lames, Beyond a Boundary (London: Serpent's Tail, [1963] 2000). 119.
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attempts to ascribe to them a vital political function. One of the first stage
directions in the script reads:
"In the play it is possible that crowds may assemble at the back and be
spoken to from the back of the main central area. Crowds say little but
their presence is felt powerfully at all critical moments. It must be felt,
dramatically, and be projected as essential to the action in the downstage
area. .. -''I

James tries to use the masses in his play, labelled as either "The Slaves" or
"The People", much as Cesaire uses the chorus in his play Et les chiens se
taisant (And the dogs were silent), which tells a story of "The Rebel", a heroic

slave who becomes an anti-Promethean tragic hero. It was directly inspired in
its dramaturgy by Nietzsche's argument for the role of the chorus in The Birth
of Tragedy, and its architecture reveals Cesaire's fascination with primitive

Greek tragedy.52 Although James's play lacks both the achieved tragic register
and the interest in relating myths taken from antiquity to contemporary history
that we find in Cesaire' s, it does use "The Slaves" and "The People" to strive
for a sense of tragic drama, the large differences between a classical chorus and
an anonymous crowd notwithstanding.

However the emphasis on the people in James's play is short-lived; Anna
Grimshaw has claimed that the dramatic structure of the play collapses due to

James "The Black lacobins [Play]." 308.
52 Walk:r, "Art for Life's Sake: Rituals and Rights of Self and Other in the Theatre of
Aime Cesaire." 199.
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the disappearance of the masses. 53 But before the script descends into
melodrama, with each character crudely representing either an ideological or
diplomatic position, James is resourceful in attempting to represent the people.
The play opens with a Brechtian interplay of voices and montage through which
James represents the dehumanizing capacity of slavery in a ritualistic
representation of a slave work gang. "The Slaves" sing revolutionary
subversive songs that some historians allege were sung at the Bois Caiman
vodou ceremony which sparked the initial revolutionary uprising of 1791:
"Eh! Eh! Bomba! Heu! Heu!
Canga bafio te!
Canga moune de Ie
Canga, do ki la
Canga, Ii
(Repeat) ,,54

These famous words are accompanied by drums, recalling the subversive power
of vodou. Later the status of a number of slaves is contrasted with the
privileged position of an unnamed white lady at a hairdresser's. The climactic
moment of the barbershop scene, "the lady's small cry of disappointment" as
one of her curls is accidentally undone by an attending slave,55 recalls the
horrified face of the white woman who finds a 'Hottentot's' skull in her soup
tureen in Cesaire' s Cahier. Although both scenes resonate with uncomfortable

Anna Grimshaw, C.L.R. James: A Revolutionary Vision/or the 20th Century (1991
[cited 7 March 2008); available from http://www.marxists.org/archive/jamesclr/biograph.htm#copyright.
54 James, "The Black Jacobins [Play]." 69
55 Ibid. 69
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gender stereotyping, they do illustrate the invidious presence of resistance
\vithin the hollow decorum of slave holding and colonial society.56

The impact of the French Revolution is represented as having been of
paramount importance to the events in Saint Domnigue in both the history and
the play, at the expense of the revolution's indebtedness to earlier leaders of
slave and maroon insurrections in the colony. In the play an anonymous
speaker, to whom James attributes a consciousness of international solidarity,
announces to the masses at the Bois Caiman forest vodou ceremony which is
already teeming with insurrectionary potential that:
"The white slaves in France are fighting their masters ... you must join
your brothers in revolt, we must fight".57

Significantly it is Dessalines, not Toussaint, who is ready to rise to this call to
anns:

"Dessalines: (He looks up with detennination and hate on his face. He
raises a fist to the sky and shouts. ) We will kill them all. Every one. ,,58

Dessalines' rage is contrasted immediately with Toussaint's cautious and
intellectual approach. Whereas Dessalines is represented as emerging from the
thick of the insurrection from its earliest stages, Toussaint is absent. Instead the
revolution comes to Toussaint through his reading of the anti-slavery priest

For a defense of patriarchal position taking in Aime Cesaire's anti-colonial discourse
see "Resistance theory / theorizing resistance" in Parry, Postcolonial Studies: A
Materialist Critique. 42-3.
57 James, "The Black Jacobins [Play]." 7l.
58 Ibid. 71.
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Abbe Raynal. In a sense, Toussaint and Dessalines function as dramatic foils: in
contrast to Toussaint, Dessalines is brutish and uneducated, although he is
portrayed by James as a supreme military tactician and soldier. Whereas
Tousaint is characterised as intelligent, learned and eloquent, Dessalines is
animalistic and threatening. Dessalines' speech is semi-broken and raises
questions relating to the problems of authenticity of language and dialogue in a
fictional reconstruction of history. Essentially the problem is that we do not
knO\\' , and cannot ever know, how these people actually spoke. In this case, the
problem is compounded by the limited lexicon and range of tone and expression
that James grants Dessalines whom he promotes as a stereotype of savagery.
Dessalines' response to the uprising of October 1791 illustrates the difficulties:
Dessalines: "Revolution in France. Revolution in San Domingo.
Freedom for slaves. Kill master. Bum down plantation."s9
Dessalines' speech is child-like and open to charges of racism. It uses the same
diction as that found in stock racist texts. By removing the article James does
not dramatically convey the breakdown of language in a moment of extreme
drama, but instead, he inadvertently recreates the diction associated with racist
constructions of faux black idiot characters.

Nor does the staccato rhythm of Dessalines' speech afford much space for a
character to evolve through language. Furthermore, James also failed to find a
convincing dramatic voice for Toussaint. Thus, the play is full of frequently
lengthy stage directions and character information that James was unable to
integrate into the drama as speech and dialogue. F or example, the
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transformation of "Old Toussaint" - as his wife calls him - into a near
invincible n1ilitary general and charismatic leader of an extraordinary struggle
for freedom from slavery, occurs in just one stage direction:
"In Act I, Scene I, he was a very human person assuming by instinct an
authority that the situation demanded. Now he is every inch a soldier in
command. ,,60

As the play progresses the characters' speeches labour under the weight of
conveying ideological position taking and diplomatic manoeuvring: this is
illustrated in the scenes in which Toussaint protects his former master and
orders the execution of his radical nephew Molse. 61 The deftness of tone of the
historical study is not to be found in the play. Instead, the most powerful
moments of the play are left to the imagination of the reader and to the abilities
of the director for the theatre-goer.

James does not attempt to produce a lengthy epic narrative of anti-colonial
insurrection as he would in the historical study that succeeded it. Instead,
James's play takes some of the revolution's pivotal historical moments and
turning points and the play leaps forward from one to the next, from scene to
scene. Thus, the play opens in 1791, but by Act I scene ii, we are already in
1794, by which time Toussaint Louverture has assumed military control of the
revolution. In this manner, James condenses a period of twelve years into just
ten brief scenes divided into three acts, covering a scanty forty or so pages. The
difficulties of reconstructing history in this way are numerous, but what the
Ibid. 75.
61 Charles Forsdick, "Refiguring Revolution: The Myth of Toussaint Louverture in
C.L.R. James and Edouard Glissant," New Comparison, no. 27-28 (1999). 267-68.
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historical study and the drama both suggest is a polarized interpretation of
Haiti's revolutionary history, and an ironic, inadvertent occlusion of the masses
in the n1aking of history.

***

Michel-Rolph Trouillot has argued that the Haitian Revolution, despite its
intellectual and ideological originality, expressed itself mainly in deeds rather
than through discourse.
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Thus although the Revolution did produce a few texts

of political and philosophical importance - Louverture's declaration of Camp
Ture1, the Haitian Act of Independence, and the Haitian Constitution of 1805 the lack of accompanying written records has presented various representational
challenges for the writers and artists who have been inspired by the Revolution.
The paucity of historical archives also presents problems for historians
concerned to assess the nature of the Haitian Revolution, and from Laurent
Dubois's Avengers of the New World to David Geggus's excellent studies
amongst others, the same difficult questions tend to recur. These include
uncertainty about the Revolution's aims and aspirations; the extent to which it
was an Enlightenment project inspired by the French Revolution; whether the
Revolution is best understood as yet one more incidence of the many slave
rebellions in the history of Atlantic slavery; and whether the revolution was
enabled by remarkable individuals, or if it was the work of the masses. Yet
despite this considerable dilemma for those seeking to understand and interpret
events, it has meant that the cultural memory of the Haitian Revolution has
Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History
(Boston, Mass.: Beacon Press, 1995). 88-9.
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largely relnained an instance of 'inventing' and 'imagining' the meanings of
events and the qualities of the players. Within this context it is possible to
situate Aime Cesaire and C. L. R. lames as writing - and inventing - at
particular moments when the colonial world was beginning to mobilize anticolonial struggles and black intellectuals were engaged as theoreticians, and
often also as activists participating in liberation movements. Hence, their
recuperations of the Haitian Revolution were necessarily informed by anticolonial sentiment and by the desire to demonstrate and celebrate black agency
and black capability. Thus in this context even lames's preoccupation with
Toussaint as a 'great man' is driven by the need to put a black ex-slave on the
stage of heroic figures as a major player. In this respect, lames was both
recuperating a model of black agency and expressing a desire for a black
Marxist anti-colonial revolutionary in the twentieth century.

In their different ways, both Cesaire and lames were able to manipulate the

limitations of the overwhelmingly white archive in order successfully to
recuperate black agency in new and radical ways. It should not be forgotten that
the Cahier and both the stage-play and the historical study, The Black Jacobins,
were texts of the 1930s, although the Cahier and the historical study The Black
Jacobins experienced textual rebirths in the 1950s and 1960s respectively as
revised and rewritten editions captured the attention of a new generation of anticolonial activists and critics. And La tragedie du roi Christophe, first published
and performed in 1963, should be regarded as belonging to the anti-colonial
tumult of that decade. And yet the political urgency of Cesaire's and lames's
texts have not diminished with time: the elegance of lames's style as a political
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biographer conceals an explosive damnation of the myth of the 'glorious
abolition' of slavery, a myth that lingers on in the imagination of large
constituencies to this day.63 Cesaire's originality as a poet contains within it an
articulation of a still unfulfilled vision of a future not just without the
debilitating inheritance of racism, but also without assimilation or submission
to cultural domination. Despite the silencing of the Haitian Revolution in many
arenas today, it will be seen that the politics and the aesthetics of many of the
radical recuperations of the Haitian Revolution and the refigurations of its
leaders, continue to resonate with an acute relevance to the material and
political realities of our present and our hoped for future.
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Chapter 2
Negritude and the Haitian Revolution:
Rene Depestre's Un arc-en-ciel pour l'occident
chretien (A Rainbow for the Christian West)
"This victorious revolution of slaves ... was in itself an act of civilization
which showed the entire world that human liberty and human dignity also has
a black face. It released into universal history the personality of the black man,
and permitted him to travel through a liberating social experience, to
achieve a new perception of himself."
- Rene Depestre (1970)

" ... the style of those native intellectuals who decide to give expression to this
phase of consciousness which is in the process of being liberated. It is a harsh
style, full of images, for the image is the drawbridge which allows unconscious
energies to be scattered on the surrounding meadows. It is a vigorous style,
alive with rhythms, struck through and through with bursting life; it is full of
colour, too, bronzed, sun-baked and violent."
- Frantz Fanon (1961)

Rene Depestre, one of Haiti's most renowned men of letters, belonged to the
second generation of negritude poets and although also a novelist and essayist,
it is on his poetry that his international literary reputation rests. Like Cesaire,
his elder by 13 years, who by the time Depestre arrived in Paris had already
returned to his native Martinique, Depestre won a scholarship that enabled him
to leave the Caribbean for Paris where he studied at the Sorbonne and where he
found himself immersed in the vibrant literary and political culture of the

metropole. In Paris, Depestre made contact with the Negritude group and this
would prove to be integral to his development as a poet. Unlike Cesaire
however, Depestre's commitment to negritude has not endured, and the
renunciation was confirmed in 1980 with the publication of Bonjour et adieu it
la negritude.} At that moment, Depestre also dispensed with the "worn out",

"'outmoded" concepts of the Third World, revolution, identity, nationalism, and
the oppressed, justifying his move by claiming that, "[w]hen a concept dies,
when a concept goes mad, you must mistrust it and look for other kinds of
explication".2 However, when he was asked in 1990, which of all of his books
of poetry he believed to be his most accomplished, Depestre stated that the one
book that he would hold onto would be Un arc-en-ciel pour I'occident Chretien
(A Rainbow for the Christian West), a book-length poem he wrote when he was

still one of negritude's most original exponents and which also contains within
it a highly original recuperation of the Haitian Revolution. 3

Given Depestre's politics at the time of the interview, it is a remarkable choice
for him to have made. Un arc-en-ciel was first published by Presence Africaine
in 1967 at the zenith of Depestre's belief in revolution and at the mid-point of
his twenty-year residency in Cuba. It is a poem of great violence and it displays
a bold commitment to those same concepts that Depestre would later so
publicly renounce. It is remarkable on many grounds: it is an ingenious work,

Rene Depestre, Bonjour Et Adieu A La Negritude (Paris: Seghers, 1980).
2 Joan Dayan, "France Reads Haiti: An Interview with Rene Depestre," Yale French
Studies 2, no. 83: Post/Colonial Conditions: Exiles, Migrations, and Nomadisms
(1993). 143.
3 Rene Depestre, A Rainbow for the Christian West, trans. Joan Dayan (Amherst:
University of Massachussetts Press, 1977). Hereafter referred to in the text as Un areen-ciel.
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lyrical, bold, comic, sexual, and its aesthetic radicalism is inseparable from its
political radicalism, thus enabling us to examine closely the relationship
between fom1 and content, poetry and revolution. Un arc-en-ciel is also
Depestre's poetic work that best evokes his native and African heritage and its
poetic voice is articulated in a language that marries surrealism and social
commitment. It thus marked a new beginning for Depestre who had earlier been
committed to the aesthetics of Louis Aragon, the spokesperson of the orthodox
communist writers of the 1950s, who championed socialist realism and a return
to nationalist literary traditions in order to unite poetry and the people.
Depestre's decision to align himself with Aragon and his followers prompted
the following gentle, but ironic, rebuke from Cesaire in his 1955 poem "Le
verbe marronner /

aRene Depestre, poete haItien" ("The Verb 'Marronner' / for

Rene Depestre, Haitian poet"):
"Camarade Depestre
C' est un probleme assurement tres grave
des rapports de la poesie et de la Revolution
Ie fond conditionne la forme"

("Commrade Depestre
It is undoubtedly a very serious problem

the relation between poetry and Revolution
the content determines the form"t

Un arc-en-ciel demonstrates that not only had Depestre withdrawn his
commitment to socialist realism by 1967, but also that he had found his own
4

Cesaire, The Collected Poetry. 370-1.
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way to reconcile the problem of "forme et fond" - content and form - and in
this vodou was to playa critical role.

In Un arc-en-ciel the vodou gods descend upon the American South in the form
of the black militant poet who arrives to take his vengeance upon the "Christian
West" and to expose its dark underbelly. The poem hinges upon the union of
the spiritual and the material and its evocation of the revolutionary in both is
mediated through vodou. The power of this duality can perhaps be best
explained by Depestre himself:
"The beliefs of my youth, especially vodoun, coincided with my
experiences as a revolutionary in Cuba. [In Un arc-en-ciel] I tried again
to find the meaning of vodoun, which was revolutionary in origin.,,5

In making vodou the vehicle of the poem's revolutionary message, it also

becomes a link between the Haitian and Cuban Revolutions, both of which are
invoked in Un arc-en-ciel in order to revitalise the reader's consciousness of
these two revolutionary events. As C.L.R. James wrote in his appendix essay to
the second edition of The Black Jacobins, "From Toussaint L'Ouverture to
Fidel Castro", Depestre saw that, "What took place in French San Domingo in
1792-1804 reappeared in Cuba in 1958.,,6 Un arc-en-ciel, then, is a work that,

when placed in the historical context of its production, reveals the formation of
a particular political and aesthetic template onto which the past, including the
Haitian Revolution, has been shaped to fit a contemporary cultural and political

Dayan, "France Reads Haiti: An Interview with Rene Depestre." 137.
6 James, The Black Jacob ins : Toussaint L'ouverture and the San Domingo Revolution.
305.
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project. This discussion, therefore, will focus on an analysis of this template
and the poetic recuperation of the Haitian Revolution that it enabled.

The evolution of Depestre's poetics of commitment: exile,
revolution, negritude, and vodou
Like many of Haiti's most prominent writers Depestre has long lived in exile
from his native land, although he has denied the applicability of the term "a
writer of exile" to his situation. 7 After being forced to leave Paris in 1951
because of his political activism, Depestre journeyed to Prague, Havana,
Vienna, Chile, Argentina and Brazil, before he returned to Haiti, via Paris once
more, in 1957. However, 1957 was also the year that Franc;ois Duvalier became
President of Haiti via a rigged election, and Depestre immediately became one
of Duvalier' s most outspoken critics. His situation in Haiti rapidly became too
dangerous to remain tenable and when Che Guevara invited Depestre to
continue his literary and political work in Cuba, he accepted, remaining there
until 1978. 8 In Cuba, Depestre held a variety of official cultural and political
positions: he became involved in the Pan-African and Tri-Continental
movements, directed a library in Havana, and produced regular radio broadcasts
to Haiti. While in Cuba, Depestre also penned some of his most powerful
revolutionary and surreal prose-poems, essays and criticism, including Un arc-

en-ciel, that, following Cesaire, were insistent on the hypocrisy and

Dayan, "France Reads Haiti: An Interview with Rene Depestre." 141.
8 Depestre's departure from Cuba in 1978 signalled his disillusionment with the
revolution in Cuba. Depestre claims that he could not have continued working as a
writer and poet in Cuba due to censorship and other bureaucratic restrictions.
See: Ibid. 138-139.
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contradictions inherent in capitalism and bourgeois liberalism. He aligned
himself with the concepts of the Third World and anti-colonialism , and, like
Fanon, he adopted the Trotskyist theory of permanent revolution, seeing in its
theorising of how the proletarian revolution for national liberation could surpass
the bourgeois democratic revolution, a manifesto for Third World liberation. 9
N ever forgetting his heritage as a Haitian, it is one of the great achievements of
Depestre's poetics in Un arc-en-ciel, that he found an aesthetic language that
articulated not just his politics, but also one that evoked the history and culture
of his native land. In discovering this language, Depestre also rediscovered the
surreal and the revolutionary in negritude, and in Haitian history.

Depestre's initial exposure to the ideas of surrealism and negritude can be
traced to the visits to Haiti of Aime Cesaire, his wife Suzanne Cesaire, and
Andre Breton. Thus, in 1944 the young Depestre heard Aime and Suzanne
Cesaire's public lectures and he also heard Breton's infamous Haitian lectures
that were delivered in Port-au-Prince in 1945 and which are widely credited
with having contributed to the popular uprising against the Lescot government
and its overthrow in 1946. In his lectures Breton called for the revalorisation of
Haiti's indigenous culture and he drew attention to the repressive nature of
American domination in Haiti even after the end of the occupation. In 1945
there was also an exhibition in Haiti of the Cuban painter Wilfredo Lam that
left a deep impression on Depestre. Thus, Depestre' s art must be placed in the
cultural and political climate of the time and the external influences to which
Depestre was subject, which included Haiti's strong connection to French
Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, trans. Constance Farrington (London:
Penguin, [1961] 2001). 75-84.
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sUITealism, the negritude movement, American economIC and political
domination, and the volatility of Haitian politics.

Through Breton, Depestre came to perceive Haiti's inherent surrealism and
thus, as Carpentier also did, he began to see that in the Americas, where there
was a unique fusion of indigenous pre-Colombian, African and European
cultures and epistemologies, surrealism was not just an aesthetic doctrine as it
\vas in Europe.

1o

Depestre embraced Cesairean negritude, and it quickly became

the \vorking tool that enabled his development as a young artist and an
intellectual. For Depestre, it was a functional aesthetic theory, a declaration of
coming to consciousness, an expression of being unreconciled to the status quo,
and a movement that enabled him to locate himself within a Pan-African and
trans-national black history without losing sight of the local specificities of his
own formation as a Haitian. And like Cesaire, Depestre also appears to have
recognized an aesthetic kinship in Wilfredo Lam's visual expressions of the
marvellous in the black cultures of the Americas.

This tripartite influence - Breton, Cesaire, and Lam - enabled Depestre to
conceive of his poetic writing as revolutionary weapon and a profound
connection between aesthetics and material realities came to underline all of
Depestre's most radical works. According to Joan Dayan:
"For Depestre, the truth of poetic imagination emerges as the demand
for political action; poetry becomes productive as it becomes practical-

Thus Cesaire defined himself as a "surrealist" but not as a "French surrealist" and
the definition is equally applicable to Depsetre who came to surrealism via the same
source as Cesaire - Andre Breton. See Cesaire, The Collected Poetry. 17.
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a living force in the transfonnation of society. As Depestre himself
urges, 'Rise up also my verse, your place is in the street. ",11

I will return to Depstre' s renunciation of this position; meanwhile I am
concerned with his radical poetry, which was, and remains to this day, deeply
committed to communicating the material realities of contemporary injustice, to
opening our eyes to black revolutionary history, and to promoting the
realisation of socialism. The poetry of this period was also deeply Haitian:
Depestre took up the mantles of the pre-eminent Haitian writers and
communists Jean Price-Mars and Jacques Roumain whose work had also
engaged with the task of dispelling derogatory myths about the Haitian
peasantry, their culture, folklore and history. Price-Mars had been the first to
reveal the fallacies of the widely held views of vodou and Haitian folk-lore and
he made the first sustained and substantiated claim that vodou was in fact a
fully fledged religion:
"Voodoo is a religion because all its adherents believe in the existence
of spiritual beings who live anywhere in the universe in close intimacy
with humans whose activity they dominate.
[ ... ]

Voodoo is a religion because the cult appertaining to its gods requires a
hierarchical priestly body, a society of the faithful, temples, altars,
ceremonies, and finally a whole oral tradition which has certainly not
come down to us unaltered, but thanks to which the essential elements
of this religion have been transmitted.

11

Depestre, A Rainbow for the Christian West. vii.
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Voodoo is a religion because, amid the confusion of legends and the
corruption of fables, we can discern a theology, a system of
representation thanks to which our African ancestors have, primitively,
accounted for natural phenomena and which lies dormantly at the base
of the anarchical beliefs upon which the hybrid Catholicism of our
popular masses rests." 12

Drawing on the heritage of Price-Mars' groundbreaking anthropological study,
Depestre allowed his knowledge of Haitian vodou and its special status within
Haitian folk-culture to infuse his poetry with the rhythms and rites of Haitian
life. He married this to his understanding of vodou' s vital revolutionary role in
the achievement of Haitian independence and thereby confronted its
misrepresentation and manipulation as a tool of repression during the years of
the Duvalier dictatorships. Negritude, as articulated by Cesaire, was thus an
appropriate channel for Depestre' s revolutionary poetics because what he
celebrated in vodou was its potency as what Cesaire might have called "a
miraculous weapon": the heritage of Haiti's revolutionary history, which for
Cesaire represented the birth of negritude, and a grassroots surrealism that
retained its revolutionary potential to empower Haiti's peasantry. Un arc-enciel is very much a product of that perception; the poem unites the spheres of

poetics

and

revolutionary

politics.

It

accentuates

the

contemporary

circumstances of anti-colonial and anti-imperial struggle, and poetically
manipulates the rites and loas of vodou to express the inherently surreal and
revolutionary in Haitian culture, politics and history.

12
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Un arc-en-ciel pour l'occident chretien (A Rainbow for the
Christian West)
Un arc-en-ciel's poetics of history and vodou, politics and surrealism,
detennine its canny and politically infused recuperation of the Haitian
Revolution that focuses on the vodou spirits of some of the revolution's leaders
and heroic influences. The maroon Makandal, and the revolutionary leaders
Toussaint Louverture and Jean-Jacques Dessalines are invoked as part of the
poem's lyrical expression of blackness as a political concept. As heroes and
martyrs of black liberation Makandal, Toussaint and Dessalines, form a critical
part of the poem's assault on Western racism, colonialism, and the institutional
and casual racist hypocrisy of white American middle-class values. The poem,
like much of Depestre' s writing, expresses the utopian feeling of the infinite
perfectibility of mankind, and Makandal, Toussaint, and Dessalines are taken as
historical examples that substantiate the poem's utopian bent. But the
invocations of Makandal, Toussaint and Dessalines serve a purpose beyond
inspirational memorialization; they function as a demand for political action to
be conscious of the heights of humanistic possibility, and advance the poem
beyond its call for violent revolt.

The title, which demonstrates the poem's sympathetic and volatile character,
provides the first hint that Un arc-en-ciel is much more than just an angry
polemic: in the context of Depestre's powerful colour symbolism, which draws
heavily on Cesaire, the beautiful image of the "rainbow" signifies plurality, and
the possibility of a democratic and socialist multi-cultural society. The rainbow
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is also the antithesis of the dogmatic, singular "Christian West" to which the
poen1' s title also refers. Yet, whilst the poem presents this as an unequivocal
obstacle to the anti-racist, socialist ideal, it does not enact its destruction, but
instead. despite its explosive, revolutionary call to arms, offers itself as an
edifying gift for the Christian West: a nobler example that contains a spiritual
dimension. This quality derives from Depestre's deep knowledge of Haitian
vodou, which he uses to meld the supernatural to an aesthetic poetic form in
order to represent an unfinished story of over two hundred years of antiimperial resistance, from Makandal, Toussaint, and Dessalines, to Patrice
Lumumba and Malcolm X, to Depestre's speaker, and his audience.

Part I: "The Prelude"
Un arc-en-ciel opens with a statement of militant self-affmnation that situates a
politically charged notion of blackness within the multi-coloured milieu of the
rainbow:
"Qui je suis un negre-tempete
Un negre racine-d'arc-en-ciel"

("Yes I am a tempest nigger
A nigger rooted in the rainbow,,)13

13
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The rainbow symbolically reinforces the structure of the poem, which is divided
into seven sections. The poem's fifth section is entitled "Seven Pillars of
Innocence", and further emphasises the structural, metaphorical, and spiritual
power of the number seven. The "Seven Pillars" of the fifth section are the
Haitian revolutionaries Makandal, Toussaint, and Dessalines, as well as four
other celebrated heroes from black history: the nineteenth century black Cuban
reYolutionary Antonio Maceo who died in 1896 whilst fighting against the
Spanish for Cuban independence, Charlemagne Peralte, the Haitian nationalist
who became a guerrilla leader and died in 1919 leading the resistance to the US
invasion and occupation of Haiti, Patrice Lumumba the African leader and
reyolutionary who was murdered in the Congo in 1961, and Malcolm X, the
black nationalist leader murdered in 1965. Thus, the poem's historical sweep is
enormous: more than two centuries of anti-colonial and anti-imperial resistance
across two different continents are all invoked within the poem's arc.

Joan Dayan argues that whereas the poem is rooted in historical responsibility
and its own material reality, it is also rich in spiritual qualities. For her, the
rainbow which functions as much more than just an organisational tool,
symbolically reveals the poem's central drama:
"The title is a key to Depestre's purpose. The symbol of the rainbow,
connecting heaven to earth, dramatically embodies the interdependence
of the earthly and eternal ... it combines the Black militancy of [two of
Depestre's other major poetic works] Minerai nair and the lyricism of
. I mann.
. ,,14
Jauma I d 'un anIma
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From the outset the poem draws on this dualism, combining religious and
revolutionary images, subverting many sacred Christian images as it does so.
For example, Depestre places the crown of thorns of which the Christian West
"is so proud" 15 on the head of his trained bear before claiming that he has also
drowned in alcohol "The little Christ who was smiling in me.,,16 The
vanquishing of a Christian worldview is an intrinsic part of celebrating an
alternative and truly compassionate spirituality and a liberating, progressive
social order. In Un arc-en-ciel, conservative Christianity is identified with two
contemporary principle enemies of racial equality and social progress: apartheid
South Africa and the American South - these two are the "Monsters of
Binningham monsters of Pretoria", and it is thoroughly tainted by its
instrumental role in devaluing indigenous cultures. 17 The dramatic poetic
narrative is propelled forward by the confrontation between poem's speaker and
these 'monsters' in the form of an affluent and politically powerful white
family, comprising a judge, his wife, and their five sons and five daughters in
the southern American state of Alabama. Among them there is a West Point
cadet, a Yale University student, a future American Ambassador to Panama, a
businessman, and the widow of a colonel killed in the Korean War. They are
introduced with a withering contempt by the poem's speaker:
"Une famille bien americaine
Participant afond

atout ce qui

Mene l' Amerique

ala catastrophe"

Ibid. 109.
16 Ibid. 111.
17 Ibid. 111.
15
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("A properly Alnerican family
Participating wholly in all that
Leads America to catastrophe,,)18

Approaching the family who are dining barefoot, "in the grass of [his]
negritude", Depestre' s narrator instantly sees through the fac;ade of civilization
which this family professes and assumes to inhabit. 19 The co-existence of
Christian and brutally reactionary values is a fact that is absolutely clear to
Depestre's speaker: they are "A beautiful family standing up in its scum!,,20 In a
manner that recalls Cesaire' s Discourse on Colonialism, the narrator is
overcome with disbelief and anger that the family can reconcile Jesus, the Ku
Klux Klan, the H-bomb, the electric chair, and the Statue of Liberty. It is a
poetic reshaping of Cesaire' s argument from the Discourse that Western society
has for so long chosen to avert its eyes from its descent into savagery. Like
Cesaire, what Depestre and his speaker hold against the "pseudo-humanism" of
Western society is its nature - "narrow and fragmentary, incomplete and biased
and, all things considered, sordidly racist.,,21 All of the poem's surreal qualities
do not destabilise this foundational and highly rational analysis. In fact, Un arc-

en-ciel indicates that when non-capitalist society comes into contact with the
internal contradictions of the Western capitalism, this enables them to produce a
revolutionary surrealism.

Ibid. 114-15.
19 Ibid. 113.
20 Ibid. 115.
21 Aime Cesaire, Discourse on Colonialism, trans. Joan Pinkham (New York: Monthly
Review Press, 1955,2000).37.
18
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It is an incendiary manner with which to begin as Depestre' s speaker proclaims

his blackness, his coming to consciousness and a new humanism all drawn from
black history, vodou and his own lyrical inventiveness. Like Cesaire's narrator
in the Cahier, Depestre's narrator repeatedly, boldly, and at times comically,
reverses and manipulates race stereotypes in order to celebrate indigenous and
black histories and cultures that have been denigrated by the Christian West's
project of colonialism. The cruelties of the bigoted Christian West become
comical and lose their power to oppress; and as they are rendered absurd, the
greatness of black cultures, the source of which, the poem makes clear, is
Africa, asserts itself. Depestre repeatedly evokes the power of Africa through
images of the continent's landscape, wildlife, and minerals: "Je fais sauter mes
tenebres / En mille matins de lions." ("I blow up my shadows / Into a thousand
lion mornings"),22 and "Moi-meme dans la geometrie de mes lions / Moi-meme
dans la violence de mon diamant" ("Me in the geometry of my lions / Me in the
. I ence 0 f
VIO

my d'tamond") .23

Part II: "Epiphanies of the Voodoo Gods"
At the opening of the poem's second part, "Epiphanies of the Voodoo Gods",
the narrator's journey has taken him to Johannesburg where his bear crowned
with thorns has been thrown into prison. His escape route and saviour is the sea,
Depestre, A Rainbow for the Christian West. 108-09.
.
23 Ibid. 110-11. Repeatedly recalling and alluding to Africa was a technIque that
Cesaire also used in his poetry to great effect, and no doubt this had a powerful
influence on Depestre. Particularly notable examples in addition to the Cahier include
the poems "Batouque ", "Desastre tangible ", "A I 'Afrique / a Wilfredo Lam ", "Ode
ala Guin;e ", "Salut ala Guinee ", and "Ethiopie ." / aAlioune Diop " all in Cesaire,
22
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which assumes a potent symbolic significance of instability throughout the
poem. At times it is invoked to recall the middle passage, and at other times it is
the source of regenerative possibilities, and it is also deployed in order to
reconnect the global Black diaspora to Africa. The sea connects the American,
European. and African continents, and as a metaphor it allows Depestre's
speaker access to a triangular transcontinental Black solidarity that

IS

communicated most clearly later on in the poem in the "Seven Pillars of
\Visdom": Patrice Lumumba, representative of Africa, is heralded alongside
five West Indians and an African American. Depestre's use of the sea to evoke
a sense of trans-national Black resistance can thus also be read alongside the
notion of a Black Atlantic culture that transcends both ethnicity and national
boundaries as advanced by Paul Gilroy in The Black Atlantic:
"I want to develop the suggestion that cultural historians take the
Atlantic as one single, complex unit of analysis in their discussions of
the modern world and use it to produce an explicitly transnational and
intercultural perspective ... A concern with the Atlantic as a cultural and
political system has been forced on black historiography and intellectual
history by the economic and historical matrix in which plantation
slavery - "capitalism with its clothes off' - was one special moment.,,24

The sea is thus much more than an emotive symbol in Un arc-en-ciel. The sea,
specifically the Atlantic, is transformed from being a negative symbol that
connects the Americas, Europe and Africa through plantation slavery, into a site
of complex possibilities. It is a move highly typical of a negritude poet:

Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness (London
Verso, 1993). 15.
24
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something closely associated with oppreSSIon IS turned upside down and
becomes something positive. At various points in Un arc-en-ciel the sea is
Makandal's personal domain and universe; it is Toussaint's muse, violent like
Dessa1ines~

it is the resting place of untold numbers of slaves who perished

during the middle passage; it is a source of revolution, and divine inspiration.
Rescuing his bear from prison in apartheid South Africa, the sea also becomes
part of a chain of events in which the surreal and revolutionary possibilities of
the imagination are celebrated. Depestre's narrator draws a little sailboat in the
soil of the cell and then releases "the wind of innocence on its sails" and the
bear and narrator make good their escape. Even "all the salt of the sea hailed"
them and "even the worst monsters of the sea opened the way for" them on
their surreal escape:
"La patience de la mer etaient avec nous! La beaute de la mer etaient
avec nous! Les merveilles de la mer etaient avec nous!"

(The patience of the sea was with us! The beauty of the sea was with us!
The marvels of the sea were with us!

"is

* * *

The second part of Un arc-en-ciel also includes the poem's first reference to the
Haitian Revolution. In the section sub-titled "Azak-Mede", named after the
vodou loa (God) of agriculture, Dessalines' victory at Vertieres, the final major
military battle in the Haitian Revolution, is invoked at a high point of poetic
25
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rage.

26

It is in this second section of the poem, entitled "Epiphanies of the

Vodoo Gods" that Depestre's narrator is inhabited, by the male vodou loas.
This process is explained in Joan Dayan's analysis of the later fourth section of
the poem, the "'Cantata for Seven Voices":
""The Cantata for Seven Voices is sung by the 'non-male' gods of the
Voodoo pantheon. In an atmosphere of lively wonder, they gradually
reveal where their male loas have gone. For the first time the reader is
presented clearly with the creative metamorphosis that has occurred and
is the source of the drama of A Rainbow for the Christian West: 'Our
loas walk tonight / In the blood of a poet. ",27

Possessed with the spirit of Azaka-Mede, who as the loa of agriculture connotes
the twin themes fertility and fecundity, Depestre's narrator embarks on a
boisterous word-play in which fury and suffering assume a sexual dimension
and are linked to Dessalines' victory at Vertieres at which the French
Expeditionary Force led by General Rochambeau was defeated: "Conillons
with our sufferings / Conillons with our fury / Like Dessalines at Vertieres".28
However, the reference to Dessalines is fleeting and only later in the poem is a
representation of Dessalines developed.

Later in the second section of the poem the narrator is inhabited by the loa TiJean Sandor, who characteristically is represented as having only one foot, or
no feet at all, but who is extremely agile in climbing trees.

29

As Depestre' s

Ibid. 141.
27 Joan Dayan, Ibid. 251.
28 Ibid. 141.
29 Ibid. 251
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narrator is possessed by Ti-Jean, he undergoes an imaginative journey that
initiates a movement from slavery to resistance and revolution. The example of
the Haitian Revolution and slave resistance in general is never far away: "In
front of me I explode / Charges of gunpowder / Behind me I leave / A long
wake of chains".3o Depestre also injects a blackly ironic and subversive humour
into the recuperation of resistance that is simultaneously imaginative and rooted
in historical memory:
"Je change mon cadet de West Point
En un beau chien de race
Que je mords

a l'orielle

J e suis un grand mangeur
De chi ens blancs ... "

("I change my West-Point cadet
Into a beautiful pedigree dog
Whose ear I bite
I am a great eater
Of white dogs ... ,,)31

The cunnIng Image recalls the slave hunting dogs that were used by
Rochambeau in the latter stages of the Haitian Revolution, and in particular, the
image of "a beautiful pedigree dog" is a means of ridiculing colonial Saint
Domingue's classification of races that were applied by law to the slave and

30
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free populations of Saint Domingue. 32 Depestre's narrator, as a "great eater / Of
white dogs", con1ically reverses and avenges history.

Un arc-en-ciel: Part V Seven Pillars of Innocence
Un arc-en-ciel recalls the Haitian Revolution directly in its fifth part, "Seven
Pillars of Innocence", which is comprised of seven odes: to Makandal, to
Toussaint Louverture, to Dessalines, to Antonio Maceo, to Charlemagne
Peralte, to Patrice Lumumba, and to Malcolm X. As Cesaire had done earlier in
his triptych of plays in which he invited comparison between Henri Christophe
and the Haitian Revolution in La tragedie du roi Christophe and Patrice
Lumumba in Une Saison au Congo, Depestre mobilises the memory of the
heroes of Haiti's independence within the context of two hundred years of
global black resistance. Written in 1967 with the murders of Patrice Lumumba
and Malcolm X still in the foreground of memory, the Haitian Revolution, and
the virtues of its vanguard, is recuperated with a renewed and immediate
political relevance. A part of the challenge in such a bold move thus becomes
how such different individuals can be recuperated into a single story, or how to
illustrate the relevance of the Haitian Revolution to the mid-twentieth century.

The voices of the female 10as , Ayizan, Aida Wedo, Erzili, Caridad, Guede
Mazaka, Grande Brigitte, and Simbi, are the means by which the virtues of the
seven human "Pillars of Innocence" are recuperated and presented. In the
preceding section of the poem, "Cantata for Seven Voices", the female loas
See: Dubois, Avengers of the New World: The Story of the Haitian Revolution. 7071.
32
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exclain1 their ambition to "make / The black race's / Pearl-sun / Explode over
life!"JJ in telling the legends of the seven heroes:
"Aida Wedo:
Un arc-en-ciel
Leve dans la douleur
Meme de a race noir!

Simbi:
Que chacune de nous avant l' aube
Dise une legende
Selon ses ovaries
De femme!

Caridad:
Sept legends solaires
Sept piliers de l' innocence
Pour feconder la marche
Ovarienne de l'univers!"

("Aida Wedo:
A rainbow
Rising from the very sorrow
Of the black race!

33
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Simbi:
Let each one of us before dawn
Te 11 the legend
That her ovaries dictate!

Caridad:
Seven solar legends
Seven pillars of innocence
To fertilize the ovarian march
Of the universe!,,)34

Thus introduced, each ode celebrates its hero of black revolutionary struggle
and resistance and imbibes each one with the power to inspire Depestre's
narrator to deliver his message to the white southern family and the Christian
West.

"Ode to Makandal"
Aziyan's "Ode to Makandal" begins the sequence and represents the rebel
maroon whose legend endured throughout the Haitian Revolution. Makandal is
presented as drawing his strength from the elemental forces of the earth; he is a
supernatural being. The sea, which is figured as a means of resistance, is his
kingdom: Aziyan is required to summon him "back from the bottom of the
sea", and its power is represented as being at his disposa1. 35 The poisoning

Ibid. 190-91.
35 Ibid. 193.
34
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campaigns that Makandal orchestrated as a maroon leader in pre-revolutionary
Saint Domingue are recalled as having been "The first poison, the first tidal
wave" of resistance, and he is celebrated for being "The first maroon" and a
founding pillar in the genesis of black revolutionary resistance. He is the "first
volcano", an "'all-powerful fire", "the first in his green progeny":
. . Le pren1ier asouffler sur nos tisons de haine
Le premier qu 'habiterent les complots de l' orage
Et la grande sante de la mer"

("The first to blow on our fire-brands of hate
The first to harbour the plots of the storm
And the sea's great health,,)36

Depestre's representation celebrates Makandal' s extraordinary, and violent,
achievements, reiterating Cesaire' s argument that in Haiti "negritude first stood

"Makandalle machot de son seul bras marronant Ie pouvoir de Blancs
Marronnant leurs puits d'eau potable a grands coups de poison violent
Marronnant leurs champs de canne asucre agrands coups d'incendie
Marronnant leur religion a grands coups de vaudou"

("Makandal the one-armed with his only arm marring the Whites' power
Ruining their drinking wells with great draughts of violent poison

Ibid. 192-93.
37 Cesaire, Notebook of a Return to My Native Land / Cahier D'un Retour Au Pays
Natal. 90-91.
36
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Marring their sugar cane with great strokes of fire
Ruining their religion with great strokes of Voodoo,,)38

Above all, Makandal is heroised as an emblem of fierce and total resistance.

"Ode to Toussaint Louverture"
The contrast between Makandal and Toussaint's representations is striking.
Aida Wedo's "'Ode to Toussaint Louverture" picks up many of the common
visual images that have survived of Toussaint and poetically develops them in
highly original ways. For example, the figure of Toussaint on horseback has
stood the test of time in terms of its frequency and popularity, and here it
majestically reworked. It is an image that adorns the cover of Madison Smartt
Belrs Master o/the Crossroads, and it has long fascinated visual artists. Jacob
Lawrence's Toussaint L 'Ouverture Series, a series of forty-one tempera
paintings, contains a number of examples of the dramatic visual potential of a
triumphant and uniform clad Toussaint astride his white horse, Bel Argent. 39
Perhaps it has much to do with the power the image generates by virtue of its
comparability with Jacques Louis David's arrestingly powerful neo-classical
1801 painting of Toussaint's nemesis, Napoleon, astride his horse, Vizir,

Napoleon at the Saint Bernard Pass. 40 However, in Depestre's hands the

Depestre, A Rainbow for the Christian West. 192-93.
39 Jacob Lawrence, "The Toussaint L'ouverture Series. A Visual Narration of the
Liberation of Haiti in 1804 under the Leadership of General Toussaint L'ouverture., "
(New York City: United Church Board for Homeland Ministries, 1982).
Reproductions of the paintings are also available on-line: Jacob Lawrence, The
Toussaint Louverture Series by Jacob Lawrence (1938,1986-1997 [cited 13 February
2008); available from http://www.a-r-t.comJlawrence/LouvertureWeblindex.htm.
40 David's Napoleon at the Saint Bernard Pass is discussed in the eighth chapter of this
thesis in relation to Kimathi Donkor's Caribbean Passion: Haiti 1804 paintings. See
Figure 4, 292 of this thesis.
38
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configuration suggests the light of Toussaint's vision, driving him to a future in
which the incompleteness of the European Enlightenment will be surpassed:
'"Regardez-Ie sur son cheval qui galope encore vers la lumiere"
("Look at him on his horse still galloping towards the light,,)41

Whereas the "Ode to Makandal" emphasised the maroon's war-like and
uncompromising qualities, Depestre highlights Toussaint's more saintly virtues.
Nature imagery, especially that of trees, is employed in order to praise
Toussaint's attribute of tolerance and his penchant for diplomacy. Thus, Aida
Wedo sings of Toussaint "the star-negro" whose "tree-patience" leads towards a
glorious springtime.

42

The image of Toussaint's tree-like patience recalls his

famous address to his French captors on the inevitability of black freedom in
Saint Domingue that is later quoted in full in the Ode:
"En me renversant, on n' a abattu

a Saint-Domingue

que Ie tronc de

I' arbre de la Liberte des N oirs; il repoussera par les raciness, parce
qu' e1les sont profondes et nombreuses!"
("In felling me, you threw down in Santo-Domingo only the trunk of the
tree of Black Freedom; it will shoot up again by the roots, because they
are deep and numerous! "t 3

In common with Makandal however, Toussaint has the ability to shape-shift
and to assume the form of animals: "Sometimes his walk is a tortoise carrying

Depestre, A Rainbow for the Christian West. 194-95.
42 Ibid. 195.
43 Ibid. 196-97. Italicised in the original.
41
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on his back an olive branch".44 Toussaint also has the supernatural ability to
con1n1une with the sea that acts as his counsel:
"Le mer un jour se brisa a ses pieds et lui dit
· Mon Toussaint hl verras desormais par mes yeux
Tu entendras par mes oreilles
Et par la force de mes vents tu sortiras de toi-meme
Pour donner aton pays tout Ie soleil qu'il y a en toi. '"

("One day the sea broke at his feet and told him:
"My Toussaint from now on you will see by my eyes
You will hear by my ears
And by the strength of my winds you will emerge from yourself
To give your country all the sun that there is in you. ,,,)45

The [mal celebratory image in the Ode is not one of resistance or violence, but a
highly unusual image that conjoins maleness and fertility: black freedom is
"planting fruit trees".46

"Ode to DessaIines"
With Erzili' s "Ode to Dessalines" there is a return to some of the earlier images
that were associated with Makandal in Aziyan's Ode. Erzili's duty is to tell of
Dessalines who is a "torrent of black flames".47 Dessalines is a powerfully
sexualised figure:

Ibid.
45 Ibid.
46 Ibid.
47 Ibid.
44
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"'Dessalines lanva ses eaux courantes sous mon soleil de femme
Dessalines lanva son cheval sur mes chemins de femme"
C"Dessalines hurled his running waters under my woman-sun
Dessalines hurled his horse over my woman-paths,,)48

Dessalines is presented above all as a courageous voice and the latter half of the
Ode is given over to a recital of Dessalines' own words. He demands unceasing
revolution. and his rhetoric sounds more reminiscent of Che Guevara than what
we might have expected from a late eighteenth-century rebel slave. Dessalines' s
enduring command to the masses is to, "Be an incendiary people".49

The Odes to Antnoio Maceo, Charlemagne Peralte, Patrice
Lumumba, and Malcolm X
The celebration of three of the heroes of the Haitian Revolution in Depestre' s

Un arc-en-ciel is made more unusual for the context and company in which
they are placed, particularly with regard to their relationships to vodou. There
are some intriguing tensions: the female loas sing their odes of praise and yet it
is interesting to note that Toussaint was hostile to vodou - although there is
conflicting evidence on this matter. Michel S. Laguerre in particular, has
written on the subject of Toussaint's ability to juggle both vodou and Christian
beliefs and practices in a non-exclusive manner. 50 The later revolutionaries
Maceo, Peralte, Lumumba and Malcolm X certainly regarded it as little more
Ibid. 196-97.
49 Ibid. 199.
50 Michel S. Laguerre, Voodoo and Politics in Haiti (London: Macmillan Press, 1989).
72.
48
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than prin1itive superstition. 51 The case of Dessalines is a good deal more
complicated however. He is thought to have been a vodou adept, and he is also
the only one of the Revolution's triptych of revolutionary leaders, Toussaint,
Christophe, and Dessalines, to have been resurrected by the Haitian people as a

h \'(7, and there are accounts of him heading into battle covered in amulets and
"odou charms. However, he is also known to have massacred vodou leaders and
their followers. 52 Thus, only Makandal, about whom the historical record is
rather thin, appears to fit, in an unproblematic sense, his own place in a vodou
celebration. Yet these tensions did not appear to strike Depestre as problematic,
and the use of vodou to celebrate revolutionary heroes was something that he
would attempt again in his poetic tribute to Che Guevara in 1968, Cantata de

Octubre a la Vida y a la Muerte del Comandante Ernesto Che Guevara
[October Cantata for the Life and Death of Commandant Ernesto Che
Guevara].53

One of the most intriguing aspects of the "Ode to Antonio Maceo" is the
manner in which a teleological view of Caribbean revolution is traced from
Haiti in 1804 to Cuba in 1959. Depestre's move here is similar to C. L. R.
James' argument in the essay "From Toussaint L'Ouverture to Fidel Castro"
appended to the 1963 edition of The Black Jacobins. Depestre finds in the story
of Caribbean revolution the exemplar of the multi-racial progressive 'rainbow'

J. Michael Dash, Literature and Ideology in Haiti, 1915-1961 (London: Macmillan,
1981).177.
52 Dayan, Haiti, History, and the Gods. 23.
53 Rene Depestre, Cantata De Octubre a La Vida Y a La Muerte De~ Comanda~te
Ernesto Che Guevara, trans. Max Figueroa Esteva (La Habana: Instltuto del Libro,
1968). My translation of the title.
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that fits his embrace of all races and cultures, black, white, mulatto, and
indigenous Indian:
"'L'homme-mals de la montagne: Fidel Castro!
Marti est avec eux plus joyeux que jamais
Toussaint et Bolivar, O'Higgins et Juarez
San Martin et Lincoln, John Brown et Peralte
Heros noirs, heros blancs, et les heros indiens
D'Amerique les voici tous les portuers de joie
Qui tiennent Cuba haute et forte en leurs vagues!"

('"The corn man of the mountain: Fidel Castro!
Marti is with them and happier than ever
Toussaint and Bolivar, O'Higgins and Juarez
San Martin and Lincoln, John Brown and Peralte
Black heroes, white heroes and indian heroes
Of America here they are bearers of joy
Holding Cuba high and strong in their waves!,,)54

The "Ode to Charlemagne Peralte" celebrates the Haitian nationalist leader with
some of the poem's most daring poetic images, taking two hallowed American
symbols, the Stars and Stripes and the American eagle, and comically ironising
them both. Peralte is represented as a victim of the piracy of "fa foi Yankee"
("Yankee law,,)55 that marched not under the American national flag, but under
a flag of skull and crossbones, while Peralte and rebels are figured as eagles:

Depestre, A Rainbow for the Christian West. 200-01.
55 Ibid. 202-03.
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"A la place du coeur ayons un fer rouge
Deja nous n' avons plus de mains sinon des serres
Nous n'avons plus de levres sinon des becs d'oiseaux de proie
Nous sommes couverts de plumes d'aigles"

(,,'Inside of the heart let's have a red-hot iron
Already we no longer have hands only claws
We no longer have lips only preying beaks
We "re covered with eagles' feathers,,)56

The Odes to Lumumba and Malcolm X are also noteworthy for the manner of
their representation with regard to their iconic statuses and the way in which
they are connected to the Haitian Revolutionaries Makandal, Toussaint, and
Dessalines.

57

The characteristic that Depestre chooses to connect all seven of

these black nationalist figures is innocence. Thus, Lumumba is shown as having
stood for freedom in not just the Congo but for all of Africa, and his affinity
with nature suggests a connection with an African essence - he was, like
Toussaint, HUn negre-arbre-fruitier" ("a fruit tree negro,,).58 The representation
of Malcolm X is also remarkable for its tenderness: Malcolm X is a "Harlemlamb ... / Weeping" who was motivated by his loathing of "tears, chains and
hatred" and who was murdered for trying "to tell the world's story". 59 The
portrayal of Malcolm X, the most famously militant of black nationalists, as a

Ibid. 202-03.
57 Connecting the Haitian Revolutionaries to Patrice Lumumba and Malcolm X was
something that Cesaire had also attempted in his trilogy of plays La tragedie du roi
Christophe, Une saison au Congo and Une Tempete. In Une Tempete, Caliban states:
"Appelle-moi X "("Call me X.") (28), recalling the defiant voice of Malcolm X.
58 Depestre, A Rainbow for the Christian West. 208-09.
59 Ibid. 209.
56
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gentle lamb is a stunningly subversive representative gesture. Moreover, it is a
move that links Malcolm X to Christ and it also parodies a long history of the
trope of the lamb of God in the poetics of race discourse. The most famous
example in this tradition can be found in William Cowper's 1815 anti-slavery
satirical poem, '"Epigram (Printed in the Northampton Mercury)". This poem
conflates the acts of purifying wine with lamb's blood and the purifying of
sugar with slaves' blood as a means of lampooning slave-holders:
"'Now lambs and negroes both are harmless things.
And thence, perhaps, this wondr' ous Virtue springs,
'Tis in the blood of Innocence aloneGood cause why Planters never try their own. ,,60
Cowper's "Epigram" thus equates the innocence of the lambs with the
innocence of slaves and thereby represents the slaves as sacrificial victims. 61
Depestre's image of Malcolm X as a lamb however, does not rob his subject of
agency as occurs in Cowper's representation. Instead, Depestre's Malcolm X is
a radical black subject whose revolutionary zeal is informed by a Christ-like
compaSSIon.

Conclusion: Revolutionary heroes, vodou gods
When Un arc-en-ciel was first published in 1967, Haiti was firmly in the grip of
the Duvalier dictatorship that used vodou as one of its tools of repression. Thus,
Depestre's recuperation of vodou' s qualities as a liberating force in the poem is
a particularly bold move. By mapping onto vodou the possibility of radical
William Cowper, "Epigram (Printed in the Northampton Mercury) (1815)," in The
Poetry a/Slavery: An Anglo-American Anthology 1764-1865, ed. Marcus Wood
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003).93.
61 Wood, Blind Memory: Visual Representations o/Slavery in England and America.
272.
60
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liberation, Depestre recognised its original status as a liberating force for the
early revolutionaries of Saint Domingue. The evidence that vodou played a
strategic, religious and ideological role in the Haitian Revolution is
compelling. «~ It encouraged the politicisation of the rebel slaves and operated as
an organisational tool that the Revolution's leaders could use to their
advantage.

63

Thus, Depestre's "Voodoo Mystery Poem" is not merely romantic

fantasy located in the celebration of a revolutionary spirit, but an important
recuperation of the intricate relationship between vodou and the achievement of
Haiti's independence. It is Depestre's lasting achievement that in Un-arc-en-

ciel he created an aesthetic with which to connect vodou to past, contemporary
and present oppression, and an enduring demand for revolution. Un arc-en-ciel

pour I' occident chretien remains one of black Francophone literature's most
original and politically infused works that recuperates the past in order to
engage with the contemporary world.

* * *

Coda
Given the radicalism of Depestre's stance, it becomes a matter of interest to the
intellectual

history

of revolutionary

thinking

to

consider

Depestre' s

renunciation of left-wing politics. Depestre came to speak of a desire to operate

Laguerre, Voodoo and Politics in Hait~. 1~1-120. La~uerre.argues that along with
five other critical factors, (1) the populatIOn Imbalance m raCIal terms, (2) the maroon
populations, (3) the destabilising effect of the French Re~olutio~, (4) the ~on-hos~ility
of Spaniards toward Haitian slaves, and.( 5) ot~er fa~tors Includmg the var~ous al~Iances
of blacks and mulattoes, and Saint DomIngue s partIcular race and class hIerarchIes,
vodou enabled the success of the Haitian Revolution.
63 Ibid. 66-7.
62
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only within de-politicized aesthetic boundaries - "I don't give a damn about
politics; turn the page.,,64 Now a Gallimard published author, Depestre has been
lionized by the French literary establishment just as he has adopted its
reactionary position. A 1997 interview with Depestre in The UNESCO Courier,
gently probes the subject of his renouncing of Marxism and negritude and
begins with the following remark:
"Your life as an adult and as a poet began with what you later called "A
triple badge of rebellion" - proud negritude, impassioned surrealism,
and the idea of revolution. Today only the surrealism part seems to have
survived. ,,65

In his response Depestre willingly accepts the observation and he recounts how
he came into contact with surrealism, without making his current stance on
Marxism and negritude clear until later in the interview. When he broaches the
subject he first blames Marxism for deadening his poetic voice:
RD: "The Marxist utopia, with all its lies and repressive nightmares,
took over my work and my life as a poet until the moment I broke with
Stalinism. ,,66

And then he continues, explaining that his commitment to revolution:
RD: " ... nearly destroyed my integrity as a citizen and a writer. The
ideal of revolution seriously impoverished my personal stores of poetry
and tenderness ... The treasure islands invented by the utopias and
mythologies of revolution went up in smoke with the great dreams of
Dayan "France Reads Haiti: An Interview with Rene Depestre." 136, 150.
65 Jasmi~a Sopova, "Between Utopia and Reality. An Interview with Rene Depestre,"
UNESCO Courier 50, no. 12 (1997).
66 Ibid. 48
64
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our youth - uniting the idea of transforming the world (Karl Marx) with
that of changing life (Arthur Rimbaud).,,67

Here, Depestre, appears implicitly to attribute an anti-aesthetic Stalinism to the
idea of revolution that negritude imaginatively conceives of and calls for. The
fact that Depestre's own major works were enabled by negritude would at the
least suggest that it cannot be as easily dismissed as Depestre attempts here:
RD: "'I've always mistrusted the idea of negritude because I did not
think it was possible to constitute an anthropology which is the exact
opposite of the one which devalued us and downgraded us as 'Blacks'.
You can't just transfer to a Black context what is said and done in terms
of Whites. Aime Cesaire referred to this phenomenon as turning
Gobineau upside down. I realized we had to create our own aesthetic
and ideology without falling into 'antiracist' racism.' That's why I said
goodbye to negritude at the same time as I dropped Marxism. I've only
stuck with surrealism, which is still one of my working tools. ,,68

Thus, Depestre has latterly misinterpreted and misrepresented the movement to
which he contributed so much himself. In particular, Depestre's critique of
negritude obfuscates its universalism; it seems appropriate to counter
Depestre's unsatisfactory recycling of Sartre' s much misunderstood phrase,
"antiracist racism", with Sartre' s own words: "I should like to show that this
poetry - which seems racial at first - is actually a hymn by everyone for

Ibid. 48.
68 Ibid. 48.
67
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everyone. ,,69 Though Sartre himself used the phrase "antiracist racism" with
reference to the negritude poets in his essay "Black Orpheus", he used the
phrase in the context of his argument for a recognition of the solidarity that
exists "beyond the nuances of skin color".70 For Sartre had recognised that
capitalisn1 was colour-blind: "Like the white worker, the negro is a victim of
the capitalist structure of our society.,,71

It is thus easy to see how Depestre has profoundly disappointed those critics

who had once been his admirers. Silvio Torres-Saillant has written that "One
feels tempted to say "yes" in response to Dayan's question: 'Has Depestre been
zombified by French fame?'" and notes that:
"Perhaps it is even gloomier that his market success has come precisely
after he ceased challenging the ways of the Christian West and the
workings of empire.,,72

However, the power of Depestre's radical poetry is such that it outlives his
renunciation of the ideals upon which it was based and it continues to sustain
more than a purely historical interest. The poetry's utopian dimension, its
determined advocation of human dignity and of freedom for men of all races
has not aged, and nor has its renewal for a new generation of Cesaire' s earlier
poetic declaration of remaining unreconciled to racism and injustice become
any less relevant with the passing of time. The humanism, tenderness, and

Jean-Paul Sartre, "Black Orpheus," in Race, ed. Robert Bernasconi (Malden, Mass. /
Oxford: Blackwell, 2001). 117.
70 Ibid. 118.
71 Ibid. 118.
72 Silvio Torres-Saillant, Caribbean Poetics: Toward an Aesthetic of West Indian
Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997). 211.
69

100

clarity of Depestre' s radical poetic voice that brought the past alive again and
invested it with the power to liberate the present continues to illuminate the
path to a new and free postcolonial future:
"''1 e berce la dignite humaine

Et lui donne Ie rythme des pluies
Qui tombaient dans mes nuits d' enfant
l'avance porteur d'une foi
Insulaire et barbue becheur
D'une foi indomptable indomptee
N on un grand poeme

a genoux

Sur la dalle de la douleur
Mais une petite lampe haltienne
Qui essuie en riant ses larmes
Et d'un seul coup d'ailes s'eleve
Pour etre a toutjamais un homme
Jusqu'aux confines du ciel debout
Et libre dans la verte innocence
De tous les hommes!"

("I lull human dignity
And give it the rhythm of the rains
That fell in my child-nights
I go forward carrier of a faith
Islander and bearded toiler
For an unconquerable faith unconquered
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Not a great poem on its knees
Before the slab of sorrow
But a little Haitian lamp
That wipes away its tears while smiling
And with one beat of its wings
Rises for ever and ever a man
As far as the ends of the sky upright
And free in the green innocence
Of all men!,,)73

73 Depestre, A Rainbow for the Christian West. 234-37.
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Chapter 3
Edouard Glissant's Monsieur Toussaint

Edouard Glissant's only published play, Monsieur Toussaint, suggests that
there is no one 'true' account or interpretation of the Haitian Revolution or of
its most celebrated figure, Toussaint Louverture. 1 In Monsieur Toussaint
Glissant's representation of Toussaint is not so much a dramatic attempt to
capture something of the essence of the man in an effort to portray him
realistically, but instead, Toussaint is used as an exemplar of the Glissantian
concepts of relation and creolite. This chapter will examine the aesthetics and
politics of Glissant's play, paying particular attention to the means by which the
play articulates or departs from Glissant's own theoretical work, with particular
attention to his writing on theatre.

Monsieur Toussaint has not yet drawn the extensive critical attention that
Glissant's essays, novels and poetry have. It has been widely alleged that
Edouard Glissant, Monsieur Toussaint, trans. J. Michael Dash and Edouard Glissant
(Boulder, Colorado: Lynne Rienner, 2005). The first version of the play was written in
1959 and an English translation was first published in 1981: Edouard Glissant,
Monsieur Toussaint, trans. Joseph G. Foster & Barbara A. Franklin (Washington, D.C.:
Three Continents Press, 1961 ).A shortened version scenique of the play was written in
1977: Edouard Glissant, Monsieur Toussaint: Version Scenique (Paris: Seuil, 1986).
This chapter will refer to the Dash and Glissant 2005 translation of the play.
I

Glissanfs only play lacks the sophistication of his other works. It has
frequently been dismissed as being a cumbersome and unwieldy drama that is
too densely packed with historical details, too dense with dialogue, too
problematic for actual stage production, and that the play fails to bring the
historical players convincingly to life. These are criticisms mostly well placed:
indeed it must be admitted that, in common with C. L. R. James's play

Toussaint, there is a staginess and a woodenness to much of the play's dialogue.
At times the play's language strains with the weight of the history that the play
recuperates for the audience to reconsider. The play is also very demanding of
its readers and theatre-goers both in terms of the play's form and the level of
historical knowledge with which the play assumes the audience is familiar. The
audience is plunged into events with no historical or narrative introduction and
the audience is required to make sense of a non-linear, elliptical narrative form,
in which the play's four acts are divided thematically into, in order, "The
Gods", "The Dead", "The People", and "The Heroes", rather than being divided
into a more straightforward chronological sequence. Nor does the play's setting
help matters: the play is precariously set simultaneously in Saint-Domingue and
at the same time in Toussaint's prison cell at the Fort de Joux in the French Jura
mountains. As the play opens the revolution in Saint Domingue is already in its
eleventh year but historical figures from Saint Domingue and the wider
Caribbean long since dead are central characters in the play. It will be seen that
the play's emphasis on the interaction between the worlds of the living and the
dead gives the play a crudely Haitian character, by drawing on ideas central to
vodou, at the level of the idea if not in form.

104

The play's use of anti-naturalistic devices creates a Brechtian alienation effect
that focuses the audience's attention on the representative nature of the drama.
However, one cannot help but think that an even more Brechtian approach
\\'ould have been beneficial; for example, the play seems to lack the coherence
that could have been provided by the use of that common and muti-purpose
Brechtian device of a narrator. This would certainly have been one way of
assisting the audience in making sense of the narrative that makes rapid leaps in
space and time, and in which historical characters, living and dead, appear
without introduction. A narrator could perhaps also have provided another
voice and another register for Glissant, and so helped to break up the density of
the dialogue that is not sufficiently characterized or individualized in the play.
Many of these difficulties have been highlighted in Charles Forsdick's article,

"Une Vision Prophetique du Passe: Edouard Glissant's refiguring of Toussaint
Louverture".2 There, Forsdick summarises some of the major recurrent
criticisms of the play: that critics have variously found fault with the play for its
lack of chronological or historical guidelines, its privileging of dialogue over
dramatic action, and its excessively theoretical character, not to mention its
"overwhelmingly static plot structure".3 The play has also been regarded as a
dry high-brow polemic, and furthermore the many practical problems of staging

Monsieur Toussaint can be better understood when it is noted that the original
1961 publication of Monsieur Toussaint was written for radio, and thus with no
consideration of the possibilities and limitations of theatrical space. Only in

Charles F orsdick, "Une Vision Prophetique Du Passe: Edouard Glissant's Refiguring
of Toussaint Louverture," International Journal ofFrancophone Studies Vol 2, no. 1
(1999).
3 Ibid. 29.
2
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1977 was a stage version presented for the first time. 4 And also, only recently
Forsdick finds, has the play been considered for its representation of Toussaint
and its connections with Glissant's own theoretical work on the culture and
history of the Caribbean. This kind of sympathetic approach to the play turns
out to be a particularly illuminating one, since through its representation of
Toussaint, the play challenges the marginalization of the Caribbean and in its
stead it posits a creolized, uniquely Caribbean world-view, that justly places the
Haitian Revolution at the centre of world history.

Monsieur Toussaint and Glissant's concept of relation
According to Celia Britton Glissant's concept of la relation underpins the entire
corpus of Glissant's theoretical work. Britton defines Glissantian relation as
follows:
"[It is] a system rather than [ ... ] a number of separate, singular relations.
It is, however, a fluid and unsystematic system whose elements are

engaged in a radically nonhierarchical free play of interrelatedness.,,5

Relation, Britton informs us, is also "an anti-imperialist project.,,6 In opposition
to the colonizers' singular hierarchies, Glissant posits a dynamic of nonhierarchical multiplicity. This becomes crucial to an interpretation of Monsieur

Toussaint as a work of dissenting cultural politics. This point also becomes
This production took place at the Theatre International of ~he ~ite Universit~ire,.
Paris, October 21,1977, by the company of the Theatre NOIf, dIrected by BenjamIn
Jules-Rosette.
5 Celia Britton, Edouard Glissant and Postcolonial Theory: Strategies of Language
and Resistance, New World Studies (Charlottesville, Va. ; London: University Press of
Virginia, 1999). 11.
6Ibid.12.
4
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clearer when the play is read with consideration of its context and place in
Blind, as well as for its representation of the major players of the Haitian
Revolution. Written during Glissant's five year period of exile from his native

~lartinique that followed as a consequence of his establishing of the separatist
Fron! Antillo-Gilyanais party in 1959, the play recuperates a defiant tradition of
trans-national

anti-colonialism and maroonage from

across the wider

Caribbean, relating Haiti to Martinique, and both to the legacies of preColombian history, Africa, and France in a network of never-ending historical
relations.

Crucially, Glissant's concept of relation explodes the Western concept of centre
and periphery and its hierarchical denial that the periphery may also exert
influence on the centre. What has previously been understood as a singular
relation of one-way movements (from the centre to the periphery) is discarded

in Glissant's model and is replaced with plural relations of two-way traffic with
endless parallel junctions and connections. In Monsieur Toussaint this
abstracted concept is housed in the play's formal and aesthetic framework.
Thus, having dispensed with realistic representative techniques of temporal and
spatial dimensions, Monsieur Toussaint enacts Glissant's claim that: "les
centres et les peripheries sont des notions caduques" ("centres and peripheries
are void notions,,).7 And ultimately it is in Glissant's representation of
Toussaint that this concept is fully realized: Glissant's Toussaint is a concept
metaphor. This idea has been touched on by Forsdick:

Edouard Glissant, Introduction A Une Pohique Du Divers (Paris: Gallimard, 1996).
137.

7

107

"In A10nsiellr Toussaint, the protagonist accordingly represents a figure
in whon1 the distinction between the metropolitan centre and the
peripheries has been eclipsed [ ... J Glissant's refiguring of Toussaint
represents a prototypical illustration of the precarious notion of la
Relation".8

Eschewing a root identity founded in a belief in the certainty of origins in
favour of a relation identity linked to the contradictory but furtive experience of
contact among cultures, Glissant's Toussaint's comes to life as a symbol of a
modem, creolized and anti-colonial Caribbean.

If as Britton states, Glissant's concept of relation underpins the entire corpus of
his work, then it is also Glissant's feeling for the interconnectedness of world
cultures, and the tensions that their frequently contradictory forces produce, that
underpins the concept of relation itself. In Poetics of Relation Glissant observes
the quickening of these connections in modem times:
"The cultures of the world have always maintained relations among
themselves that were close or active to varying degrees, but it is only in
modem times that some of the right conditions came together to speed
·,,9

up the nature of these connectIons.

Forsdick, "Une Vision Prophetique Du Passe: Edouard Glissant's Refiguring of
Toussaint Louverture." 35.
9 Edouard Glissant, Poetics of Relation, trans. Betsy Wing (University of Michigan
Press, 1997). Emphasis added. It is important to note that J. Michael Dash has
preferred to translate Glissant's phrase of "Poetique de la Relation" as "Cross-Cultural
Poetics". For a discussion of some of the related difficulties of translation presented by
Glissant's concept of "Poetique de la Relation ", see Bernadette Cailler's review
article: Bernadette Cailler, "Review of Poetics of Relation, by Edouard Glissant. Trans.
Betsy Wing. Ann Arbor: U of Michigan P, 1997.," Research in African Literatures 30,
8

no. 1 (1999).
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Monsieur TOllssaint communicates this perspective of inter-relationships and

the new contexts they produce. The Haitian Revolution is presented to the
reader and audience in a chaotic network of relation in which the interconnectedness of world and local cultures are seen to have produced powerful
and conflicting forces. In Monsieur Toussaint Glissant sets up the character of
Toussaint as the subject of these conflicting forces: Toussaint's Glissantian fate
is to fail while striving to balance the cultures of Africa, the Caribbean, and
Europe which have combined to create his people and his personal context.
Thus, when Toussaint is shown to be struggling to reconcile his divided
affiliations to, for example, the incommensurate ideologies of maroonage and
Jacobinism, or vodou and Christianity, he reveals his entrapment in the
contradictions of a colonial French-Caribbean strand of relations. Toussaint is
subject to, and the subject of, a creolized modernity, and the focal point in an
anti-colonial struggle of a dynamic array of cultural, intellectual, and practical
contradictions and uncertainties.

Monsieur Toussaint expresses these ideas through a number of aesthetic

devices. The play begins with a detailed stage direction that indicates the
method through which the play structurally destabilises our sense of place and
space: "The play is set in Saint-Domingue and at the same time in a cell at the
Fort de Joux where Toussaint is being held prisoner".l0 By symbolically
compressing space in this way, the staging of the play impresses upon the
theatre-goer or the reader the possibility of the transfer and movement of not
just goods and commodities from the colony to the colonizing power, but of the

10

Glissant, Monsieur Toussaint. 21.
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movement of ideas from one place to the other. Neither space is
hemleneutically sealed: whenever the action takes place in Saint-Domingue but
requires the presence of Toussaint, the stage directions inform us that Toussaint
sinlply "'moves into the space at the front of the cell [ ... ] There is no clearly
defined frontier between the world of the prison in France and the lands of the
Caribbean island:,} 1 Toussaint's world is always in a state of flux; relation and
its theatrical counterpart in Monsieur Toussaint thus both initiate a move
towards a concept of globalization.

The play's representation of Toussaint held prisoner in his cell in the Jura also
bears comparison with Cesaire's description of Toussaint imprisoned in the

Cahier.l~ In the Cahier the cold, small cell in the white snow represented an
affront to Toussaint's dignity and status as the heroic and upright symbol of
negritude. The potent colour symbolism of the Cahier also used the white snow
surrounding Toussaint's cell to emphasise his solitude and his isolation from
the final, dramatic sequences of the revolution in Saint-Domingue. However,
Cesaire does not present Toussaint's revolutionary spirit as something that can
be simply locked away: his revolutionary spirit overflows and mixes with the
narrator's own subjectivity in the Cahier. Glissant extends Cesaire's idea that
Toussaint cannot be separated from the Caribbean people as Monsieur
Toussaint makes the point that Toussaint's cell is not just de-territorialized but

it becomes the locus for interaction with ideas and people from both sides of the
Atlantic, as well as from elsewhere in the Caribbean. And just as there is no
Forsdick, "Une Vision Prophetique Du Passe: Edouard Glissant's Refiguring of
Toussaint Louverture." 21.
12 Cesaire, Notebook of a Return to My Native Land / Cahier D'un Retour Au Pays
Natal. 90-1.
11
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clear denlarcation between the Caribbean and France, there

IS

no clear

demarcation between the worlds of the living and of the dead. Toussaint is
visited by a host of characters including a vodou priestess, the spirits of
Mackandal, Moyse and other slave rebels, Toussaint's former master Bayonlibertat, as well as Toussaint's prison guards and Napoleon's envoy. At times
this approach makes for a chaotic and jumpy narrative, but it does hold the
advantage that the formal quality of the play fits the twin concepts of relation
and creolization that the play articulates. The disorientating effect, built into the
play's structure, serves to illustrate Toussaint's own disorientation and selfdoubt as he suffers the consequences of living through the painful experience of
being caught in between conflicting worlds, cultures, ideas, languages, and
histories. With this in mind, 1. Michael Dash's analysis of the playas, "a
somewhat surreal journey into the mind of Toussaint Louverture" that, "in
fonnal terms, can best be seen as a stylised oratorio" seems particularly
.

apposIte.

13

Revolutionary legacies and Monsieur Toussaint as a PanCaribbean text
Monsieur Toussaint is also a Pan-Caribbean text and Glissant is careful to show
that Haiti's cultural formation was not a singular event in the Caribbean, even if
the historical fact the achievement of independence by revolution in 1804 does

13

J. Michael Dash, Edouard Glissant (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995).

102.
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make Haiti a special case.

14

The spirit of the Martinican Louis Delgn~~s, the

mulatto leader of the resistance against the reoccupation and the reinstitution of
slavery in Martinique, is amongst the cast of historical characters who appear
around Toussaint in his cell. Delgn.~s, and his followers, facing certain defeat
after a heroic struggle, committed suicide en masse on the Matouba volcano in
Guadeloupe on the 28

th

May 1802, just a little less than one year before

Toussaint's death, by detonating their gunpowder reserves. Delgn~s's inclusion
in the play exemplifies Dash's observation that, "Toussaint's deterritorialized
cell is meant to be seen as an island in the New World archipelago".15 It is
indicative of the pan-Caribbean valency of Glissant's representation of
Toussaint, and it is also a further element in the conflicting network of relation
that haunts Toussaint. Moreover the presence of Delgres along with Mackandal,
also introduces the theme of revolutionary legacy into the play. Was Toussaint
inspired by either the maroon Mackandal or the example of Delgres? And can
we see Toussaint as carrying on the mantle of either Mackandal's and Delgres'
anti-colonial struggles? In their most dramatic exchange Delgres unsettles
Toussaint as they interrogate the true worth of each other's actions:
Toussaint: "Delgres, Commander Delgres!"

For an excellent argument warning against viewing the Haitian Revolution as unique
or exceptional, a trend which continues to this day, see: J. Michael Dash, "HaIti
Chimere: Revolutionary Universalism and Its Caribbean Context," in Reinterpreting
the Haitian Revolution and Its Cultural Aftershocks, ed. Martin Munro & Elizabeth
Walcott-Hackshaw (Mona, Jamaica: University of the West Indies Press, 2006). For
Dash the Haitian Revolution should be noted for its remarkable radical universalism the s~perseding of incomplete French universalist ideals and a~ a no~al poi~t in a
global interactive history - rather than for its supposed mystenous ~l~gulanty. .
15 J. Michael Dash, "The Theater of the Haitian Revolution / the HaItian RevolutIOn as
Theater," Small Axe 9, no. 2 (2005). 23.
14
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Delgres: '"Sometimes, I heard you utter my name! I would then shout,
"These three hundred are not dead, since Toussaint L'ouverture roots his
hopes in their memory! ,,,
Toussaint: "So it is honor that brings you here."
Delgres: ""Rather, to put my mind at ease, General. For that unfilled hole
in the mud where the powder magazine once stood."
Toussaint: "And Colonel Delgres, you think it is a long way from your
Matouba to my prison? That I was free to choose another fate? That I
was worthy of another death, a powder more glorious than this dust-like
snow in which I will perish slowly, wretchedly?"
Delgres: "Which of us has accomplished more than Toussaint?"
Toussaint: "But you have thought it! Don't announce my death just yet,
it is my tum to prevail over you, my companions.,,16

Glissant had certainly been attracted to the idea of linking Delgres to Toussaint
for some time. In his early book length epic poem The Indies that takes for its
subject the entire history of the Caribbean, Glissant begins the canto entitled
"The Heroes" as follows:
"Thus, to evoke the obscure epic - De1gres: fought to the death against
forces far superior in number and armament. Perhaps his example
sustained the will of - Toussaint: he who also died for this cause ... ,,17

However, Glissant was not the first to link Delgres's story to the Haitian
Revolution. Dessalines did so shortly after independence in Haiti had been
Edouard Glissant, Monsieur Toussaint, trans. J. Michael Dash and Edouard Glissant
(Boulder, Colorado: Lynne Rienner, 2005). 51-2.
..
17 Edouard Glissant, The Indies, trans. Dominique O'Neill (Toronto: EdItIons du Gref,
16

1992).75.
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achieved, and Cesaire's poem "Memorial de Louis Delgres" ("Memorial for
Louis Delgres") draws on this, beginning with two epigraphs. One is an extract
from Dessalines' s "Proclamation to the Haitians" issued shortly after
independence was achieved, on the 28 th April 1804 in which he exclaims the
brave example of Delgres:
"Guadeloupe pillaged and destroyed, its ruins still smoking from its
children's blood, women and old men put to the sword [ ... J the brave
and immortal Delgres blown into the air with the debris of his fort rather
than accepting shackles. A magnanimous warrior!,,18

Dessalines's invocation of Delgres serves as further evidence that we should
not, as is the prevailing trend, interpret the events of the Haitian Revolution as a
unique or freak event. Instead, following Dash's lead, the Haitian Revolution
should be noted for its remarkable radical universalism.

Another key player represented in Monsieur Toussaint whose inclusion
contributes to the recuperation of Haiti's revolutionary heritage is Mackandal.
Unlike Toussaint, Mackandal's cultural and intellectual formation and his
political loyalties are a fairly straightforward matter. Whereas Toussaint is a
divided and creolized figure who had some access to the philosophies and
politics of the European Enlightnement, Makandal's identity is clearly formed
by Africa, vodou and maroonage. Whilst Toussaint is caught between the
conflicting ideologies of maroonage and French revolutionary Jacobinism, or
idealistic

revolutionary

internationalism,

Mackandal's

commitment

to

"Memorial de Louis Delgres / Memorial for Louis Delgres", in Cesaire, The
Collected Poetry. 330-37.
18
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maroonage and a rejection of Western values, is absolute. However, Monsieur
Toussaint does show maroonage to be an inward looking form of resistance,

whereas the lacobins ideals of the French Revolution, which had already been
betrayed in the metropolitan centre by the time of Toussaint's capture and
imprisonment, are shown to have been attractive to Toussaint since in them he
sa,,, the possibility of their achievement in a free and post-revolutionary Saint
Domingue. Thus, although Toussaint does not reject maroonage outright - in
fact he recognizes that the roots of the revolution that he came to lead can be
found in the heritage of maroonage - the constant presence of the legendary
maroon Mackandal, celebrated most vividly perhaps by Alejo Carpentier in The
Kingdom of This World, serves to illustrate the cultural and intellectual distance

that separated Toussaint from the masses. Whilst Toussaint could not disown
his affection for what the utopian elements of the ideology unleashed by the
French Revolution; Toussaint wished to lead Saint Domingue not just to
freedom, but also to law and order, science and knowledge. This is made clear
in Toussaint's words to a common soldier: "If you win in disorder and
madness, you will still be slaves. ,,19

The tension between Mackandal's and Toussaint's different revolutionary
locations and intellectual formations is clearly expressed in a conversation
between the two men, Toussaint alive and trapped in his cell, and Mackandal as
one of the inhabitants of the world of the Dead who converse with Toussaint
throughout the play. Toussaint is shown to have been unaware of Mackandal's
spirited resistance against slavery - Toussaint was not yet born and he did not

19

Glissant, Monsieur Toussaint. 35.
115

hear tales of the inspiring Mackandal while he was a house slave or coachman
for his owner, Bayon-Libertat. In a scene in which Toussaint jumps to his
fonner n1aster's defence, Mackandal pertinently points out that despite
Toussaint's protestations that his fonner master was "good and just" he is still a
man from whom Toussaint must steal his freedom as a "thief who kills and
pillages".20 Toussaint's difficulties in getting his men to relate to the principles
for \\'hich he wants them to fight are exacerbated when Toussaint switches
allegiance from the Spanish to the French mid-revolution. It is a moment that
has been often been celebrated as being a diplomatic maneuver of great
cunning, but in Glissant's drama, when Toussaint responds to the news that the
French Republic has decreed the equality of all men by accepting the National
Convention's gift of the title "Brigadier General", in the eyes of Macaia, a dead
slave rebel leader sees Toussaint as "already more dead than I in this icy room":
Toussaint: "I have known these Macaias, for whom freedom leads only
to a burning horizon. Jeannot, Sylla, Camise. They thought only of
plunder, slaughter."
[ ... ]

Macaia: "So, one fine morning, he hears the mass, he communes with
his God. He was on good terms with his personal confessor, as they say.
Then he ups and attacks his old allies, his friend and brother Bissau!
They all shared each others trust, and Toussaint was the most
trustworthy of all! Betrayal made him into a Republican general.,,21

20
21

Ibid. 30-1.
Ibid. 40-1.
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When Macaia' s words are heard by

Delgn~~s

there is a palpable sense of

disbelief in Delgn!s' swords - "Is that true, my General, is it true?".22 The
response of Toussaint, who had placed his faith in Laveaux and in the National
Assembly that had been created by the French Revolution which had finally
voted for an abolition decree, is a desperate attempt to justify the actions he has
taken. Toussaint's argument that he trusted the Assembly to make good on its
decree. and that he trusted the French lacobins and Laveaux, does not appease
Mackandal who cannot forgive Toussaint for waging war on the early black
rebel leader and ex-slave Biassou who had continued to fight for Spain.

The Haitian Revolution pitted black against black, created unsustainable
allegiances, enemies of friends and friends of enemies, and as Glissant's play
demonstrates, it pressed Toussaint into making decisions that would inevitably
divide his own people. Macaia and Mackandal are not persuaded by Toussaint's
pleading or protestation from his prison: in Toussaint they see a revolutionary
seduced by false idols and a false God. They believe Toussaint to have been
seduced by the ideals of the French Revolution, and that those ideals cannot be
transported to the revolutionary struggle in Haiti. When Macaia cries out:
"Freedom cannot be taught! And there is no timetable for it! Freedom has
grown in the forest ever since the slave trade began", it is a direct rejection of

. . to "construct a country not a wa11 ed-In
. encIave. ,,23
Toussaint's ambItton

Toussaint's embrace of Christianity is a further aspect of Toussaint's creolized
self. Knowing that his faith pits him against his ancestors Toussaint asks the
Ibid. 41.
23 Ibid. 42, 50-1.
22

117

question: "'I know universal faith, is that my fault?" before he explains, "I love
the peace that this religion brings".24 The question of the 'fault' is a central one
in Glissanfs representation of Toussaint: he certainly feels privileged to have
been exposed to Enlightenment ideals and the culture and religion of France.
However, Monsieur Toussaint is in many ways an expression of the painful
intenningling of those ideals. C. L. R. James called Toussaint a great man and
claimed that "great men make history, but only such history as it is possible for
them to make"; Glissant on the other hand, depicts Toussaint as being tom apart
·
''i
bY hIstOry.--

Toussaint then, for Glissant, is not a mythological maker of

history, but merely Monsieur Toussaint, Toussaint's self-adopted surname
"L 'ouverture" - "the opening" - is stripped from him just as the prison guards

remove Toussaint's sash and unifonn giving him instead the overalls of an
ordinary peasant. Glissant's Toussaint is far removed from his representation as
the liberator and symbol of negritude as summoned by Cesaire. Whereas
Cesaire and James needed to mytholgise Toussaint for their projects, Glissant
needed to de-mythologize Toussaint for his. For Cesaire, Toussaint was a bold
exemplar of upright negritude, and for James the Toussaint myth was the means
by which he could fashion a "great man" of world history in the hope that he
would provide a model for the twentieth century anti-colonial struggles in
Africa. But Glissant's recuperation does something rather different: Glissant
reveals the man whose actions would later generate the myth and in so doing,
his recuperation evokes Toussaint's human frailties whereas Cesaire and James
somewhat glossed over them. Perceiving Toussaint through Glissant's thesis of

Ibid. 51.
25 James, The Black Jacobins: Toussaint L'ouverture and the San Domingo Revolution.
24
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relation does not require the invoking of a great man or a myth. Rather, it
emphasises the Caribbean region's richly syncretic heritage, in which Toussaint
\vas a heroic, and tragic, player.

Glissant, Cesaire and theatre
Glissant's earliest published representation of Toussaint comes in his epic poem

The Indies. Here, the influence of Cesaire's portrait of Toussaint in the Cahier
can be strongly felt. The canto begins by comparing Toussaint to the
mythological creature the centaur, and ends with Glissant borrowing from
Cesaire's reworking of the fertility myth in which Toussaint fills the role of the
dying and reviving god. The canto begins:

"Toussaint, already named, who was centaur, and came to
die on the frozen sand of the empire."

And concludes with:

"Let him die 0 let him die, and let the forest grow." 26

It is interesting to note Cesaire's and Glissant's similarities and divergences

when it comes to their reworking of the Toussaint myth. Forsdick has argued
that in Monsieur Toussaint Glissant departs from Cesaire's analysis in his
historical work Toussaint, and that crucially, Glissant's recuperation marks an
important development of the Toussaint myth in response and away from
Cesaire. Both Cesaire and Glissant saw in Toussaint a contradictory, multiple,

26

Glissant, The Indies. 83.
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partial figure, but their different critical templates ensured that the way in which
he was adapted to their projects was different.

Forsdick claims that Glissant saw Toussaint's heteronomy as an opportunity _
for Glissant, Toussaint became a symbol of the complexity and richness of
Caribbean history. Forsdick then contrasts this interpretation that emphasises
Toussaint's heteronomy as openness, with what he regards as Cesaire's
interpretation of Toussaint. Forsdick sees Cesaire's recuperation of Toussaint,
and specifically Cesaire's reading of Toussaint's heteronomy, as closed.
Quoting Cesaire, Forsdick alleges that for Cesaire, Toussaint's heteronomy was
paralysing, the ultimate exemplar of "Ie probleme colonial". As such,
F orsdick' s analysis would seem to reinforce the mood of the general shift away
from Cesairean thought that can be witnessed in recent years: in this school of
thought Glissantian creolite's 'openness' represents a more sophisticated,
politically furtive development of Cesairean 'closed' negritude.

However, the argument that Cesaire' s Toussaint is ultimately only a
"problematic convergence of issues" overlooks Cesaire' s representation of
Toussaint in the Cahier. 27 In the Cahier Toussaint is not a dead-end of
contradictions: he is represented as a Nietzschean tragic hero to whom Cesaire
ascribes the paradigm of primitive Greek fertility myths and he thereby
becomes the source of a revived Caribbean subjectivity?8

Forsdick, "Une Vision Prophetique Du Passe: Edouard Glissant's Refiguring of
Toussaint Louverture." 32.
28 For an analysis of literary uses of fertility myths see: Coupe, Myth. 1,5,7,12,18,
21-6,53,60,67,68,165,178.
27
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Reading Glissant's Monsieur Toussaint alongside Cesaire's play La tragedie du

roi Christophe, and Glissant's own writings on theatre in Caribbean Discourse
is also a rewarding project: surprisingly perhaps, it is Cesaire's play that seems
to capture much more of the life and folklore of revolutionary Haiti rather than
Glissant's. Whereas Cesaire's play is varied in tone, tragi-comic and a dynamic
blend of theatre, ritual and dance, Glissant's play remains a think-piece and
never quite becomes a piece of living theatre. It is thus somewhat ironic, that
Glissanf s Monsieur Toussaint, never quite convinces and that it carries no echo
of his writing on theatre. In "Theater, Consciousness of the People" in

Caribbean Disourse, Glissant writes about theatre as a necessary stage in the
development of a national consciousness, and amongst a number of other
related points that Glissant calls "scattered proposals", he argues that,
"Theatrical expression is structured from the forms of common folkloric
background" and also that,
"This form of dramatic expreSSIon becomes that of the (entire)
community because it moves beyond its folkloric origins while not
.. tern.
h
,,29
un d ermInIng

Thus, read alongside his writings on theatre the absence of folk culture in
Glissant's Monsieur Toussaint is strongly apparent and surprising. Thus,
although Monsieur Toussaint presents an original recuperation of Toussaint and
it is especially productive as a vehicle with which to expand his theory of

relation, Glissant's play's shortcomings, including its lack of folkloric elements
and its failure to bring to life the narrative of the Haitian Revolution with

29

Glissant, Caribbean Discourse: Selected Essays. 198. Italicised in the original.
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accessibility and narrative coherence, profoundly limit the play's dramatic
impact.
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Chapter 4
The marvelous real and the Haitian Revolution in
Alejo Carpentier's The Kingdom of this World

"The mythical and the marvelous can, when understood in a rational
way, become powerful levers for providing men with a vision, for
creating a realistic art and literature, for transforming the world."
- Jacques Stephen Alexis (1956)

"Carpentier's artIstIc enterprise in the forties became a search for
origins, the recovery of history and tradition, the foundation of an
autonomous American consciousness serving as the basis for a literature
faithful to the New World. Like an American Ulysses, Carpentier sets
forth in search of this goal through the winding roads and the turbulent
rivers of the continent ... Carpentier is reaching for that elusive Golden
Age when fable and history were one."
- Roberto Gonzalez Echeverria (1977)

Alejo Carpentier, the Cuban novelist, essayist, musicologist, and Communist, is
widely acclaimed as having been one of Latin America's most influential
writers. His innovation of the concept "la real maravillasa" ("the marvelous
real") was the inspiration that led to the phenomenon of the Latin American
literary boom of the 1960s. 1 La real maravillasa was an extraordinary and

The major works of the much commented on Latin American literary 'boom' were
published between 1960 and 1967, and saw writers including Julio Cortazar, Carlos
Fuentes, Gabriel Garcia Marquez, and Mario Vargas Llosa, gain a worldwide audience
1
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distinctive literary style and theory, that was defined by his bewitching novel of
the Haitian Revolution, The Kingdom of this World, and in his landmark essays,
"'On the Marvelous Real in America" and "The Baroque and the Marvelous
...,

Real".~ Here he called for a new and radical way of perceiving Pan-American

cultures and histories with a particular emphasis on their syncretic and nonEuropean elements, as well as an understanding of the nature of historical
change. I will argue that Carpentier's recuperation of the Haitian Revolution in
The Kingdom of This World exemplifies this argument.

The roots of what Carpentier labeled 10 real maravilloso can be found in his
reaction to his trip to Haiti in 1943. It was a journey in which he first perceived
the existence of a distinct continental American culture; this in turn would lead

as they became known as the key exponents of 'magical realism'. The term 'magical
realism' itself however, would ultimately become associated with an ill-defined and
highly variable literary style, but it remains a powerful marketing tool nevertheless.
Drained of its original radicalism, it has become little more than an effective means of
selling the Third World to the First as 'other' and exotic. It is noteworthy that Toni
Morrison, fearful of the de-politicizing quality of the term, fiercely denies that her
work is 'magical realist' or that it can be read as such. See Michael Denning, Culture
in the Age of Three Worlds (London: Verso, 2004). Also see: Edwin Williamson, "The
Quixotic Roots of Magic Realism: History and Fiction in Alejo Carpentier and Garcia
Marquez," in Cervantes and the Modernists: The Question ofInfluence, ed. Edwin
Williamson (London: Tamesis, 1994). Also: Edwin Williamson, "Coming to Terms
with Modernity: Magic Realism and the Historical Process in the Novels of Alejo
Carpentier," in Modern Latin American Fiction, ed. John King (London: Faber and
Faber, 1987).
2 Alejo Carpentier, The Kingdom of This World, trans. Harriet de Onis (New York: The
Noonday Press: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, [1949] 1989). Alejo Carpentier, "On the
Marvelous Real in America," in Magical Realism: Theory, History, Community, ed.
Lois Parkinson Zamora & Wendy B. Farris (Duke University Press, 1967, 1995 ),
Alejo Carpentier, "The Baroque and the Marvelous Real," in Magical Realism: Theory,
History, Community, ed. Lois Parkinson Zamora & Wendy B. Farris (Duke University
Press, 1975, 1995), Alejo Carpentier, The Kingdom of This World, trans. Harriet de
Onis (New York: The Noonday Press: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1949, rpt. 1989). The
final part of Carpentier's essay "De Lo Real Maravilloso Americano", in Tientos Y
Diferencias (Montevideo: Arca, 1967) was originally published as the prologue to the
1949 edition of The Kingdom of This World, however the English translations of the
novel have not included the prologue.
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him to his "ftrst inkling of the marvelous real".3 Everyday Haitian culture
struck him as being deeply connected to its historical past, and "to certain
synchronisms, American, recurrent, timeless, relating this to that, yesterday to
today". -+ Carpentier noted that this reality bore certain similarities to the artifice
of European surrealism:
"After having felt the undeniable spell of the lands of Haiti, after having
found magical warnings along the red roads of the Central Meseta, after
having heard the drums of the Petro and the Rada, I was moved to set
this recently experienced marvelous reality beside the tiresome
pretension of creating the marvelous that has characterized certain
European literatures".5

Thus, Carpentier's marvelous realism shares certain affinities with the surrealist
influenced negritude of Aime Cesaire and Rene Depestre. And also like the
negritude of Cesaire and Depestre, Carpentier's theory of 10 real maravilloso
displayed a deep awareness of the critical differences between the artifice of
European surrealism and the inherent surrealism of Haiti's cultural practices,
history, and geography:
" .. , if Surrealism pursued the marvelous, one would have to say that it
very rarely looked for it in reality ... Where is it [surrealism] going?
What is its purpose? No one knows. A mystery. A manufactured
mystery.

,,6

Carpentier, "On the Marvelous Real in America." 84.
4 Ibid. 84.
5 Ibid. 84.
6 Carpentier, "The Baroque and the Marvelous Real." 103-4. Emphasis in the original.
3
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Carpentier argued that the marvelous real could not be disengaged from reality
since he saw it as belonging to reality itself, it was:
. . ... latent and omnipresent, in all that is Latin American. Here the
strange is commonplace, and always was commonplace.,,7
Thus, although it has been argued that Carpentier's work has a more ambivalent
relationship with surrealism than his denunciations would suggest,8 the basis of
Carpentier's theory of 10 real maravilloso can be found in the strange, or
surreal, material realities of Haitian life.

The Origins of the "Marvelous Real"

Alejo Carpentier's essay, "On the Marvelous Real in America", remains the
most important key and the starting point to any interpretation of The Kingdom

of This World. This argument begins with a series of subjective case studies of
cultural and artistic difference based upon his first hand experience of traveling
in China, Iran, the Soviet Union, and the Czech city of Prague. Carpentier uses
each case study to record his sense of amazement at their different cultural
languages and his varying ability to connect to them. Thus, Carpentier laments
the impossibility of ever truly understanding Chinese or Iranian cultures:
"Upon my return I was invaded by the great melancholy of one who
wanted to understand but understood only partially.,,9

Ibid. 104
8 Richard A. Young, Carpentier, El Reina De Este Mundo, Critical Guides to Spanish
Texts; 34 (London: Grant & Cutler in association with Tamesis Books, 1983).42.
9 Carpentier, "On the Marvelous Real in America." 78.
7
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True understanding, Carpentier somberly notes, would entail more than a
lifetime of learning languages, texts, and history. On the other hand Carpentier
joyously discovered that Soviet culture was not alien to him, despite his
inability to speak the language. In the Soviet Union Carpentier's "sense of
incomprehension was entirely alleviated":
. . The magnificent architecture of Leningrad, at once baroque, Italian,
Russian was pleasing to me before I ever saw it ... The Winter Palace,
deeply blue and foaming white, with its Neptunian, aquatic baroque

[barroquismoJ, spoke a language well known to me".l0

In Prague also, Carpentier found himself at home in a city dominated by the
legacies of the Reformation and Counter-Reformation, Faust, Mozart and
Kafka: all historical and cultural referents already familiar to him as a Latin
American of European extraction. Together, they enabled him to connect with
Prague's cultural history and life in a manner that was impossible on his visits
to Peking and Tehran. From Prague Carpentier's observations move on to Latin
America: he notes in its land, its people, and its ontology, a confluence of
mythologies and histories, pre-Colombian, European, African, baroque, and
Faustian. In a succinct and eloquent affirmation of the link that binds aesthetics
to the specifics of historical materiality and the heritage of cultures, Carpentier
writes:

10

Ibid. 79.

127

"Latin An1ericans drag a legacy of thirty centuries behind them, but in
spite of a record of absurd deeds and many sins, we must recognize that
ollr sf) -Ie is reaffirmed throughout our history".11

Emphasising the historical aspect of the marvelous, the inheritance of the
Americas, Carpentier argues, is a fecund cultural fusion and the challenge for
the American writer is to find a language capable of expressing this reality. Lo
real maravilloso was Carpentier's response to that challenge, and his

representation of the Haitian Revolution in The Kingdom of This World
illustrates how and why the marvelous real could function as such a profound
representative tool.

The Marvelous Realities of the Haitian Revolution

The Kingdom of This World, as Barbara Webb explains, eschews preoccupation

with the veneration of Haiti's revolutionary leaders:
"The historical focus of EI Reino is not [ ... ] history told from the point
of view of great men; some of the most important historical figures are
glaringly absent. Instead, Carpentier recreates the events of that history
.
db y th e ord'Inary save
I ".12
as expenence
Thus, leaving Toussaint, Dessalines, Moise and a host of the other important
historical players out, the novel's fictional protagonist, Ti Noel, represents the

Ibid. 83. Emphases in the original.
12 Barbara J. Webb, Myth and History in Caribbean Fiction: Alejo Carpentier, Wilson
Harris, and Edouard Glissant (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1992).28.
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'ordinary slave', although his life story is far from 'ordinary'. A field slave in
pre-revolutionary Saint Domingue, Ti Noel developed a close friendship with
the great maroon rebel Macandal whose influence on Ti Nod is vital to the
narrative.

Ti Noel and Macandal come to know each other as they share the same master,
Lenormand de Mezy, and work on the same plantation. Macandal is the novel's
most heroic figure and his inspiring personal story of great courage, ingenuity,
and resistance is felt throughout the novel, and it profoundly affects Ti Noel.
The historian Carolyn Fick, has claimed that Franc;ois Macandal was, by far,
"the most extraordinary and awesome of the pre-revolutionary leaders.,,13
Though historians have found certainties in relation to Macandal's background
and biography hard to come by, it is thought that Macandal was born in Guinea,
and that he was highly educated, a Muslim, an Arabic speaker, and that he
displayed a talent for the arts and for medicine from an early age. Captured as a
prisoner of war and sold as a common slave to European traders, Macandal was
then sold and re-sold in Saint Domingue where he eventually came to be owned
by Lenormand de Mezy in the Limbe region of Saint Domingue before he
escaped to the mountainous highlands where he became a legendary maroon
leader of resistance to slavery for nearly two decades. Macandal' s status as a
great vodou priest, among his other qualities, helped to perpetuate his legendary
status among ordinary slaves, Ti Noel amongst them.

13

Fick, The Making of Haiti: The Saint Domingue Revolution from Below. 61.
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In the stories that were told about him, Macandal was able to transcend his
earthly, human limitations by supernatural cunning and his ability to assume the
form of animals, birds, or insects. There is only a scanty historical record
available to us in order to reconstruct the actual historical Macandal, but based
on the available evidence, Fick makes the following points about Macandal' s
character:
"'His qualities of leadership, his sense of organization, his stature as a
religious cult leader, his eloquence as an orator, not only rivaled that of
the European orators of the day, but surpassed it in strength and vigour,
affording him an immeasurable influence and command over the slaves
in his following. ,,14
The admiration that Macandal inspired due to his great charisma and the
poisoning campaigns that he orchestrated against the white slave masters of
Saint Domingue are presented in The Kingdom of This World as having cast the
seeds of revolution in Saint Domingue. However, Macandal is also a character
of particular importance as he personifies the marvelous realities of Latin
American and Caribbean history, and by his actions as well as for his gift for
story-telling, he exists as a progenitor of an insurrectionary Haitian mythology.
It is Macandal' s stories of great African histories and African myths that

inspire the young Ti Noel throughout his life:
" [ ... ] those tales Macandal sing-songed [ ... ] With deliberately languid
tone, the better to secure certain effect, the Mandingue Negro would tell
of things that had happened in the great kingdoms of Popo, of Arada, of
the N agos, or the Fulah. He spoke of the great migrations of tribes, of

14

Ibid. 60.
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age-long wars, of epic battles in which the animals had been allies of
men. He knew the story of Adonhueso, of the King of Angola, of King
Da, the incarnation of the Serpent, which is the eternal beginning, never
ending, who took his pleasure mystically with a queen who was the
Rainbow, patroness of the Waters and of all Bringing Forth.,,15
Macandal's stories also celebrate Africa at the expense of the European powers
and the impact these stories have on Ti Noel is dramatic:
"Although Ti Noel had little learning, he had been instructed in these
truths by the deep wisdom of Macanda!. In Africa the king was warrior,
hunter, judge and priest; his precious seed distended hundreds of bellies
with a mighty strain of heroes. In France, in Spain, the king sent his
generals to fight in his stead; he was incompetent to decide legal
problems, he allowed himself to be scolded by any trumpery friar.,,16

The emphasis placed upon Macandal' s extraordinary gift for the "narrative arts"
emphasises the manner in which story-telling fosters both a hero-myth and a
climate of insurrectionary potential in Saint Domnigue. 17 Macandal' s stories
tend to follow a similar theme: that the European creation of the colony of Saint
Domingue is culturally, architecturally, and historically a "trumpery thing
compared to the great cities of Guinea", a theme that registers a defiant
rejection of the inferiority of Africans. 18 Macandal's stories also frequently
evoke a Dionysian spirit and they refer to "giant drums", "feasts of

Carpentier, The Kingdom of This World. 13.
16 Ibid. 14.
17 Ibid. 19.
18 Ibid. 19.
15
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circun1cision", rituals, dancing youths, and they associate a deep mysticism
\vith Africa. 19 The critic Richard Young has written that:
'"Macandal's stories of Africa are intended to negate the idea of a
cultural void as the necessary legacy of slavery ... ,,20
However, it is also noteworthy that the representation of Macandal's story in

The Kingdom of This World - and the content and the impact of his stories that
revalorize Africa - communicates a message that could be recognised as a form
of negritude - about which Carpentier never wrote. The Kingdom of This World
thus supports Cesaire' s thesis that in Haiti "negritude stood up for the first
time".21

* * *

TiN oel' s life story is also made unusual for a number of other factors beyond
his friendship with Macandal. He experienced first hand the Bois Caiman
vodou ceremony, participated in the subsequent great slave uprising of the
northern plains in 1791, after which he knew short-lived freedom as a rebel
slave, before his re-capture and transportation to Cuba with his old master. In
Cuba he was won in a card game by a Santiago slave owner, shortly after which
his first master, Lenormand de Mezy, died. Ti Noel's experience as a slave was
more bearable in Cuba and over a period of many years, he was eventually able
to save sufficient funds to buy his passage onto a fishing boat to the land that

Ibid. 20.
20 Webb, Myth and History in Caribbean Fiction: Alejo Carpentier, Wilson Harris,
and Edouard Glissant. 29
21 Cesaire, Notebook of a Return to My Native Land / Cahier D'un Retour Au Pays
Natal. 91.
19
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was by then an independent Black republic and had been renamed Haiti.
However, Ti Noel's travails did not end on his return to the "land where slavery
had been abolished forever". 22 By then an old man, he was recaptured and put
to work as a slave-labourer in the disintegrating Kingdom of Henri Christophe.

Through the character of Ti Noel, whose interiority is revealed, the novel
imaginatively expounds on the role played by ordinary slaves throughout the
Revolution. The novel's animation of Ti-Noel's consciousness thus acquires a
significance that goes beyond the need to evoke an authentic self: Ti Noel's
belief systems, his rational and irrational thoughts, become our way of
accessing the marvelous realities of Saint Domingue's slave culture. It is
important to note that in The Kingdom of This World, the Revolution and its
surrounding events are both explicable and inexplicable in rational terms, and
that slave culture, particularly vodou, is presented as both magical and
understandable in reasonable terms. For example, Ti Noel's and the slaves'
faith in the power of metamorphosis - a power to which both Macandal and Ti
Noel have access - is presented as being perfectly natura1. 23

Michael Taussig's study of the cultural practices and ideas of two contemporary
groups of rural people in Colombia and Bolivia, The Devil and Commodity

Fetishism in South America, is helpful in an attempt to understand The
Kingdom of This World's use of marvelous realism in order to represent slave

Carpentier, The Kingdom of This World. 108.
23 The representation of the irrational and extraordinary as commonplace later became
one of the defining characteristics of all magical realist literature. The example of the
acceptance of levitation in Gabriel Garcia Marquez's One Hundred Years of Solitude is
a frequently given example that demonstrates this.
22
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folk culture and supernatural acts such as shape-changing. 24 Taussig, whose
study is an attempt to interpret "the cultural reactions of peasants to industrial
capitalism",25 warns us of a number of pitfalls associated with anthropological
attempts to interpret the fantastic and magical reactions of folk culture in
societies on the threshold of capitalist development, as "profound art [s] of
compensation",26 which he regards as a commonly used, but flawed, approach
to understanding magical and fantastical rites and beliefs. Instead, Taussig calls
on us to see magical beliefs, rites, and cultural practices as
"in their own right with all their vividness and detail as the response of
people to what they see as an evil and destructive way of ordering
economic life ... ,,27
His analysis, I suggest, can be applied to the slave society of colonial Saint
Domingue, so that to see, in our case, the slaves' faith in vodou and the powers
of metamorphosis solely as a response to the anxieties and thwarted desires
resulting from slavery and dispossession, would be to divert attention from the
inner meanings of this phenomena by misreading or overlooking the
"richly detailed motifs and precise configuration of details and
meanings that constitute the beliefs and rites in question [ ... ] it actively
diverts attention from the inner meaning of these phenomena. ,,28

Michael T. Taussig, The Devil and Commodity Fetishism in South America (Chapel
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1980).
25 Ibid. 3.
26 Wilson Harris quoted in: Barbara J. Webb, Myth and History in Caribbean Fiction:
Alejo Carpentier, Wilson Harris, and Edouard Glissant (Amherst: University of
Massachusetts Press, 1992).24. Harris was specifically providing an analysis of the
politics of limbo dancing.
27 Taussig, The Devil and Commodity Fetishism in South America. 17
28 Ibid. 14.
24
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Thus following Taussig, we might read the representations of the marvelous
and irrational in The Kingdom of This World as more than responses to the
overwhelming alienation effect of slavery, but instead as specific responses to
what was seen by the slaves as an evil way of ordering economic life which
entailed the destruction of their own social structures. Macandal' s ability to
defy death, in the eyes of the slave masses, and to continue to pose a threat to
the masters of Saint Domingue as a vodou spirit thus becomes life affinning
and insurrectionary, rather than delusional or compensatory. One of the great
successes of the aesthetic language of The Kingdom of This World is thus its
evocation of the richly detailed, seemingly strange, intellectual and spiritual life
of Saint Domingue's slave population. The novel's narration of the execution of
Macandal exemplifies this point.

The public burning of Macandal was intended to illustrate definitively the
futility of resistance to his followers; instead it ironically served to reinforce his
followers' faith in his supernatural powers of insubordination. The novel
thereby demonstrates an understanding of how resistance can be dependent on
beliefs as well as on 'reasonable' ideas. The execution occurs at the end of the
novel's first part:
" ... how completely helpless they were against a man chrismed by the
great Loas. [ ... ] At that moment Macandal moved the stump of his ann,
which they had been unable to tie up, in a threatening gesture which was
nonetheless terrible for being partial, howling unknown spells and
violently thrusting his torso forward. The bonds fell off and the body of
the Negro rose in the air, flying overhead, until it plunged into the black
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waves of the sea of slaves. A single cry filled the square: 'Macandal
saved! ,,,29
This dramatises how the European slave masters could find no way to stifle the
sustaining spirit of the slaves' faith in vodou and Macandal' s boundless powers
- "the whites had been outwitted by the Mighty Powers of the Other Shore"?O
Thus the aesthetic form of marvelous realism is used in order to convey that the
slaves of Saint Domingue were able to translate even the direst news of
oppression into empowering stories of resistance, and even the capture and
public execution of a heroic maroon leader spreads within the slave community
not as a story of defeat but of an ingenious triumph over the witless slave
owners.31

The Mythological Drama of The Kingdom of This World
The Kingdom of This World also narrates the history of the Haitian Revolution
in such a way that the story takes on an epic mythological dimension, drawing
on Christian myths of Paradise and Hell. The epigraph to the novel's first part is
taken from Lope de Vega's The Famous Drama of the Discovery of the New

World by Christopher Columbus, and it is used both to contrast and blur the
relation of history to myth. The epigraph is a segment of an exchange between
Carpentier, The Kingdom a/This World. 51-2.
30 Ibid. 52.
th
31 There are similarities here with the colonized peasantry in 20 century Algeria
observed by Frantz Fanon who were also able to translate news received via radio of
further oppression into heroic stories of resistance. See: Nigel Gibson, "Jammin' the
Airwaves and Tuning into Revolution: The Dialectics of the Radio In "L'an V De La
Revolution Algerienne," in Fanon: A Critical Reader, ed. T. Denean Sharpley-Whiting
& Renee T. White Lewis R. Gordon (Oxford: Blackwell, 1996).
29
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the Devil and Providence; the Devil declares himself to be "The King of the
West" before inquiring of Providence:
The Devil:

"Oh, blessed court,
Eternal Providence!
Where are you sending Columbus
To renew my evil deeds?
Know you not that long since
I rule there?,,32

Casting Christopher Columbus as an instrument of the Devil, Lope de Vega's
text boldly subverted the status of Columbus as a discoverer and hero , and
instead reduces him to a pawn in a grand and demonic plan. Thus the epigraph
taken from Lope de Vega encourages us to see the West's colonial project and
the installation of slavery in the New World in diabolical, Faustian terms. In
this context the Haitian Revolution becomes not just a Revolution against
French, British and Spanish imperial powers, but a rebellion against evil itself.
The brutal slave system of Saint Domingue can easily be seen in these hellish
terms, and the novel frequently focuses our attention on the macabre horrors
that could be found in colonial Saint Domingue, but without resorting to
graphic descriptions of violence or torture as we find in Madison Smartt Bell's
Haitian trilogy, for example. 33 Instead the abominable and hellish state of prerevolutionary Saint Domingue is evoked in a manner that manages to be
disturbing but not gratuitous. Atrocity always lurks just below the surface
suggesting the depraved nature of the colony; for example, in the novel's first
chapter, entitled "The Wax Heads", the description of Ti Noel's "gift for
32
33

Carpentier, The Kingdom of This World. 7.
See my later chapter on Madison Smartt Bell.
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jUdging horse flesh" is a powerful reminder of the slave markets, and the novel
thereby juxtaposes the sale of horse flesh and human flesh. 34 The purchase of
the horse is immediately followed by a trip to the barber's for Lenonnand de
Mezy, which offers Ti Noel the opportunity to pass the time looking in at the
butcher's next door. The subtle comparison of horse flesh to human flesh is
thus extended by the ironic suggestion of cannibalism. In order to ensure that
the reader does not miss the point, the omniscient narrator explains that Ti Noel
also notices that the calves' heads in the window of the tripe shop "shared the
same waxy quality" as the four wigged wax head mannequins in the window of
the barber's shop/5 and that
"it amused Ti Noel to think that alongside the pale calves' heads, heads
of white men were served on the same tablecloth. Just as fowl for a
banquet are adorned with their feathers, so some experienced macabre
cook might have trimmed the heads with their best wigs. ,,36
Ti Noel's imagination is quick-witted and grim, conjuring a "picture of an
abominable feast" that alerts us to the demonic ills at the heart of Saint
Domingue society.37 With the morning "rampant with heads,,/8 when his
master emerges from the barber's with "heavily powdered cheeks",39 Ti Noel
observes that:
"His [master's] face now bore a startling resemblance to the four dull
wax faces that stood in a row along the counter smiling stupidly [ ... ] On
his way out M. Lenonnand de Mezy bought a calf s head in the tripe

Carpentier, The Kingdom of This World. 9.
35 Ibid. 10.
36 Ibid. 11.
37 Ibid. 12.
38 Ibid. 11.
39 Ibid. 15.
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shop [ ... ] Ti Noel clasped that white, chill skull under his arm, thinking
how much it probably resembled the bald head of his master hidden
beneath his wig. ,,40
Figuring Saint Domingue as Hell, Carpentier was also playing with the
colonists desire to perceive their colony as a paradise, but even Lenormand de
Mezy saw that Saint Domingue was no paradise. Reflecting on "those Utopian
imbeciles in Paris whose hearts bled for the black slaves" de Mezy knew that:
'"it was very easy to envisage Santo Domingo as the leafy paradise of

Paul and Virginia, where the melons did not hang from the branches of
the trees only because they would have killed the passers-by if they had
fallen from such heights. ,,41
However, it was not just the revolutionary "Utopian imbeciles in Paris" who
imagined Saint Domingue in paradisial terms.

The Degenerate Colony, and the transformation of Pauline
Bonaparte's Vision of Paradise into Hell

As well as a fascination with the macabre and the violent, The Kingdom of This

World also displays a gothic eroticism, and cannibalism is far from the only
trait of depravity that the novel reveals in its indictment of white settler society
in Saint Domingue. The novel reveals the widespread lust and erotomania that

40
41

Ibid. 15.
Ibid. 71, 71-2.
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\vas part and parcel of this community. Sex was to be found everywhere,
especially at the Cap Fran<;ais marketplace, the sights and sounds of which are
vividly evoked in a baroque jumble of a world. "Quadroons" and "Negresses",
the playthings of de Mezy and men of his ilk, clutch prayerbooks and parasols,
alongside sailors selling monkeys to the ladies of the plantocracy. The ubiquity
of drunkenness, the co-existence of material luxury and moral laxity is
indicative of a society wherein everything is tainted by slavery, and everything
becomes rotten and infected. The excesses and licentiousness of prereYolutionary Saint Dominuge are evoked in a number of descriptions of de
Mezy's lust. Some twenty years after the narrative began, the now widowed de
Mezy has taken MIle Floridor, an actress "uniquely gifted in the phallic arts",
into his home as his mistress. 42 With Saint Domingue now on the threshold of
the first major slave uprising of the Revolution, Carpentier writes:
" . .. with advancing age M. Lenormand de Mezy had become cranky
and drank heavily. He suffered from a perpetual erotomania that kept
him panting after adolescent slave girls, the smell of whose skin drove
· out 0 fh"IS mInd,,43
.
h1m
It is noteworthy that as de Mezy' s lust spirals out of control, so too does his

habit for meting out corporal punishment. Meanwhile, MIle Floridor, "faded
and gnawed by malaria", the bottle, and her recognition of her failure as an
actress, ordered her slaves "whipped on the slightest pretext.,,44 The rapid
degeneration of de Mezy and MIle Floridor is presented as a disease, and when

Ibid. 59.
43 Ibid. 60.
44 Ibid. 60.
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the tables are turned on the first night of the great slave uprising in the northern
plains, Ti Noel succumbs to the contagion that had surrounded him for so long:
"F or a long time now he had dreamed of raping Mlle Floridor. On those
nights of tragic declamations she had displayed beneath the tunic with
its Greek-key border breasts undamaged by the irreversible outrages of
the years. ,..t5
Given the acceptance of sexual depravity in Saint Domingue, Carpentier
concurs with C. L. R. lames's assessment of the extreme violence, particularly
of the early stages of the revolution, by explaining how sexual exploitation and
rape \yere normalized in the course of the Revolution:
"From their masters they had known rape, torture, degradation, and, at
the slightest provocation, death. They returned in kind".46
Neither lames nor Carpentier shirked from representing the atrocities
committed throughout the revolution, while never isolating the crimes from
their context.

Staying true to his strategy of narrating the history of the Haitian Revolution
from the perspective of lesser known historical figures and fictional characters
rather than from the perspective of the leaders, Carpentier chooses Pauline
Bonaparte, Napoleon's sister and wife to General Leclerc, as offering the
novel's most significant French perspective on the Revolution. The history
books provide many memorable anecdotal portraits of Pauline Bonaparte as
Napoleon's silly and spoilt sister who was uncontrollably adulterous and

Ibid. 74.
46 James, The Black Jacob ins : Toussaint L'ouverture and the San Domingo
Revolution. 71.
45

141

spendthrift. Carpentier does not deviate from the historical evidence but he does
flesh out the character of Pauline to an unusual degree, when compared to other
recuperations of the Haitian Revolution.

Pauline's appearance in the novel is restricted to only a section of the novel's
second part but her significance is out of proportion to the space accorded to the
narration of her experiences on Saint Domingue. Carpentier's Pauline
Bonaparte is intellectually lazy and uncurious about politics, although we do
learn that she had been "much moved" by the tear-jerking anti-slavery novel of
Joseph Lavallee, Un Negre comme

if

y a peu des blancs. 47 Pauline is

characterised as a pampered and spoilt young woman used to getting her own
\vay; her character is thus another example that the novel provides of European
excess and indulgence. Carpentier reminds us that she single-handedly held up
her husband's army that was being dispatched to Saint Domingue to restore
law, order, and French governance on the colony "because of a childish whim
to make the trip from Paris to Brest in a litter".48 Pauline is also represented as a
highly sexed and sexually predatory figure - "despite her tender years [she] was
a connoisseur of male flesh".49 Thus despite her initial worries that the trip
would be "a bore", her attitude was entirely changed by the combination of the
company of so many youthful military men, and her excitement at the prospect
of arriving in a lush tropical paradise. 50 Pauline too had been moved by reading

Carpentier, The Kingdom of This World. 94.
48 Ibid. 91.
49 Ibid. 91.
50 Ibid. 91.
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Saint-Pierre's Pall! and Virginia and had heard the exotic rhythms of Creole

contredanse.

51

Initially Saint Domingue was not a disappointment to her:

"The sight of the Cap and the Plaine du Nord, with the backdrop of
mountains blurred by the mist rising from the canefields, delighted
Pauline [ ... ] Feeling herself part bird of paradise, part lyrebird, [she]
\yas enjoying to the full the luxury, the abundance that surrounded her

Howeyer, Pauline's life of paradise is abruptly curtailed by tropical disease.
One day, while her husband was off in the south leading his army of counterrevolution, Pauline's French coiffeur collapses with cholera which immediately
inspires terror in Pauline, and she flees with the slave Soliman whom she has
taken as her personal servant, to the island of La Tortue. Here Pauline attempts
to restore herself with the luxurious daily routines to which she had become
accustomed. Until her escape to La Tortue, Pauline had passed the time
swimming naked, receiving beauty treatments, taking siestas, and dining on
tropical fruits. But when her husband returns from battle ravaged by tropical
disease - malaria, yellow fever, and cholera - Pauline is struck with a terror that
deranges her, leading her to abandon her faith in European medicine and
rationality as paradise becomes hell: "Now the tropics seemed abominable". 53
Seeking refuge in the sorcery and vodou rituals of Soliman, Pauline's descent

Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, Paul and Virginia (Philadelphia: Hogan and Thompson,
1787, 1849). Set in Mauritius, Saint-Pierre's novel is a pre-revolutionary vision of
paradise and a just and harmonious society that was much influenced by the
Englightenment ideology of Jean-Jacques Rousseau. However, what is most relevant
to this discussion is the novel's reconciliation of slave-owning and Paradise.
52 Carpentier, The Kingdom a/This World. 93-4.
53 Ibid. 101.
51
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into near madness symbolises French ruination and the irrelevance of the values
of Enlightenment learning. Timothy Cox has interpreted Pauline's collapse in
the following terms:
"'As the white world sickens ... Pauline emblematizes the dissolving of
European logos into superstition and abomination."s4
After her husband's death, Pauline flees Saint Domingue, her imagined paradise
now seeming entirely hellish to her, and returns to France "with all haste. ,,55

However, the departure of Pauline, "marked the end of such common sense as
still existed in the colony".56 Replacing Leclerc, General Rochambeau takes
charge of the ravaged colony that has become an inferno. The remaining
colonists "gave themselves over without let or hindrance to a vast orgy".57
Carpentier describes the disintegration of time and order, the proliferation of
sexual crimes, becoming, if it were possible, more abominable than ever - "the
daughters of slaves were forced while still infants" - and Rochambeau "began
to throw Negroes to his dogs". 58 Rochambeau' s reign recalls the novel's
opening epigraph taken from Lope de Vega, and can thus be read as the final
stage of the colony's descent into Hell, with Rochambeau as a latter day
Columbus, another unwitting devil' s instrument of destruction sent to renew
evil deeds.

Timothy 1. Cox, Postmodern Tales o/Slavery in the Americas: From Alejo
Carpentier to Charles Johnson, Literary Criticism and Cultural Theory. (New York;
London: Garland, 2001).65.
55 Carpentier, The Kingdom o/This World. 101.
56 Ibid. 101.
57 Ibid. 102.
58 Ibid. 102, 102.
54
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The Return of Repression: Christophe's Kingdom

Whereas Toussaint is entirely absent from the narrative of The Kingdom of this

rrorld, Henri Christophe has a prominent role. The novel's third part begins
\\"ith Ti Noel's return to Haiti after the Revolution, which is now Christophe's
Kingdom. Haiti is now "a land where slavery had been abolished forever", but

The Kingdom of This World makes it clear that Haiti is in fact free of slavery in
name only. 59

The joy of Ti Noel's return is powerfully expressed and he falls to his knees
giving thanks to "all the deities of powder and frre".60 It is significant that Ti
Noel does not feel that he owes thanks to Toussaint or any of the other leaders
of the Haitian Revolution, but to the vodou gods. Ti Noel's happiness is
however short-lived, and not long after his return he is captured by men
working in the service of Henri Christophe's government, and, despite his
advanced age, he is set to work as an enforced labourer in conditions that to Ti
Noel evoke memories of his prior existence as a slave. This episode signifies
the corruption of the ideals of the revolution. Put to work constructing
Christophe's Citadel, Ti Noel's experience is of, "a slavery as abominable as
that he had known on the plantation of de Mezy", before adding that it was,
"Even worse, for there was a limitless affront in being beaten by a Negro as
black as oneself ... perhaps branded, toO.,,61

Ibid. 107-8.
60 Ibid. 109.
61 Ibid. 122.
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In contrast to Ti Noel's return to a harsh routine of heavy labour, punishment
and cruelty, The Kingdom of This World also evokes the splendid world of the
court of Henri Christophe. This world is a breathtaking display of ball gowns,
orchestras, and luxury. Christophe's adoption of French culture in his palace of
Sans Soucci emphasises the gulf that separates this world from the world of the
vast majority of the new citizens of Haiti. 62

Christophe's manner of leadership is described as "Napoleonic".63 His despotic
aspect is wantonly cruel: whilst observing the progress of the building at the
site of his Citadel, it was commonplace for Christophe to order "the death of
some sluggard surprised in flagrant idleness, or the execution of workers
hoisting a block of granite too slowly up a steep incline.,,64

And yet, The Kingdom of This World is careful to illustrate that all of
Christophe's cruelties were justifiable in his own mind and he is not reduced to
the character of a psychotic tyrant. He regards the human suffering involved in
the building of his Citadel as a necessary sacrifice in order to build a fortress
against the continuing threat of foreign invasion and a symbol of "the country,
with its independence, its monarch, its treasury, and all its pomp".65

However, the predictable result of Christophe's despotic regime is that he soon
becomes seen by the Haitian people as having ushered in a reality little different
Ibid.
63 Ibid.
64 Ibid.
65 Ibid.
62

114-15.
123.
123.
124.
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to that of the regitnes of the European slavers. The radical song that Ti Noel
once sung as an insult to the King of England is now adapted to abuse
Christophe. Ti Noel considers that the song's important message was that the
song was an insult to a king. Thus Christophe is no longer regarded as a
liberator by his people, but as another despot wreaking suffering on the Haitian
people. Having evoked the fault lines and shortcomings of Christophe's
kingdom, Carpentier narrates Christophe's downfall and suicide, all the while
emphasising that Christophe's kingdom bears no resemblance to the grand
African kingdoms that Ti Noel had previously imagined.

* * *

Although The Kingdom of This World's figuration of the project of colonialism
as a hellish enterprise and its celebration of the many and varied marvelous
realities of slave resistance can both be interpreted as politically progressive
and optimistic, the novel's depiction of the return of repression under the rule of
Henri Christophe forces us to recognise the novel's Spenglerian nature in that
Carpentier narrates history as the repetition of a futile cycle that humans are
. fl uence. 66
powerI ess to tn

The trajectory of the novel is thus deeply pessimistic, and something similar to
the novel's organizing structure of cyclical pessimism will be seen in Derek

Oswald Spengler, The Decline of the West (New York: Oxford University Press,
1991). It will be seen that Derek Walcott's Haitian Trilogy also uses the idea of
repeating cycles of history as one its organisational tools.
66
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Walcott's recuperations of Haitian history. Barbara Webb has asked whether
the novel presents history as "a 'circumstantial riddle' - a meaningless cycle of
oppression and rebellion - or [as] a process of continuity, conflict, and
transformation. ,,67 It is also necessary to ask at this juncture whether, like
Walcott's Haitian Trilogy, Carpentier novel overlooks the argument made by
Laurent Dubois, that whatever dissatisfactions Haiti's ex-slave population had
\vith the authoritarian nature of the post-revolutionary regimes "they knew it
was an important advance over slavery. ,,68

Thus although The Kingdom of This

World cannot be faulted for

communicating the ascendancy of the mulattoes in independent Haiti or the
fla\ys inherent to Christophe's reign, the novel's apocalyptic ending appears
problematic. This refers to three disasters that all caused great destruction: in
August 1831 Les Cayes was struck by a hurricane and a tidal wave; in July
1832, large sections of Port-au-Prince were destroyed by fire, and in 1842 the
whole island of Hispaniola was hit by an earthquake that killed over 100,000
people. 69 Does the novel intend to imply that the Haitian Revolution was
similarly responsible for destruction on a vast scale?

Perhaps the best way in which to argue against this implication comes from the
novel's valorisation of human toil and suffering through its description of Ti
Noel's moment of epiphany in the novel's final pages. Ti Noel's "supremely

Webb, Myth and History in Caribbean Fiction: Alejo Carpentier, Wilson Harris,
and Edouard Glissant. 27.
68 Laurent Dubois, "A Free Man," The Nation, Apri116 2007. Available at:
http://www.thenation.comldoc/20070416/dubois.
69 Young, Carpentier, EI Reino De Este Mundo. 20-1.
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lucid n10ment", "the finest moment of his life", lived in "the space of a
heartbeat" is beautifully expressed and deeply moving, and it represents the
novel's final rejection of the ideal of a Paradise that renders human suffering
impossible. 70 It also celebrates the dignity of human struggle, and it affirms the
novel's recuperation of the Haitian Revolution as an event that, despite its
ostensible failure, must be accounted for as a momentous event:
"N ow he understood that a man never knows for whom he suffers and
hopes. He suffers and hopes and toils for people he will never know,
and who, in tum, will suffer and hope and toil for others who will not be
happy either, for man always seeks out a happiness far beyond that
which is meted out to him.
[ ... ]

F or this reason, bowed down by suffering and duties, beautiful in the
midst of his misery, capable of loving in the face of afflictions and
trials, man finds his greatness, his fullest measure, only in The Kingdom
of This World.,,71

70

71
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Chapter 5
Langston Hughes and the Haitian Revolution

"I had read of Toussaint L'Ouverture, Dessalines, King Christophe, proud
black names, symbols of a dream - freedom - building a citadel to guard that
freedom."
- Langston Hughes (1956)

Langston Hughes has long since commanded an iconic status in the history of
African American letters. However, within the discourse of celebration now
surrounding Hughes's legacy, there has emerged a cult of personality making it
possible to discuss and portray Hughes and his work in highly decontextualised terms, by divorcing Hughes' work from its original political and
historical location.

Isaac Julien's 1987 film Looking for Langston is an eminent example of this
approach. 1 This presents us with a reduced portrait of Hughes which
foregrounds his sexuality and occludes his politics. In stunning visual
monochrome, complimented by an emotive soundtrack that ranges from
impressionistic jazz to early house music, Looking for Langston constructs

I

Looking for Langston, Dir. Isaac Julien (BFI, 1987).

Hughes as a black gay icon, playing the associations and stereotypes of
blackness and homosexuality off against each other. But by essentialising
Hughes as black and gay, and by giving a very limited space to Hughes' own
writings, the film offers only an impoverished representation of Hughes's life
and significance, thereby obfuscating many of the reasons for his status as the
most creative and original writer of the Harlem Renaissance. 2

An understanding of the radical political path that Hughes pursued from 1930

on,,·ards, remains fundamental to any critical appreciation of his life and work.
This happened after his sudden break with his domineering early patron
Charlotte Osgood Mason who yearned for his art to be "primitive", "more
African than Harlem".3 Hughes's political radicalism took him fIrst to the
American South and West, to Cuba, and then on to Haiti for six months in
1931. Hughes also travelled to the USSR in 1932 where he spent a year having
been invited to make a film about American race relations with a group of other
young African Americans; to China and Japan in 1932, and to Barcelona in
1937, where he worked as a newspaper correspondent during the Spanish Civil
War. Although Hughes - unlike C.L.R James - has not been primarily
associated with the international contexts of the radical left, Pan-Africanism,
and the struggles of the 1930s against colonialism, capitalism, racism and
fascism, his art from early on in his career, was wedded to his understanding of
the need for a global and radical political struggle. This chapter, through
The limited use of Hughes'S poetry in the film however, was largely due to matters of
copyright emerging from conflicts with Hughes's Estate about the film in general,
rather than for artistic reasons. See: Molly Shinhat, "Black History and Desire: An
Interview with Isaac Julien," FUSE June/July 1990. 37
3 Langston Hughes, I Wonder as I Wander: An Autobiographical Journey (New York:
Hill and Wang, 1956, 2nd Edition 1993). 5.
2
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reading Hughes's Haitian works, the play Emperor of Haiti and the opera

Troubled island, asserts that there is a need to relocate Hughes in a more
politically and historically contextualised space, in which Hughes's undoubted
cosmopolitan tastes do not impinge on his sympathies for Pan-Africanism. 4

The context of Hughes's engagement with Haiti
Critical opinion has, broadly speaking, agreed that one of the weaker areas of
the Harlem Renaissance's artistic and cultural achievement was in the genre of
5

drama. Langston Hughes however, in this and so in many other respects,
breaks this general pattern. His lifelong commitment to writing for the theatre
and other performance arts yielded more than forty dramas: folk comedies,
melodramas, historical plays, works of radical didacticism, satirical sketches,
gospel song-plays, and operas among them. The Haitian Revolution provided
Hughes with the material for two of these projects: the 1936 play published
and performed as both Emperor of Haiti and Troubled Island, sketches for
which were written during Hughes's six month stay in Haiti in 1931, and the
libretto for the opera Troubled Island which was based on the earlier play and

Hughes' self-presentation, as well as his critics, may have something to do with this
misconception. For example, it is difficult to get a sense of the depths of Hughes'
political convictions from his popular and remarkable autobiography, I Wonder as I
Wonder. Rampersad writes: "Hughes is by no mean completely candid or detailed
about his politics [in I Wonder as I Wander]. He makes no mention of hard-hitting
essays dispatched from Cuba and Haiti to the radical magazine New Masses in 1931.
He cites not a line of the powerful, almost incendiary poems he wrote in the Soviet
Union. Much of his time in the fall of 1933 [ ... ] was devoted [ ... ] to the activities of
the local branch of the John Reed Club, the arts and literary organization founded by
the Communist Party [but] virtually nothing of this appears in I Wonder as I Wander."
Ibid. Arnold Rampersad, Introduction, xviii-xix.
5 Henry Louis Gates and Nellie Y. McKay, ed., The Norton Anthology of African
American Literature (New York and London: W. W. Norton and Company, 1997).
960.
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\vas nearly ready for perfonnance by 1938. Hughes's works for the stage reflect
his long-tenn commitment to represent African Americans, as well as AfroCarib beans and Afro-Latinos, in a public forum with complexity and selfknowledge. Furthennore, Hughes's Haitian works in particular reveal a desire
to communicate an important message of the possibility of black liberation to
an African American audience. Hughes's Haitian works reveal Hughes to be a
Pan-Africanist in the sense that they are notable expressions of the
interconnectedness of trans-national contemporary and historical black
experience in a manner that has been defined by the critic Paul Gilroy.6

Hughes's interest in Haiti dates back to his childhood: in his extensive
biography of Hughes, Arnold Rampersad writes that from childhood Hughes
"read everything he could find on Haiti."7 But Hughes's first hand experiences
of Haiti begin in 1931, which he recorded in his second autobiography, I

Wonder as I Wander, and which memorably begins by explaining the contexts
of a personal decision and the circumstances that were shortly to lead him to
Haiti:
"When I was twenty-seven the stock market crash came. When I was
twenty-eight my personal crash came. Then I guess I woke up. So, when
I was almost thirty, I began to make my living from writing. This is the
story of a Negro who wanted to make his living from poems and
stories.,,8

Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness. 19.
7 Arnold Rampersad, The Life o/Langston Hughes, vol. Volume I: 1902-1941: I, Too,
Sing America (New York Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986). 19.
8 Hughes, I Wonder as I Wander: An Autobiographical Journey. 3.
6
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But more specifically, Hughes later explains, he faced a further dilemma that
was the result of the particular kind of writing that he wanted to do. Rather than
write for the "pulps", "turn out fake 'true' stories" or "bat out slick non-Negro
short stories in competition with a thousand other commercial writers" ,

. . r wanted to write seriously and as well as I knew how about the Negro
people, and make that kind of writing earn for me a living." 9

It was thus through a combination of wanting to "get away from [his] troubles",

a desire to begin a career as a serious writer on the subjects of black culture and
history, and the knowledge that, unlike in Cleveland, "it would be warm in
Haiti", that Hughes found himself on a journey that would eventually inspire
him to write about Haiti's revolutionary history from his particular perspective
as an African American and for an African American audience. 10 Hughes's
early sense of the interconnectedness of Haitian and African American history
and his determination to communicate this appears to have been affirmed by his
knowledge of his own family history in Haiti. Faith Berry has written that:
"The windward passage to Haiti was for Hughes a dream fulfilled. Since
childhood, he had wanted to see the world's first black republic, whose
legendary history he had learned from his grandmother. She had told
him how the slaves in the early 1790s had revolted against the French
for twelve years, and finally, after defeating Napoleon Bonaparte's
expedition, won their independence. The black Haitian generals,
Toussaint L' Ouverture, Jean Jacques Dessalines, and Henri Christophe
remained Hughes's heroes even as an adult, and he was especially proud

Ibid. 5.
IO Ibid. 5.

9
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that his own great-uncle, John Mercer Langston, had twice served in an
independent Haiti as American consul general during the nineteenth
century."ll

However, once in Haiti, Hughes found himself appalled at both the material
realities that black Haitians faced and the actions of the occupying American
marines. All the same he was proud of the dignity with which everyday
Haitians composed themselves in the face of poverty and occupation. Hughes
found himself, in Arnold Rampersad's words, in a nation, "poor and black" and
"quietly recharging his political and racial zeal.,,12 Of paramount importance to
the sharpening of Hughes's critical understanding of contemporary Haitian
culture and society, was his meeting with Jacques Roumain, the prominent
Haitian writer and Communist in Cap Haitien. It was a significant meeting from
a creative and intellectual point of view, and particularly for its role in
intensifying Hughes's rage at the treatment of Haiti's black peasantry at the
hands of a mulatto elite. This opinion is strongly reflected in the articles that he
wrote on Haiti for the radical journals New Masses, The Crisis and The

Messenger, as well as in the controversial representation of mulattoes in both
Emperor ofHaiti and Troubled Island.

It was thus with an uncanny similarity to Cesaire's representations of Haitians

standing upright and tall, and to their status as the forebears of negritude, that
Hughes's first published writings about Haiti emphasised the dignity and the
blackness of the Haitian peasantry:
Faith Berry, Langston Hughes: Before and Beyond Harlem (Westport, Connecticut:
Lawrence Hill & Company, 1983). 121-122.
12 Rampersad, The Life of Langston Hughes. 207.
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"People strong, midnight black. Proud women whose heads bear
burdens, whose backs are very straight. Children as naked as nature

Hughes's sharp perceptions also yielded stinging condemnations of the class
system that he found to be prevalent in Haiti:
"A surge of black peasants who live on the land, and the foam of the
cultured elite in Port au Prince who live on the peasants.,,14

On the same subject, in a later report, Hughes was explicit about class relations
in US occupied Haiti:
"It was in Haiti that I first realized how class lines may cut across color

lines within a race, and how dark people of the same nationality may
scorn those below them. Certainly the upper-class Haitians I observed at
a distance seemed a delightful and cultured group. No doubt, many of
the French slave owners were delightful and cultured too, - but the
slaves could not enjoy their culture.,,15

Hughes's relationship with Haiti and his understanding of the legacies of the
Haitian Revolution were certainly transformed by his trip to Haiti and his
maturing political worldview, but the development of Hughes's identification
with Haiti and Haitian history must also be placed in a wider context than his
personal travels. It can be seen in fact, that Hughes's writings on Haiti serve as
a case study in the significance of Haiti and the Haitian Revolution to the PanAfrican movement and the international left in the 1930s.
Hughes, I Wonder as I Wander: An Autobiographical Journey. 15.
14 Ibid. 15.
IS "People Without Shoes", The Crisis, reprinted in Ibid. 28.
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Mary A. Renda has written of how the Harlem Renaissance writer and early
civil rights activist James Weldon Johnson was one of the first to attempt to
rehabilitate the cultural and political currency of Haiti and the Haitian
Revolution amongst African Americans by challenging the widely held
negative view of Henri Christophe. Quoting from Johnson's "Haitian Papers"
Renda writes:
""Addressing the NAACP after his return from Haiti, James Weldon
Johnson brought Henri Christophe to the attention of African Americans
in 1920. He also noted the disparaging view of Christophe that many
African Americans had held up to that time: 'We, too, have been snobs
- laughing at Haiti because we knew no better - simply taking as true
the lies that have been told about her ... How many of us have not
laughed at Christophe's court?' ,,16

As Cesaire would do later in his 1963 play La tragedie du roi Christophe,
Johnson countered ridicule with an alternative view of Christophe as a powerful
black leader; this, Renda notes, was "a significant assertion of race pride". 17
The principle of re-valorizing black history, which had been denigrated by
imperialism, was a defining feature of negritude, but it also had its parallel in
the Harlem Renaissance.

However, although Hughes's Haitian works in the 1930s can be seen as
following on the path initiated by Johnson in 1920, the US and international
Renda, Taking Haiti: Military Occupation and the Culture of u.s. Imperialism,
1915-1940.276.
17 Ibid. 277.
16
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contexts in which African American writers such as Hughes turned to Haiti and
the Haitian Revolution had changed dramatically by the time Hughes sent his
reports for The Crisis from Haiti in 1931 and the publication of Emperor of

Haiti in 1936. As well as noting the marked development of the Pan African
and radical left movements of the 1930s, Renda has argued that the US
Depression years and their consequent widespread economic strife, as well as
the US Marines's occupation of Haiti, significantly changed the way in which
African Americans perceived Haiti in the 1930s. In particular Renda has drawn
attention to African Americans' rising political and economic expectations
fostered by the New Deal which prompted African Americans to see in Haitian
history not just an iconic expression of racial pride, but also the real possibility
of revolutionary change. I8

Thus, Hughes's trip to Haiti provided him with a first-hand sensory
appreciation of the diversity of black history and culture in the Americas in
conjunction with his growing appreciation of Haiti's historical and ideological
significance to Pan-Africanism and the movements of the radical left. Much of
his writing about Haiti reveals a desire to dissolve linguistic and cultural
barriers, to speak of Haitians as brothers and sisters, and to substantiate a
radical racial and political solidarity with Haiti's black peasantry. This political
desire in many ways underpins both Emperor of Haiti and Troubled Island as
efforts to communicate the heritage of the Haitian Revolution to his fellow
African Americans.

Renda, Taking Haiti: Military Occupation and the Culture of u.s. Imperialism,
1915-1940. 276-8.
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Once in Haiti, Hughes's first objective was to see Christophe's Citadel at Cap
Haitien, which he had described in advance of his visit as a "great relic of
Negro pride.,,19 Hughes visited the Citadel three times in all and wrote with
wondrous appreciation of its beauty, noting that it stands as a defiant landmark
of black achievement, although he was all too well aware of the human
sacrifices involved in its building. These sacrifices, also highlighted in
Carpentier's The Kingdom of This World, are the other, darker aspects of the
Citadel's story. The widespread conscription and the high mortality rate of
workers during the construction of the Citadel are the difficult historical facts
that prevent any blind celebration of the Citadel as a monument to black
freedom in Haiti.

In Popo and Fifina, a short story for children about a Haitian family written by

Hughes in collaboration with Arna Bontemps, this problem is carefully
negotiated. The human suffering that the building of the Citadel required is not
hidden away, yet it is still recalled as a great achievement. The eponymous
characters Popo and Fifina are two young Haitian children and brother and
sister, whose family leave their home in the hills to live in the town of Cap
Haitien by the sea. While the young Popo is working with his cousin as an
apprentice carpenter and wood-carver for his uncle, some of the great stories of
the Haitian Revolution, including the construction of the Citadel, are relayed to
him:
"He had told them how the great stone fort called the Citadel of King
Christophe came to be on the high, far-away mountain overlooking the

19
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town of Cape Haiti. For old Grandfather Emile, as a boy, had seen it
built.
Away back in those days many heroic things were done. Grandfather
Emile had seen the black workingmen drag large bronze cannon through
the streets to the foot of the mountain. Later he had seen them drawn up
the steep sides of the hill by an army of half-naked people who tugged
and pulled like animals. Grandfather Emile had told about men who left
their homes to work on the Citadel and remained away for ten or twelve
years at a time without returning to their families for a single holiday.
Once he had seen the great black king who was responsible for this huge
structure. He had seen King Christophe pass through the town on a
white horse, surrounded by bodyguards in flashing uniforms.,,2o

With an eloquent simplicity that is reminiscent of a fairy tale or a fable, Papa
and Fifina thus recuperates some aspects of Haiti's heroic history in a style that

is particularly appropriate for children. Serving as a guide for the reader, Popo' s
growing consciousness of Haitian history and his own relationship to it, mirrors
the development of the reader's own awareness of Haitian history. Thus reading
Papa and Fifina as a didactic text, the ruined Citadel functions as tangible relic

through which to imaginatively access the achievements of the Haitian
Revolution, as well as the sacrifices the Revolution demanded. The ruins at
Sans Soucci also figure prominently in Hughes's journalistic articles about
Haiti: in his article "People Without Shoes" originally published in The Crisis,
Hughes began by describing the ruined Citadel as "one of the lustiest ruins in

Langston Hughes and Arna Bontemps, Papa and Fifina (New York: Oxford
University Press, [1932] 1993).77-8.
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the world". 21 And in another article, the ruins provide a dramatic means through
\\'hich to compare the Haiti Hughes visited in 1931 with the land that he had
heard so much about as a child. Finding the mythical first black republic
suffering under the illegal occupation of US marines and American gunboat
imperialism,22 Hughes wrote:
"The dark-skinned little Republic, then, has its hair caught in the white
fingers of unsympathetic foreigners, and the Haitian people live today
under a sort of military dictatorship backed by American guns. They are
not free.
But Haiti glories in a splendid history studded with the names of heroes
like Toussaint L'Ouverture, Desssalines, and Christophe - great black
men who freed their land from slavery and began to work out their own
national destinies a full half-century before American Negroes were
freed by the Civil War. Under the powerful leadership mentioned above,
the French slave-owners were driven from the island, and Haiti became
a free country of dark-skinned peoples. Then Christophe built roads and
schools, factories and mills. He established laws and constructed a great
Citadel on top of a mountain to defend the land and to create a
monument in stone that could be seen for many miles away, so that his
subjects might look upon it and be proud. That Citadel today, standing
in lonely majesty against the clouds twenty miles from the city of Cap

Hughes, I Wonder as I Wander: An Autobiographical Journey. ~6.
.
22 The marines' mission in Haiti did not carry the pretence of legahty and It was not
ratified by the American Senate. See: Renda, Taking Haiti: Military Occupation and
the Culture of us. Imperialism, 1915-1940.29-34, 102-3, 114-5.
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Haitien, is still one of the wonders of the New World, and one of the
most amazing structures ever built by man.,,23

No matter which audience Hughes was writing for, the archaeological remains
that to this day testify to black achievement in Haiti, figured prominently. For
Hughes they recalled the success of the Revolution, signalled the importance of
the reign of Christophe, and made clear to the reader that the paternalism of the
US occupation of Haiti was an affront to the independence, dignity and
achievements of Haitians and of Africans throughout the diaspora.

The Haitian Revolutionary period also immediately appeared to Hughes to hold
tremendous potential as the material for a stage play. Faith Berry has noted:
"That summer Hughes began writing about Dessalines, in whose life he
sawall the elements of a tragic drama. Le Cap itself seemed possessed
by the ghost of Dessalines, the 'bravest of the brave' of Toussaint's
generals, who had withstood Cap Haitien's last attack by the French in
1803 [ ... ] Writing to the sound of distant drums throbbing across the
bay, [Hughes] titled the drama he wrote in Cap Haitien, Drums of Haiti.
A few years later he would revise and rename it Emperor of Haiti, only
to rework it again as the libretto for his opera Troubled Island.,,24

Perhaps Hughes noticed the relevance of his intended project to W. E. B. Du
Bois's 1926 establishment of the Krigwa Little Theatre movement. The
movement's principles were conceived in recognition of a gap in the impressive
range of cultural activities and productions that had been produced In
Langston Hughes, "White Shadows in a Black Land," The Crisis 1932. 157.
24 Berry, Langston Hughes: Before and Beyond Harlem. 124.
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association with the Harlem Renaissance, namely that what was then called
"Negro drama' still lagged behind the other literary forms of poetry, fiction and
the essay. The movement's four founding principles, that real Negro theatre
must be "About us", ""By us", "For us" and "Near us", can be considered to
have provided Hughes with a template with which to represent Haiti's
revolutionary history for an African American audience?5

The Haitian Revolution as drama: The Emperor of Haiti
Emperor of Haiti premiered at the Karamu Theatre in New York on November
18. 1936, although the play was not published in Hughes's lifetime and was
only professionally performed eight times. When in 1936 Hughes was
approached by the African American composer William Grant Still with the
offer of collaborating on an opera based on the events of the Haitian
Revolution, Hughes, who was eager for his play to reach a wider audience,
accepted and the play would become the framework for the libretto to the opera

Troubled Island. However, the opera fared little better in terms of its
performance history, and it received only three performances.

However, despite their commercial failures, both the play and the opera are
unusual recuperations of the Haitian Revolution and they reveal a politically
radical Hughes. The bloody events of the Revolution itself are absent from both
scripts: as Act I draws to a close the colony is on the eve of insurrection, and at
W. E. B. Du Bois, "Krigwa Players Little Negro Theatre," Crisis 32, no. 3 (August
1926). 134. For discussion of the Krigwa Theatre see: Ethel Pitts Walker, "Krigwa, a
Theatre by, for, and About Black People," Perspectives in Theatre History 40, no. 3
(1988).
25
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the openIng of Act II we enter the new independent Haiti; thus the war of
independence is banished to an interim. Both the play and opera are also
notable for their departures from the historical record in order to provide a
single hero who leads the slaves of Saint Domingue from the beginning of the
Revolution through to independence, whereupon he assumes the title and
position of 'Emperor'. Hughes chose Dessalines for this role, cutting Toussaint
out of the narrative, and almost completely excising the early revolutionary
leaders MakandaL Boukman, and Bissaou from the play's version of events
altogether. The other major players in the Revolution's leadership from 17911804, notably Henri Christophe and Moise, are also erased. Thus, in both the
play and the opera, Dessalines is used not so much as a representation of the
historical figure of Jean-Jacques Dessalines, but rather as a composite character.
The Dessalines of the play's first act invokes Makandal and later resembles the
rebel slave Boukman who at the infamous Bois Caiman vodou ceremony
commanded a crowd of gathered slaves ready for rebellion to rise up and attack
their masters. Certain aspects of Dessalines' s character in the second act
however, seem to be based on the character of Toussaint Louverture, especially
the scenes in which Dessalines is engaged in thoughtful discussion with his
Chief Counsellor, the elderly Martel, on matters of post-independence rule, the
enduring frictions of race and class in independent Haiti, as well as matters of
administration and government.

In making Dessalines a composite, symbolic character, who represents a greater
breadth of opinions and positions than the real life Dessalines ever could have
done, Hughes both gains and loses certain dramatic possibilities. Hughes
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forgoes the possibility of creating dramatic tension through the representation
of the conflicting positions and opinions of the various players at the command
of the Revolution. By replacing Mackandal, Bissou, Boukman, Toussaint,
Moise, and Christophe with an amalgamated representative character, the play
erases the divisions and infighting that was present in the Revolution's
vanguard. Whether this erasure of internal conflict signifies a romanticised
simplification of black liberation in Haiti or a necessary artistic culling of
historical events, is a moot point. But it should be noted that the play does gain
a single tragic hero, fully in possession of the Greek attribute of harmatia
conventionally required for a tragic protagonist who lends the complexly
twisting and turning narrative of the Haitian Revolution and its many factions
greater coherence as a working piece of drama. This move also renders the
story more accessible and grants it more emotive power.

Another way in which the play is made more accessible for its intended
audience is in the nature of its dialogue. Hughes uses an African American
vernacular in order to represent the language of the majority of Saint
Domingue's slaves thereby emphasising the sense of solidarity that the play
intended to inspire. 26 However, one of the play's key characters, the African
born slave, Martel, who becomes Dessalines' s most important advisor and
counsel is notable for his affected speech. His lines are accorded grandeur,
wisdom, and knowledge that Dessalines, in the first act at least, conspicuously
lacks. Martel is frequently addressed as "Father Martel" and calls others "Son"
throughout the play, thereby indicating his position of moral and political
Joseph McLaren, Langston Hughes, Folk Dramatist in the Protest Tradition, 19211943 (Westport, Conn. ; London: Greenwood, 1997). 103-04.
26
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superiority. However, although the elevated style of Martel's speech is intended
to indicate a deep wisdom associated with Africa, often expressed through
sensitivity to nature, the language is rarely adequate to the theme, and it often
reads as hackneyed in the extreme:
Martel: ""Even now yon moon looks out across the silver ocean,
watching the slave ships sail toward the western world with their woeful
burdens. The cries of black men and women, and the clank of chains in
the night, rise up against the face of the moon."

Josef: "'My mother came that way, Martel, in a slave ship. She still
remembers Africa."

Martel: "Africa! So long, so far away! But tonight the moon weeps tears
of joy, son, for Africa. And when in its next passage across the sea, it
shines on our sweet motherland, it'll smile and say, 'Thy black children
in Haiti have thrown off the yoke of bondage, and are men again!' Josef,
my children grew up slaves. My grandchildren, too ... but yours will be
free!,,27

Despite the cliched language, Martel's melancholy recollection of Africa
highlights the significance of memory and the impossibility of making of the
slave populations of the Americas a tabula rasa. Africa is evoked as a painfully
distant memory, an emotive myth, and as an exemplar of freedom and
happiness, contrary to the notion of Africa as a savage or barbarous land.

Langston Hughes, "Emperor of Haiti (1936)," in Collected Works of Langston
Hughes: Gospel Plays, Operas, and Later Dramatic Works, ed. Leslie Catherine
Sanders (Columbia / London: University of Missouri Press, 2001). 282.
27
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From the start the play gives prominence to vodou in its representation of the
outbreak of the revolution, making it clear that as an organisational tool and as
a n1eans of communicating a spirit of insurrection, vodou was indispensable to
the Revolution's success. The first scene represents a clandestine meeting of
slaves in an abandoned sugar-mill and Dessalines' absence is explained by his
attendance at a nearby vodou meeting. The play begins in media res with the
plans for the insurrection already laid, weapons being smuggled, and spies and
revolutionaries giving each other coded signals that indicate the highly
organised and meticulously planned nature of the resistance.

The theme of civilization versus barbarism reverberates throughout the play especially through the representation of the opposition of vodou and court life
in Haiti under Dessalines.28 The powers of vodou, and especially the vodou
drums, are intimately linked to insurrection and to freedom and Martel speaks
with great anticipation of "the great drum" that the rebel slave Boukman will
play to initiate the thunderous call "to rise and seek freedom.,,29 However,
Hughes demonstrates that Haiti's revolutionary leadership was dependent on

vodou yet hesitated to embrace it unreservedly for fear of seeming uncivilized.
As the play progresses, Dessalines' s court, under the influence of his
treacherous mulatto consort Claire, becomes more and more resistant to vodou,
regarding it as barbarous. In its stead, the court begins to ape French culture,

28

It is noteworthy that the theme of civilization versus barbarism that is negotiated in

both Hughes's Emperor of Haiti and Troubled Island is a theme that has been
negotiated by Latin American writers, artists, and intellectuals throughout the postcolonial period in Latin America. See: Edwin Williamson, The Penguin History of
Latin America (London: Penguin, 1992).285-310.
29 Hughes, "Emperor of Haiti (1936)." 283.
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customs, and politics. The play then shows Dessalines's failure as due to his
personal weakness noted here by the critic Hans Ostroom:
"As perceived by Hughes, Dessalines' s tragic flaw is having rejected his
wife in favour of a beautiful mulatto woman who subsequently plots his
overthrow and assassination. ,,30

Dessalines's rejection of his African wife in favour of the mulatto Claire
parallels the rejection of vodou in favour of French culture and customs. Thus
perceiYed. the play contains a sharp but problematic social critique of the
black/mulatto class divide that Hughes had so powerfully written on previously
in his journalism. However, it is a problematic critique since Dessalines's wife,
Azelia, and Claire, are depicted in such tired and stereotypical terms. Azelia is
presented as saintly, loving and wholly good, although she is fearful of what the
Revolution may mean for her relationship with her husband. In the first act we
see Azelia emotionally and intellectually setting up what she sees as her
husband's revolutionary determination and her valuation of the importance of
their marriage as opposing forces, thus foreshadowing the fate of their
relationship:
Dessalines: "But what I've planned - is it good, Azelia?"
Azeila: "Good Jean Jacques. But for a woman, love, too

IS

good.,,31

Claire on the other hand, could have been a template for one of Madison
Smartt Bell's exotic mulattoes in his Haiti Trilogy.32 Although she is certainly
Hans Ostrom, A Langston Hughes Encyclopedia (Wesport, Connecticut / London:
Greenwood Press, 2002).402.
31 Hughes, "Emperor of Haiti (1936)." 285.
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neyer reduced to an object of pornographic desire as frequently happens with
Sn1artt Bell's mulatto characters, her characterization is one-dimensional. She is
frivolous, deceitful, and enamoured with Parisian culture; moreover her
duplicity is presented as being a characteristically mulatto trait. Although a lack
of emotional depth is apparent in all of the play's characters, in the case of
Claire it is particularly pointed. Alone with her lover and fellow conspirator the
mulatto Vuval, who is Dessalines' secretary, Claire's true feelings are revealed
as they discuss their plans to overthrow Dessalines and flee to Paris:
Vuval: "Will you be glad to get away from Haiti, darling?"
Claire: "Will I be glad? I hate these ignorant people and their drums. I
can't stand those drums every night, beating, beating, back there in the
hills. "
Vuval: "And Jean Jacques?
Claire: "That fool, my husband? Vuval, darling, often I can't bear to
look at him. He's so common and so - so boorish! And his back! (With

a little cry) I cannot bear to touch his back! It's all covered with welts!
Ugh! Marks of a rebellious slave! And yet he thinks I love him! Bah!" 33

Dessalines' rejection of Azelia and his betrayal is made especially poignant as
Claire's and Vuval' s conversation is preceded by a conversation that Martel and
Dessalines have in which they reflect on both Azelia and Claire:
Martel: "The Empress is very beautiful, Jean Jacques."
Dessalines: "Beautiful, yes. More beautiful than any woman I have ever
had."

32
33

See my later chapter on Madison Smartt Bell.
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Martel: "'The others were slave women. (Coughing) They told you, I
suppose, in the Lord Treasurer's Office, that Azelia would not accept
the pensions you bestowed upon her?"
Dessalines: (As

if remembering)

"Azelia? Oh, yes! My first wife. They

told me so, Martel. Poor, stupid woman! She was good ... but ... well,
you know! That was before I was an Emperor.,,34

Dessalines's lust for Claire is used as a device to illustrate how he would
ultimately lose contact with the culture and values of his own people, as well as
a source of comic drama, as the relationship becomes the subject of gossip:

First Old Woman: 'Well, the Emperor says he want [sic] to make Haiti
rich - and just as grand as when it belonged to the white folks."
Second Old Woman: "Huh! Only thing grand I see around here is that
hussy of a new wife he's got and all them diamonds she's a-wearing."
[ ... ]

First Old Woman: " ... Baron Congo's crazy about her ... ,,35

Although Hughes's play generally attends quite carefully to the historical
record, the play fails to convey the complex conflicts present in revolutionary
Saint Domingue and Haiti. This is evident in its simplification of the unstable
class and race tensions that existed between the grands and petits blancs,
between the mulatto class and the blacks - represented in the stories of Azelia

Ibid. 303.
35 Ibid. 307.
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and Claire - as well as within the black slave population divided between the
Creole black slaves and the African-born black slave population. However,
some critics, recognising the daunting task facing the artist attempting to
represent such a complex socio-political history on the stage, have suggested
that the play is deserving of some qualified praise for its attempt to convey,
even in an oversimplified form, these socio-political divisions that threatened to
tear the fledgling state apart. Whilst recognising that the play is clearly not epic
enough in scope or range to treat the issue fully, the critic Errol Hill has noted
Dessalines's relationships with Azeila and Claire do serve to offer a window
into Haiti's social and racial fractures:
"Hughes gives us glimpses of the Haiti that Dessalines will inherit, one
deeply rent with psychological, racial, and social scars." 36

Ultimately, the play attributes Dessalines's fall to his failure to overcome these
divisions and to unite Haiti. The play shows, with affecting tragic irony, that the
more Dessalines adopts the customs and culture of the mulatto elite in his court
the more he becomes the subject of mockery, though Dessalines remains blind
to this as well as the consequences of his dismissal of popular black culture to
the last. The play also communicates a great deal of historical information in
narrating Dessalines' s demise. As it becomes clear that Dessalines is neither an
administrator nor a statesman, the play recalls Toussaint Louverture's abilities
in contrast to Dessalines' s limitations as Martel, and another former slave,
Popo, who has also become a counsellor in Dessalines court, discuss the

Errol Hill, ed., Black Heroes: Seven Plays (New York: Applause Theatre Book
Publishers, 1989). 5.
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growIng

political,

social

and

economIC

difficulties

that

Dessalines's

govemn1ent faced:
Martel: "In times like these, if Toussaint 1'Ouverture were only here to
guide us, Popo! Napoleon's heart must be like stone to trick so great a
leader away from his people."
Popo: "I wish Toussaint was here. It looks like Jean Jacques don't know
how to run things very well. I wish I could help him."
Martel: "Jean Jacques is a mighty soldier, Popo, and a brave man. He's
not a statesman. But he's our friend, and we love him - so we must help
him.,,3!

The play also communicates the situation of Dessalines' s increasing political
isolation, showing how his failed attempts to woo the mulatto elite only served
to alienate him from the black peasantry and thereby hasten the loss of the
bedrock of his political support:
Martel: "Jean Jacques doesn't believe in voodoo, son. You know that."
Popo: "I know but our people do - and we can't change them overnight.
Now, the vodoo doctors are mumbling against the Emperor and stirring
up the peasants. ,,38

Emperor of Haiti attributes Dessalines's betrayal of the black peasantry,
symbolised in the outlawing of vodou ceremonies and music in the court, to his
belief that his nation's black and "savage" culture was an impediment to
progress. Dessalines becomes estranged from his people in a manner
reminiscent of, but distinct from, C. L. R. James' representation of Toussaint's
Hughes, "Emperor of Haiti (1936)." 311.
38 Ibid. 311.
37
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estrangement in The Black Jacobins. James attributes the alienation of the
educated and politically capable Toussaint from the Haitian people to his
respect for Enlightenment thinking which forced him to make an impossible
choice between two options to which he was equally and absolutely committed:
"'the freedom of the slaves on the one hand and the enlightenment of
revolutionary France on the other".39 Hughes shows that the uneducated and
politically limited Dessalines became estranged from the Haitian people as a
consequence of his eschewal of Haitian peasant and folk culture in favour of the
European-style culture of the mulattoes. However, whereas Toussaint was
drawn to the culture of European Enlightenment as in it he saw the highest
stage of civilization he could imagine, Dessalines failed to distinguish between
the frivolities of a decadent culture and the values of a truly enlightened
ci\'ilization. In Hughes's hands as a dramatist this accentuates his tragic
potential: Dessalines' s failings and his poor decision making as a political
leader become the noble failures of a man striving to do good, but having been
deprived by his upbringing as a slave of the requisite capacities and skills,
fmding himself unequal to the task.

Thus Hughes shows us how under Dessalines' s leadership the Revolution was
arrested at the bourgeois stage as it began to repress the peasantry:
Second Old Woman: "Well, if we can't all be Duchesses, we at least
ought to be let alone to dance obeah if we wants to, and have our

·
voodoo here in court. Legba' s gonna curse Dessa1Ines
yet, you wat ch .,,40

Scott, Conscripts of Modernity: The Tragedy of Colonial Enlightenment. 14.
40 Hughes, "Emperor of Haiti (1936)." 313.
39
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In vodou Hughes also saw great theatrical potential, and the play contains one
instance of \'odou being put to dynamic dramatic purpose:
( ... the orchestra begins to playa syncopated melody, and a dozen
DANCING GIRLS whirl across the lower terrace into the empty space
before the table. They are wearing anklets of beaten gold; their bushy
hair is adorned with precious stones. As they dance before the Court, a
weird drum beat becomes audible in the music, gradually louder and
more insistent, until finally it drowns out all the other instruments. To
the African rhythm of drums alone, a MALE DANCER enters,
feathered and painted like a voodoo god. The GIRLS sink to the floor as
the tall, god-like one does his dance of the jungle, fierce, provocative,
and terrible ... )41

However, the play's vodou dance is the catalyst to a crisis. Claire, referred to
now in the script as "The Empress", is appalled and terrified by the vodou
drums and on appealing to Dessalines he orders that they be silenced. His
ensuing rage signifies a crisis of national identity symbolised in their rejection:
Dessalines: "Drums in the court! The idea! Suppose we had guests from
abroad, what would they think of us? They'd think we were all savages,
that's what. Savages! Here I am, trying to build a civilization in Haiti
good as any the whites have in their lands. Trying to set up a Court
equal to any Court in Europe. And what do I find - voodoo drums in the
banquet hall! [ ... J We ought to be done with voodoo drums - all of us!

[ ... J The peasants, up all night playing drums! And the fields only half
productive. [ ... J Our peasants must work the land, and make it fertile.
41

Ibid. 316.
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Being free frees no man from working. We do have to work. And I'm
tired of telling you! I'm tired of sending out orders! I've made up my
mind to tell my soldiers to make you work from now on!,,42

Dessalines' rage signifies that not only has he internalised colonial prejudices,
but also that he has reached the limit of his capabilities as a political leader. His
crack-up, like Henri Christophe's breakdown and suicide as represented in
Aime Cesaire's La tragedie du roi Christophe, is indicative of a post-rebellion
society in the midst of a crisis of identity and direction. Dessalines' s recourse to
martial law in order to put the population to work against their will, amounts to
the failure of Haiti's first post-independence government. Furthermore,
Dessalines's limited self-knowledge is not enough to rescue the situation, as his
words to Claire reveal he does not see the inevitable rising tide of opposition to
his increasingly despotic governance or the limits to his style of governance:
Dessalines: "Oh, I know I'm nothing much but a fighter [ ... J But if
fighting's the only way to get things done -then I'll get 'em done!,,43

N or does Dessalines foresee that the mulatto elite will not tolerate the
leadership of someone who they regard as "a black monster" for much longer.
The play shows us the inevitability of Dessalines' s fate, to be murdered by a
mulatto elite fearful for their own prospects in a "Black Republic". As such,
Dessalines's demise as a tragic-heroic Black leader is both a compelling drama
and a significant rehabilitation of Dessalines that does not conform to what

Ibid. 317.
43 Ibid. 318.
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were the widely held contemporary negative views amongst the international
and African American communities. 44

The rehabilitation of Dessalines
Hughes's choice of Dessalines rather than Toussaint as tragic protagonist is
revealing of the play's rehabilitation of the Haitian Revolution as a popular
uprising and an important recuperation of Dessalines' s character against the
grain of a long history of denigration. However, inside Haiti the rehabilitation
of Dessalines can be traced to early in the nineteenth century, where it took on
two distinct fonns. Haiti's black peasantry had begun to mythologize
Dessalines by incorporating him into the pantheon of vodou fwas where he
became, 'Ogou Desalin'. This process, discussed in detail by Joan Dayan and
Michael Largey, was also highly significant to Rene Depestre' s representation
of Dessalines as a black liberator in his epic vodou mystery poem, Un-Arc-encief pour f'occident Chnitien. 45 For Haiti's peasantry, the two most important

aspects of Dessalines' s biography were his greatness as a soldier and his
gruesome death at the hands of the mulatto elite, a contradictory
memorialisation that as Largey explains,

Outside Haiti, Dessalines has mostly been regarded as beyond the pale of celebration
and he has been either reviled or ignored. Not a single English language biography of
Dessalines has been published. For Spencer st. John Dessalines was "nothing but an
African savage." st. John, Hayti; or, the Black Republic. 79.
Alongside Langston Hughes, William Wells Brown and James Weldon Johnson both
played key roles in the project of rehabilitating the persona of Des salines in African
American communities and thereby fostering radical black consciousness. See: Leon.
D. Pamphile, Haitians and African Americans: A Heritage of Tragedy and Hope
(University of Florida Press, 2002). 133-34, 147.
45 Dayan, Haiti, History, and the Gods. 33-36. Michael D. Largey, Vodou Nation:
Haitian Art Music and Cultural Nationalism, Chicago Studies in Ethnomusicology
(Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 2006). 61-2.
44
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.. [ ... J fused two compelling and contradictory images: the powerful
general who protected the Haitian state from invasion and the
dismembered corpse tom asunder by his enemies. ,,46

Haiti's intellectual and political classes, however, took a little longer to recall
Dessalines as heroic, and when they eventually did, they chose to remember a
rather different Dessalines, one with whose qualities of bravery, courage and
ambition they associated themselves. 47

Internationally, examining the evolution of representations of Dessalines tells a
rather different story and reveals a very different set of perspectives and
prejudices. White historiography of the Haitian Revolution throughout 19th and
even into the 20

th

centuries has traditionally favoured the more diplomatic,

literate Toussaint, and has frequently emphasised his mercy in contrast to the
more 'barbarous' Dessalines who, outside Haiti, remained most infamous for
having ordered the extermination of all the whites who remained in Haiti early
in 1805. C. L. R. James was one of the first non-Haitians to confront what had
become a powerful, and sordidly racist, misrepresentation of Dessalines by
examining this most notorious episode in the Haitian Revolution in full and
with characteristic aplomb:
"Early in the new year, 1805, the whites in Haiti were massacred by the
orders of Dessalines. All histories are full of this. A representative of the
British Government once threw it in the face of the Haitian delegate at a
meeting of the League of Nations. He would have been more cautious if

Largey, Vodou Nation: Haitian Art Music and Cultural Nationalism. 62.
47 Ibid. 62.
46

177

he had known the part his own highly civilized country played in this
supposedly typical example of black savagery.,,48

In a typically committed, but suave, narrative style, James rebuked the myth of
Dessalines 'the black butcher' by carefully analysing the background to Haiti's
race war and Dessalines' s orders to the black population to massacre the whites.
James persuasively concluded that the fate of Haiti's white population had been
sealed "not so much due to the justified hate of the blacks but the calculated
savagery of imperialism. ,,49 James's analysis on this matter illustrates that,
firstly, General Leclerc had already resolved on a war of extermination that
began with the deliberate drowning of over 1,000 blacks in Le Cap harbour as a
means of ending the Saint Domingue crisis. Secondly, James pointed out that
Leclerc's successor, General Rochambeau attempted to finish the job by
attempting to exterminate not just all the blacks but the mulattoes as well. And
thirdly, James argued that Dessalines's attitude to Saint Domingue's whites
remained moderate. James noted that Dessalines even invited the white
emigres, who could see Rochambeau's mission to bring the colony back under
French control failing, to return to their former properties. Finally, and
crucially, James highlighted the presence of three Englishmen at the meeting of
the Haitian Congress of December 1804. At that meeting, the Englishmen dubbed "these civilized cannibals" by James - offered Dessalines the promise
of British diplomatic recognition, military protection of Haiti's independence,
and trade in return for the extermination of all the remaining whites still living

James, The Black Jacohins : Toussaint L 'ouverture and the San Domingo
Revolution. 299.
49 Ibid. 299.
48
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in Haiti in order "to drive and wedge between Haiti and France".50 That the
massacres only took place n10nths after the issuing of the proclamation when
Dessalines felt that Haiti's independence was threatened once more by the
French military, has also been swept under the carpet. 51

But although James's defence of Dessalines countered the prevailing
denigrations, James still chose Toussaint to be his great historical figure.
Similarly Aime Cesaire had the more limited Dessalines playing second fiddle
to both Toussaint and Christophe. Thus, Hughes's play and libretto can be
considered remarkable for their focus on Dessalines as a figure of
uncompromised black national identity and his literary elevation as a tragic
protagonist. Writing on Troubled Island in conjunction with another African
American opera about Haiti entitled Ounga by the composer Clarence Cameron
White and the librettist John Frederick Matheus, Michael Largey contends that:
"By choosing a dramatic subject [Dessalines] whose reputation as a
fierce defender of black sovereignty pitted him against the white
oppressor, Matheus and Hughes positioned their respective libretti as
alternatives to the narrative of Louverture's tragic legacy. Dessalines,
whose revolutionary battle cry was 'koupe tet, boule kay' (cut heads and
bum houses), invoked the idea of black national identity without
assuaging white audiences. ,,52

Ibid. 300, 299-300.
51 Ibid. 300-1.
52 Largey, Vodou Nation: Haitian Art Music and Cultural Nationalism. 150.
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Thus in Emperor of Haiti, when Dessalines is questioned on the necessity of the
brutality of the Revolution, he justifies it with a frank assessment of the
Manichean reality of the situation for Saint Domnigue' s slaves on the eve of the
outbreak of the Revolution by recalling to memory the fate of the heroic
maroon, Mackandal:
Dessalines: "The whites never have pity on us. We're just slaves, dogs
to them
[ ... ]

They burned Mackandal for trying to be free, didn't they? They had no
mercy on him. We'll show no mercy on them now."
Martel: "I remember well the burning of Mackandal. Thirty years gone
by, 'tis. They made the slaves for miles around witness it, as an example
of what happens to any Negro who wants to be free. Burning is a
horrible thing, Jean Jacques! I hate to think that we must do it, toO.,,53

The memory of Makandal' s burning at the stake affirms for Dessalines the
brutal reality of the situation in Haiti and the impossibility of bloodless
revolution:
Martel: "I'd let them live, if they'd leave us free."
Dessalines: "They won't so there's no ifabout it. We have no choice but
to kill ... wipe out the whites in all this island ... for if the French are
left to force us back to slavery, we'll never get a chance to rise again.
And for us, you and me - there'd be only the rack, the wheel, or burning
at the stake like Mackandal. Mackandal! Dead leader of rebellious
slaves, fight with us now."
53
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Martel: "'Mackandal is with us, son. His spirit walks the Haitian hills
crying the name of freedom. ,,54

No mention of Mackandal 's mythical 'escape' is made by Dessalines although
Martel invokes his spirit. Dessalines's political judgement is rooted in the brutal
realities of Saint Domingue's slave society, and not in its mythologies or the
mysteries of vodou.

55

Nor does the play hide that, unlike Toussaint and

Christophe, Dessalines could not read or write. In its representation of the fall
of a brave and committed but tragically flawed black liberator and leader,

Emperor of Haiti, should be considered a prescient and significant attempt to
secure and rehabilitate Dessalines's place in black history, making it clear to an
African American audience that in accepting the prevailing opinion of
Dessalines as a butcher and an embarrassment could no longer be accepted.
Thus the play rehabilitates Dessalines' s identity as a black liberator in tragic
terms, whilst avoiding hagiographic treatment.

The Haitian Revolution as opera: Troubled Island
The critics have not been kind to Troubled Island: one contemporary review
concluded that the opera was a "turgid, confused mishap".56 Certainly the
opera's turbulent genesis cannot have helped matters: with Hughes spending so
much time outside the United States at critical moments during the opera's
making, William Grant Still and Hughes had insurmountable problems of
Ibid. 285. Emphasis in the original.
55 Ibid. 284-85.
56 Irving Kolodin, "Review Of "Troubled Island"," New York Sun, Apri111949. 15758.
54
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comn1unication that, along with artistic differences, would cause them to break
off their partnership before the opera was completed. 57 Furthermore, critics
have found that Hughes's and Grant Still's artistic differences are visible in the
disparities between the opera's libretto and the opera's music. Largey has
obseryed that whereas Hughes's libretto clearly reflects his "antipathy for the
upper-classes of Haitian society, the opera's music was less concerned with
reinforcing the message of class conflict. ,,58 The opera's music is reminiscent of
symphonic Hollywood mood music of the period and it does not consistently
find a suitable idiom to compliment Hughes' highly charged libretto. 59
Furthermore, Grant Still, being unable to discover any authentically Haitian
musical material in the United States, resorted to using two Haitian musical
themes that he obtained from a former US Marine officer who had served in
Haiti during the occupation. The first of these, a vodou theme was greatly
altered and used in the opera's first act, and the second, a Meringue was used in
the last act. For the rest of the opera's musical score Grant Still attempted to
create his own musical language through which to represent Haiti. As if all this
were not problematic enough, Largey has also observed that the US Marine
who provided Grant Still with musical material, John Houston Craige,
"subsequently made his living from exploiting his experiences in Haiti,
writing two sensationalist books - Black Baghdad and Cannibal

Tammy L. Kernodle, "Arias, Communists, and Cons~iracies: The History of Still's
"Troubled Island" " The Musical Quarterly 83, no. 4 (WInter) (1999). 493.
58 Largey, Vodou Nation: Haitian Art Music and Cultural ~ation~lism ..180.
..
59 An original recording of a live performance of the opera IS avaIlable III the BntIsh
Library'S Sound Archive: William Grant Still and Langston Hughes, Troubled Island
(New York Center Opera Company, 1936).
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Co liS ins - that cast Haiti as a place where tropical heat, isolation, and
sexually loose women posed a threat to American troops. ,,60

Equipped with only one highly dubious source of authentic Haitian music and
musicological advice and having never visited Haiti himself, Grant Still found
himself in a situation wherein he needed to invent rather than represent but with
no grounding in the real.

Troubled Island begins at the same moment in time as the play but with a
slightly different thematic emphasis. The opera's stage directions are far more
emotive than the play's and reveal a more ambitious project. The opera, like the
play, opens under the cover of nightfall, a night which is "ominous, throbbing
with a power long suppressed, full of strange portent" as a mother's voice sings
"calm and clear" of how the bond between mother and child is broken by
slavery and of how a flame "will sweep / Our slavery away!,,61 Thus the
beginning of the opera with its representation of how slavery undermined the
strength of family bonds, strikes a deeply personal and not a high political note.

As in the play, the character of Martel is used to articulate the memory of
Africa with deep melancholy and as a lost utopia "far, far away", although the
opera's music lacks much in the way of African elements, and indeed sounds
very European. Martel's words however do convey a sense of Africa as a grand

Largey, Vodou Nation: Haitian Art Music and Cultural Nationalism. 181.
61 Langston Hughes, "Troubled Island (1936)," in Collected Works of Langsto.n
Hughes: Gospel Plays, Operas, a~d L~ter Dra.matic. Works, ed. LeslIe Cathenne
Sanders (Columbia / London: UnIverSIty of MIS so un Press, 2001). 17, 19.
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and civilized land, although the cliches that marred his speech in the play were
not excised from the libretto:
Martel:

"'Africa!
I remember Africa!
A black man's land where ,
Tall and proud,
Black kings and chiefs held sway!
Well do I remember Africa!
Well do I remember, too,
That most unlucky day
The slavers came,
Stole me away.,,62

The play does however strive to represent Haitian vodou as a cultural repository
of Dionysian power, and in the first act a vodou dance signifies the imminence
of the uprising, although in performance the dance can have hardly been any
more authentic than Grant Still's 'voodoo' music. It is here that the opera
misses Hughes's influence: Hughes had observed vodou ceremonies during his
trip to Haiti whereas Grant Still had no first hand knowledge of the physical,
visual and oral elements of vodou. But, with Hughes and Grant Still estranged
by the time of production, Hughes was not at hand to provide Grant Still with
his local knowledge. Nonetheless, drums are used in an attempt to portray the
ferocious power of vodou as a band of slaves chant the names of various vodou
gods before Dessalines makes a dramatic entrance into the scene and plays the
role that was historically fulfilled by Boukman, inciting the slaves to revolt:
62
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Dessalines:

"'Our time has come!
Over all Haiti now the time has come
To give the signal, sound the great drum
[ ... ]

Give out the weapons!
Men, away!
Slaves to the hills!
Arise! Follow me!
Strike to be free! ,,63

Following the play's script very closely, the opera narrates the story of
Dessalines's betrayal and demise, although there is a tension in the opera that
does not exist in the play, due to a collision of form and content. In the elevated
artistic form of opera, Troubled Island can be read even more clearly as a
product of an African American perception of Haiti than the play Emperor of
Haiti can be, although both texts must be seen in the context of the changing

perception of Haiti in the African American diaspora. Lacking authentic
materials and local knowledge, the libretto also cannot attempt to convey the
language of the Haitian slaves and peasantry through the use of an African
American vernacular as Hughes did with the play. Yet the opera can still be
regarded as what Largey has termed "diasporic cosmopolitanism", primarily
valuable as a text now for its ability to tell us about the cultural currency of
Haiti's history of anti-colonialism within radical African American circles.

64

Both texts can be seen as attempts to rethink and to renegotiate diasporic

Ibid. 25-6.
64 Largey, Vodou Nation: Haitian Art Music and Cultural Nationalism. 148.
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relationships to Haiti, and to rehabilitate Dessalines' s reputation and standing as
a great black political and military figure, worthy of a place on the international
stage alongside Toussaint Louverture. As such, both Troubled Island and The

Emperor of Haiti are important fictional reinterpretations of the achievement of
Haitian independence, and through their representation of Dessalines' s tragic
falL they carry a powerful message of an unfinished revolution, and the ongoing
need to remain unreconciled to the many and varied debilitating legacies of
slavery, whilst also celebrating black historical achievement in the Americas,
and throughout the diaspora.

186

Chapter 6
The aesthetics of cyclical pessimism: Derek
Walcott's Haitian Trilogy

Derek Walcott's longstanding interest in Haitian history is revealed in a trilogy
of plays that draw on the Haitian Revolution for their subject matter. The three
plays - Henri Christophe, Drums and Colours, and The Haitian Earth - were
collected into one volume and published as The Haitian Trilogy in 2002.1 Until
their publication in this collected format they were largely forgotten works and
hard to find; even the most recently completed play in the trilogy, The Haitian

Earth, which is now presented as Walcott's major or mature Haitian work, had
2

never been published. Walcott wrote a new foreword to the plays for their
publication in The Haitian Trilogy which, as well as providing a problematic
and laconic consideration of Haitian history, is a useful starting point from
which to begin to understand the ideological basis that underpins all three of
Walcott's dramatic representations of the Haitian Revolution. Walcott writes:

Derek Walcott, The Haitian Trilogy: Plays: Henri Christophe, Drums and Colours,
and the Haytian Earth (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2002).
2 In 2000 Bruce King wrote that the Haitian Earth "might someday be published along
with Franklin and The Charlatan, two other [of Walcott's] plays with long histories
which have had major productions, but remain unpublished." Bruce King, Derek
Walcott: A Caribbean Life (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000). 435.
1
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"The Haitian revolution, as sordidly tyrannical as so many of its
subsequent regimes tragically became, was an upheaval, a necessary
rejection of the debasements endured under a civilized empire, that
achieved independence.,,3

It is a summation that credits the revolution with having achieved no more than

"independence", recognises it as having been "necessary", although "sordidly
tyrannical''' and sees the event as having opened the doors to the many
tyrannical "subsequent regimes" that have commanded power in Haiti since the
1804 revolution. It is a barely positive summation and suggests a deep
scepticism about revolution in general, and the received historical record. 4 It is
also an interpretation that fits neatly with a reading of Haitian history as an
endlessly repeating cycle of tragic violence and tyranny, and it is this that
emerges as the predominant view of Haitian history throughout The Haitian
Trilogy.

To a certain extent, the view of the Haitian Revolution that Walcott's Trilogy
presents holds a great deal in common with Alejo Carpentier's El Reino de Este
Mundo, which also supports an interpretation of Haitian history as endlessly

and cyclically tyrannical, albeit in a more complexly qualified manner.
However, there are a number of crucial distinctions between the two works.
One relates to their extremely different representations of the elite mulatto class

Walcott, The Haitian Trilogy: Plays: Henri Christophe, Drums and Colours, and the
Haytian Earth viii.
4 For an analysis of the relationship of Walcott's works to 'history' see: Ian Gregory
Strachan, Paradise and Plantation: Tourism and Culture in the Anglophone Caribbean
(Charlottesville: University of Virgina Press, 2002). 192-223.
3

188

s
in independent Haiti. Another can be seen in Carpentier's emphasis on Haiti's
situation in a threatening imperial world, as represented by the sections of the
novel set in Cuba. In contrast, Walcott's Haiti - in Henri Christophe and The
Haitian Earth at least - fails to evoke this external world. A further difference
between the two works important to this argument is that although they both
interpret Haitian history in terms of a tragic repeating cycle, EI Reino de Este
Afundo at least offers some faint hope of the possibility of continued resistance
to tyranny. In the last pages of EI Reino, in the protagonist Ti Noel's final
retreat into the realm of the marvellous real wherein he discovers the power to
assume the form of animals, Ti Noel does find the strength to hurl a
"declaration of war against the new masters, ordering his subjects to march in
battle array against the insolent works of the mulattoes in power.,,6 EI Reino
hints that future resistance to oppression might have to take on a different, and
as yet uncertain, form - Ti Noel's shape-shifting might suggest that the normal
avenues of politics have been exhausted in Haiti - but at least the possibility
that resistance may break Haiti's infernal tragic wheel of fortune remains and it
is defiantly invoked by Ti Noel.

Walcott's Haitian Trilogy on the other hand, relays the defeat of not just
historical resistance, but it also discounts the possibility of successful future
resistance: what emerges is that the exercise of historical agency is doomed to
failure. Disturbingly, one of the effects of Walcott's mapping of a model of
repeating tragedy onto actual history is that the ideological, political and moral
Ca entier's critique of the mulatto elite is powerful whereas Walcott's is much more
amb~uous. See my discussion below on Bongi~'s a~alysis of~alcott's Haitian
Trilogy as augmenting the "mulatto legend" as IdentIfied by NIcholls.
6 Carpentier, The Kingdom of This World. 185.
5
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distinctions between historical actors are rendered meaningless. To read
Walcott's Haitian Trilogy is to be confronted with a series of arguments that are
specific to Haitian history but also general enough to be easily extrapolated into
more universal theories about colonial and post-colonial histories: that whites
and blacks can both be tyrants, revolutions corrupt themselves, that European
slave holders transported slaves to the New W orId but black Africans captured
and sold them, and that when in power the colonized will behave as the
colonists once did; all are guilty and only oppression endures.

Hence and despite the lyrical and eloquent seductiveness with which this
position emerges from the texts of the Trilogy, it is important to follow through
the implications of this argument. In the place of the emancipatory potential of
history, Walcott's Trilogy implicitly advocates the politics of the aesthetic and a
rejection of history along the lines articulated in his essay, "The Muse of
History". There Walcott unforgettably damns the malign oppressiveness of
'history' :
"In the New W orId servitude to the Muse of History has produced a
literature of recrimination and despair, a literature of revenge written by
the descendants of slaves or a literature of remorse written by the
descendants of masters.,,7
However, using the Haitian Revolution to project a pessimistic fatalism requires
a complex rearrangement of 'history'. This move, together with the mapping of
cycles of tragedy onto and over the historical record, becomes the most
important object of scrutiny in analyzing Walcott's Haitian Trilogy. Thus, the

7

Derek Walcott, What the Twilight Says. Essays (London: Faber and Faber, 1998).37.
190

politics of Walcott's Haitian Trilogy depends not on the historical accuracy or
otherwise of the dramas, but on how Walcott reorders 'history', and how this
rearrangement supports or encourages a particular perspective on the Haitian
Revolution.

For example, Walcott's pessimistic take on events paints Dessalines and
Christophe as being the real enemies of liberty in an independent Haiti. These
representations are taken out of their macro-historical contexts in order to make
the new oppression of their regimes seem as cruel and as contrary to human
rights as the governance of the colonists had been. 8 The plays do not evoke the
external neo-colonial context in which Dessalines and Christophe were both
forced to govern. Furthermore, the many liberties that Walcott takes with the
historical record collectively, distort the representation of the world in which
these figures ruled. Instead the plays dwell on the intemallives of the characters
to fmd explanation for their recourse to the same old injustices. It is very a
problematic method in so far as it ensures that the reader must judge Dessalines
and Christophe in a vacuum. For the harshest critic of Walcott's Haitian
Trilogy, Chris Bongie, Walcott's method serves to collude with what the

historian David Nicholls has identified as the "mulatto legend",9 and Bongie
concludes his critical interrogation of Walcott's Trilogy with the following
stinging remarks:
This idea is developed from Chris Bongie, ""Monotonies of History": Baron De
Vastey and the Mulatto Legend of Derek Walcott's Haitian Trilogy," Yale French
Studies 107 (2005). 88-90.
9 According to the "mulatto legend": "Dessalines is portrayed as despotic, barbarous
and ignorant; Christophe was also despotic and prejudiced against the coloureds. [The
mulatto] Petion, on the other hand, was everything that is virtuous: liberal, humane,
democratic mild civilised honest, as was Boyer, his successor". Nicholls quoted in
" ,
th
th
..
h
Ibid. 75. The "mulatto legend" plagued the 19 and early 20 century hlstonograp yof
Haiti, and its legacy continues to endure.
8
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.. [ ... ] the author of the Trilogy can indeed be said, in Barthes' s sense,
to have written a great deal, and in writing to have revealed, in good
faith, the bad faith that has been a constant of his 'sceptical humanist'
representations of History, his cynical disengagement from social
movements that he would appear to be incapable of seeing as anything
more than 'necessary upheavals.' The Trilogy stands as a monument to
the civil war that, in the name of 'art, ' Walcott has been waging for a
very long time now against the complicities and compromises that are
the inevitable, 'monotonous' by-product of all historical endeavour".10

Further, in a footnote to the same article Bongie questions the literary value of
the trilogy:
"F or reasons of space, I have omitted any discussion here of what I feel
to be the most obvious meaning of, and rationale for, the publication of
Walcott's "new" text, which has less to do with the value of the plays
themselves than with the increasing marketability of postcolonial
literature. The marketability of the Trilogy relies not upon any further
writing, any supplementary attempt on the author's part at fathoming
(and throwing into question) the assumptions that originally lead to the
creation of these plays, but simply upon the distinction (in Bourdieu's
sense of the word) attaching to postcolonialism' s "celebrity authors" .11

Bongie's argument that the Trilogy colludes with "the mulatto legend" hinges
on the fact that Walcott's representation of Dessalines and Christophe is
damning, while the important figure of Alexandre Petion - a mulatto who was
10
11

Ibid. 106-07.
Ibid. 106.
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Christophe's main political rival and who became President of the southern half
of a divided Haiti while Christophe ruled in the north - escapes criticism only
by being largely absent.

Thus, it is clear that Walcott's representation of Haitian history in his Trilogy is
radically different frot11 the interpretations offered by Cesaire, Depestre, James,
and Hughes of Haitian history as having opened the gates of black liberation
and as serving as an example to decolonisation and anti-colonial movements the
world over. Instead, Walcott's plays carry within them the contradiction that
they were written and first performed during an era of optimistic
anticolonialism, but that they bear a message of profound scepticism about
revolution.

However, critics who have gleaned a positive reading of Walcott's plays have
managed to do so by drawing attention to the fact that through the plays one can
trace an arc of development in Walcott's voice and world-view. 12 This reading
emphasises that the Trilogy was written over a period of around forty years, and
that in them one can detect Walcott's maturation as an artist. The first play,

Henri Christophe, was finished in 1949 when Walcott was still only 19 years of
age. It was privately published at Walcott's own expense in Barbados in 1950
and it was first performed in St Lucia in the same year.13 The Trilogy's second
part, Drums and Colours, an 'epic' or 'pageant play', was first produced as the
main event of the West Indian Festival of the Arts in Trinidad in 1958. It had
been commissioned to mark the opening of the short-lived first Federal
Bruce King, Derek Walcott and West Indian Drama (Oxford: Clarendon, 1995).
13 King, Derek Walcott: A Caribbean Life. 76-7.
12
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Parliament of the West Indies and was performed by a cast of around eighty
actors before a seated audience of 3,000. Finally, the last part of the Trilogy is
The Haitian Earth, which was originally conceived as a script for a television-

film, was first performed in 1984, and throughout the eighties Walcott
continued to make drawings and paintings to illustrate how he visualized The
Haitian Earth.

14

The long periods of time that elapsed between each instalment

have encouraged critics to read into the Trilogy evidence of Walcott's artistic
growth. As Edward Baugh maintains:
"To compare [Walcott's] treatment of the Revolution in the three is to
enhance understanding of his evolution as a dramatist, both in content or
world view and in style".15

Unsurprisingly this view is also the view that the book's dust jacket propagates:
the Trilogy functioned as "a sounding room for [Walcott's] own maturing
voice".16 The plays certainly do differ in their tone, themes and mode of
representing the Revolution: for example, one can trace the diminishing
importance of the 'hero' and the increasing significance of 'the people' from
one play to the next. However, it is my argument that the trilogy as a whole
serves to misrepresent the tragic reversals and shortcomings of the Haitian
Revolution, and that none of the three plays is able satisfactorily to map an
aesthetic model of cyclical tragedy onto a version of Haitian history.

Ibid. 76-7, 136-37,434-35. It is worth noting here that each of the plays are not
chronological; each play stands alone and they do not depend on each other for
coherence.
15 Edward Baugh, "Of Men and the Haitian Revolution," Callaloo 28.1 (2005).45.
16 Walcott, The Haitian Trilogy: Plays: Henri Christophe, Drums and Colours, and the
Haytian Earth From the dust jacket.
14
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The endless tyranny of revolution: the high style of Henri
Christophe
The first play in Walcott's Trilogy, Henri Christophe certainly reads like the
work of a young and prodigiously talented writer who is still some way from
artistic maturity. The play is not derivative, but it does bear strong indications
of Walcott's enthusiasm for Shakespeare in particular, as can be seen in the
aesthetics of the play's high style as well as its narrative mode. Of most interest
however, is that the play's recuperation and interpretation of the narrative and
major players of the Haitian Revolution, emerges in the form of a tragic drama.

Henri Christophe, is subtitled "A Chronicle in Seven Scenes ", but it might well
have been subtitled a tragedy. Whereas the most obvious influences come from
Shakespeare's Hamlet and King Lear, there are also signs that Marlowe and
Webster were also sources of inspiration. Henri Christophe's portrayal of the
power struggle between Christophe and Dessalines, their betrayal of Toussaint,
and their deaths, are easily recognisable in theatrical terms as elements of
tragedy. The play bears all the hallmarks of a young and prodigious talent who
was thoroughly acquainted with the English literary canon through a colonial
education, and although not wholly transfixed under the spell of his literary
idols, had not yet defined his own voice. In his essay of 1970, "What the
Twilight Says", Walcott wrote clearly about his fascination with the Haitian
Revolution as a young man, and the terms in which he envisaged Haitian
history:
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"At nineteen, an elate, exuberant poet madly in love with English, but in
the dialect-loud dusk of water buckets and fish sellers, conscious of the
naked, voluble poverty around me, I felt a fear of that darkness which
had swallowed up all fathers. Full of precocious rage, I was drawn, like
a child's mind to fire, to the Manichean conflicts of Haiti's history. The
parallels were there in my own island, but not the heroes: a black French
island somnolent in its Catholicism and black magic, blind faith and
blinder overbreeding, a society which triangulated itself medievally into
land baron, serf, and cleric, with a vapid, high-brown bourgeoisie. The
fire's shadows, magnified into myth, were those of the black Jacobins of
Haiti. ,,17

That Walcott perceived Haiti's history in the terms of Jacobean tragedy is made
clear a little later on in the essay:
"[The black Jacobins of Haiti] were Jacobean, too, because they flared
from a mind drenched in Elizabethan literature out of the same darkness
as Webster's Flamineo, from a flickering world of mutilation and
heresy. They were moved by the muse of witchcraft, their self-disgust
foreshadowed ours, that wrestling contradiction of being white in mind
and black in body, as if flesh were coal from which the spirit like
tormented smoke writhed to escape. I repeat the raging metaphysics of a
bewildered boy in this rhetoric. I can relive, without his understanding, a
passion which I have betrayed. But they seemed to him, then, those
slave-kings, Dessalines and Christophe, men who had structured their

own despair. Their tragic bulk was massive as a citadel at twilight.
17

Walcott, What the Twilight Says. Essays. 10.
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They were our only noble ruins. He believed then that the moral of
tragedy could only be Christian, that their fate was the debt exacted by
the sin of pride, that they were punished by a white God as masters
punished servants for presumption. He saw history as hierarchy, and to

him these heroes, despite their meteoric passages, were damned to the
old darkness because they had challenged an ordered universe.,,18

It is as c lear a statement as we have of how Walcott viewed Haitian history and
the lives of "those slave-kings" in the fatalistic terms of Jacobean tragedy harsh. violent and hierarchical. Dessalines and Christophe are also described as
fatally fla\ved figures having been the architects of their own despair and with it
the despair of their own people. It is an important passage as it ultimately shifts
the burden of moral responsibility for the decisions that they took while they
were, respectively, Haiti's first "Emperor" and first "King", onto the
individuals themselves. Through the lens of Jacobean tragedy, Walcott focuses
on their reigns at the expense of dramatizing the neo-colonial world that Haiti
found itself in from 1804 onwards. In fact, Dessalines and Christophe are
situated within the aesthetics of Jacobean tragedy first, with the macrohistorical context of Haitian history coming a distant second.

Walcott's debt to Shakespeare is evident from the outset of Henri Christophe
and the play begins with a prefatory quote from Hamlet on the theme of
kingship and tragedy:
"The cease of majesty
Dies not alone but like a gulf doth draw
18

Ibid. 11. Emphases added.
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What's near it with it; it is a massy wheel
Fix'd on the summit of the highest mount,
To whose huge spokes ten thousand lesser things
Are mortis'd and adjoin'd; which, when it falls,
Each small annexment, petty consequence,
Attends the boist'rous ruin. ,,19

These are major themes of Henri Christophe: History, Time, and the place of
Kingship in the cycles of tragedy that Walcott saw in Haitian history, all
reworked from their Shakespearean sources. The play is set in Haiti in 1803,
suggesting a slight inattentiveness to historical chronology on Walcott's part,
since Haiti did not exist until 1804. Nevertheless, the significance of Walcott's
setting holds good: Toussaint was captured and imprisoned in the Jura some
time before the play's opening scene and the Government Palace at Cap Haitien
is awaiting news of Toussaint from France. The opening scene foreshadows
Haiti's ill fate by demonstrating the infighting that has emerged from within the
revolution's leadership during Toussaint's imprisonment. General Petion, the
second character to speak in the play, remarks of Dessalines and the situation
surrounding Toussaint that Dessalines is "preparing to be valedictory" during
the wait for news of Toussaint from France:
Petion:

"Today a ship arrived from France;
Anchoring in the roads she looked sullen;
Fearing the worst, Dessalines would look decorous
To suit the occasion. But if he really dressed his hope,

Derek Walcott, "Henri Christophe (1949)," in The Haitian Trilogy: Plays: Henri
Christophe, Drums and Colours, and the Haytian Earth (New York: Farrar, Straus and
Giroux, 2002). 7.
19
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It would wear black; he would like Toussaint dead.
This country that stretched, crowing to greet
The sun of history rising, will have its throat cut
That's the truth. ,,20

The elegance of Petion' s speech in which he foresees the danger that Dessalines
poses to an independent Haiti that is "crowing to greet / The sun of history
rising", is evidence of the mulatto legend that the play's subtext reinforces,
although Petion's limited role does mean its effect is not prominent. The
representations of Dessalines and Petion make an unavoidable contrast:
Dessalines is the butcher "who would like Toussaint dead" whereas Petion is
figured in a more analytical, civilized manner. Petion's speech also reveals him
to be a shrewd judge of character and astutely notes Dessalines' ambitions and
predicts his fate: "He considers kingship; / Vanity will undo him.,,21 Thus from
the outset, even before Dessalines assumes command of an independent Haiti,
Walcott, through the voice of Petion, illustrates that Dessalines was no
republican. When a Messenger arrives to bring the news of Toussaint's death,
the play's homage to Hamlet reappears. Dessalines' reaction to the news of
Toussaint's death is formal and unsentimental and evokes the theme of overhasty mourning. The Messenger declares that Toussaint" [ ... J died, grace on
his lips; / But that is no comfort, he is dead ... / You have heard his fate". 22
This elicits the following response from Dessalines:
Dessalines:

"I'll talk of fate. Have you letters

Ibid. 8.
21 Ibid. 8.
22 Ibid. 10.
20
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From Napoleon? How was his death received?"
Messenger:

. . Somewhat with courtesy, unlike the court
I see here. I expected to move iron men to tears;
You look as if I had discussed the weather.
Haiti is in the Saturday of honour, she
Is rudderless.,,23

Dessalines's final position and argument that, "We must not profane his
memory with idleness", rings hollow. 24 And just as Dessalines declares himself
in control of Haiti, Walcott uses the character of Brelle, a Priest and later an
archbishop, to drive home the Hamlet comparison, further readying the stage
for a tragedy,
Brelle:

"This is a cursory mourning;
Do tears dry up so very quickly?,,25

Although the strong presence of a Shakespearean tone and mood might be
considered irksome or distracting, it does serve to illustrate the kind of
recuperation of the final stages of the Haitian Revolution in which Walcott was
interested, as well as his innovative literary talents. By taking the story of
Dessalines' and Christophe's power struggle into the vacuum that had been
caused by Toussaint's death, and telling it in a high style, Walcott's play is an
attempt to elevate their story to a level of universal grandeur and importance
that had been reserved for stories from the European traditions. Thus, Walcott's

Henri Christophe has something in common with lames's history, The Black
Ibid. 10-11.
24 Ibid. 11.
25 Ibid. 12.
23
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Jacobins, in tenns of style and representation. But whereas lames took the
opportunity in telling the history of the Haitian Revolution to recuperate
Toussaint as a great man worthy of comparison with Napoleon, Walcott
recovers Dessalines and Christophe as protagonists worthy of a Shakespearean
stage outside of their specific historical context. These representational tactics
are simultaneously radical and problematic. For whereas Henri Christophe
demeans the history it enacts by presenting it in the tenns of fatalistic tragedy,
the power of the language in the play, together with characterization and
aesthetic register, illustrate that the Caribbean's indigenous history is rich
enough to sustain a literary imagination equal to any European art. This makes
for an adamant rebuttal to N aipaul' s well known nihilistic interpretation of
Caribbean history and his opinion of its cultural potential.

The ambivalent outcome of Walcott's rewriting of the historical record in this
manner is particularly clear when the recounting of the notorious episode of the
1804 massacre of Haiti's white population is examined. In Henri Christophe
the rewriting of this historical event has the effect of confinning that Haiti has
entered an endless cycle of recurring tragedy: "The cycle will never end. Blood
grows / Where blood is uprooted".26 Furthennore, in Henri Christophe
culpability for the atrocity rests with Dessalines and his sadistic desires alone. It
is here worth juxtaposing Walcott's rewriting with C. L. R. lames's
recuperative work on this notorious episode and noting that lames presented a
very different version which recognises that the truly tragic quality of the
atrocity emerges only after the way in which Dessalines was held hostage to

26

Ibid. 15.
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political n1anipulation by British imperial diplomats who threatened Saint
Domingue with a trade embargo until "the last of the whites had fallen under
the axe."~7 Thus Dessalines' massacre was for James not an "example of black
savagery", but of "the calculated savagery of imperialism".28 On the other hand,
in Henri Christophe, the writing out of the political background to the massacre
has problematic consequences. In fact, rather than showing how his hand was
forced, Henri Christophe shows Dessalines eagerly anticipating the massacre
and looking forward to creating a new aristocracy:
Dessalines:

"Think, gentlemen, a black nobility, the white flower
destroyed. ,,29

This caricature of Dessalines as the epitome of evil is re-iterated throughout and
there is nothing to counter Petion' s opinion that:
Petion:

"He is a model
Of horror. Dessalines is only a beast;
He goes to blood with the joy that I go to a feast.,,3o

Thus although Walcott makes a Jacobean protagonist of Dessalines, in
emphasising his bloodthirsty character his representation does not challenge the
many demonising imperial figurations of his character.

* * *

James, The Black Jacobins : Toussaint L'ouverture and the San Domingo
Revolution. 299.
28 Ibid. 299.
29 Walcott, "Henri Christophe (1949)." 20.
30 Ibid. 41-2.
27
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E\'en though Walcott's template also demands a particular and troubling
representation of Christophe, the play's finest and most romantic lines are
reserved for him, and his speeches which contain references to European
Classical antiquity, are delivered with innovative lyricism. Lamenting
Toussaint's death for example, Christophe compares the ingenuities of his
military leadership to the Greek triumph in Troy - "The duplicity of the horse"
- serving as a metaphor for his ability to keep his enemies guessing. 31
Christophe is also the character who most frequently elaborates on the play's
'big' themes of History, Time and Fate. For example, his reaction to
Toussaint's death is expressed in terms of history and betrayal:
Christophe:

"Fold up your hopes to show them to your children,
Because the sun has settled now
Behind the horizon of our bold history.
[ ... ]
The man is dead, history has betrayed us ... ,,32

Christophe also perceives himself as a Greek tragic hero, and the analogies that
he uses to describe the situation that Haiti finds itself in, are often based on the
ancient Greek fertility myth of seasonal birth, death and resurrection - a move
that was also made by Cesaire in his representation of Toussaint in his Cahier.
In the play's first half shortly after Dessalines has assumed command of Haiti
but while the men in Christophe's camp are awaiting news on Toussaint,
Christophe delivers a rousing speech to his camp in which he pronounces
himself the true successor to Toussaint, and a leader who will reenergise Haiti.

Ibid. 25.
32 Ibid. 24.
31
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At the same time he concedes he is unable to break the tragic bonds of birth,
death and resurrection:
Christophe:

"Under that winter death
I will perform the rites of spring,,33

Fearing that with Dessalines in command he may have missed his political
opportunity. Christophe declares that "We have slipped the chance to hold time
by the / tail" (26), alluding to Marvel's "To His Coy Mistress", before invoking
history again as an ill fate that has robbed him of the opportunity of power:
Christophe:

"History has duped me; I, who was leader,
Shall now play school to a pawn, a breeder
Of petty hates in which I am part. ,,34

In these speeches there are hints of Christophe's self-delusion, egomania and
paranoia that were to haunt him when he eventually did assume power, and a
little later he declares that he is history:
Christophe:

"Y ou are fools; I do not tie the shoelaces of history;
I am the history of which you speak. ,,35

Some of the play's critics have found the elegance of Christophe's speeches to
be problematic and somewhat above his station. According to Bruce King, the
critic Maurice Mason,
"felt that Henri Christophe suffered from being too well written. The
language was above such characters as Christophe who could not read

Ibid. 25.
34 Ibid. 27.
35 Ibid. 28.
33
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or write. No illiterate would speak or think some of the lines attributed
to him.,,3b

But Christophe's high speech is important in order for Walcott's play both to
sustain its impetus as high tragedy and his understanding that Haiti's Black
Jacobins were also Jacobean. Furthermore, they also reveal Walcott's ability to
tackle major themes though drama. The power, tempo and rhythms of
Christophe's blank verse gives the playa literary vitality unique amongst the
Anglophone representations of the Haitian Revolution. Thus, however
problematic Walcott's desire to map a repeating cycle of tragedy onto Haitian
history might be seen to be, Henri Christophe does succeed where many other
plays about the Haitian Revolution have fallen short. For example, whereas C.
L. R. James's play, The Black Jacobins, is plagued by woodenness and
Langston Hughes's Emperor of Haiti lacks the poetic imagination that is
commonly associated with its author, Walcott's play is replete with technical
accomplishment and linguistic virtuosity.

Ultimately however, the play's ideological template demands that it ends in a
manner befitting a Jacobean tragedy. The Jacobean themes of human weakness
and corruptibility, violence and revenge, and an obsession with rulers and
tyrants, were particularly apposite for Walcott's purpose and all are present in

Henri Christophe. The failure of Christophe's kingship, which is caused by his
hubris, megalomania, and corruption, is the fundamental driving force to the
play's tragic end. Because he is unable to balance the forces of 'darkness' and

36

King, Derek Walcott: A Caribbean Life. 77.
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'light' that combine in his personality and ultimately tear him apart,
Christophe's regime condemns the legacy of the Haitian Revolution to failure:

General:

"Christophe is a two-sided mirror; under
His easy surface, ripples of dark
Strive with the light, or like a coin's two sides
[ ... ]

Under that certain majesty he hides
The teaching of Toussaint, the danger of Dessalines.,,37

Christophe's obsession with the construction of his Citadel becomes the most
important symbol of his failure:
Christophe:

"I will build my Cathedral in a month,

Then break or build this kingdom. ,,38

Throughout Christophe's reIgn of terror, Brelle, the priest and future
Archbishop, remains the audience's privileged commentator:
Brelle:

"With hammer and hatred breaking
What Toussaint built, exploding
Where he created. How many dead
Children has your love considered?
[ ... ]

You have become worse than your Dessalines;
You have grown mad with satisfaction and despair. ,,39

Walcott, "Henri Christophe (1949)." 29-30.
38 Ibid. 73.
39 Ibid. 92.
37
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Christophe · s final speech, addressed to a skull and recalling Hamlet's
melancholy monologue evoked by Yorick's skull, reaffirms the play's debt to a
Shakespearean concept of tragedy. It also echoes Gloucester's despair with the
malign gods although this is replaced by Christophe's despair at 'History"
which has proved resistant to his vainglorious attempt to make an individual
mark of greatness. Moreover in Henri Christophe 'History' combines with a
tragic \vheel of fortune resembling that in King Lear - "As flies to wanton boys,
are we to the gods, They kill us for their sport" - to emphasise the collapse of
the ideals that had once defined the Haitian Revolution: 40
Christophe:

(He addresses the skull.)
"History, breaking the stalk she grew herself,
Kills us like flies, wings torn, held up to light,
Burning biographies like rubbish. ,,41

It is a speech of a failed leader, and it neatly summarises Walcott's early

representation of the revolution. "History" is captive to tragedy and the leaders
of the Haitian Revolution are nothing more than actors in its inevitable
unravelling. Henri Christophe sees nothing worth celebrating in the
achievement of black independence in Haiti. And ironically, for all its talk of
"History" the real, confusing, messy and tragic historical context in which
Dessalines and Christophe had to govern, is almost entirely absent. In its place
the aesthetic reconstruction of Dessalines and Christophe as tragic heroes
dominates.

40
41

William Shakespeare, King Lear (London: Arden, [c. 1604-5] 1997). (IV.i.36-7).
Walcott, "Henri Christophe (1949)." 106.
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Drunts and Colours: the Haitian Revolution and the great

tapestry of Caribbean history

Drums and Colours was commissioned to mark the opening of the first West
Indies Federation and thus it is fitting that it does not narrate the story of the
Haitian Revolution in isolation.

42

Instead, the event is the centrepiece to a play

that functions as a grand, trans-national Caribbean historical pageant. The play
focuses on a few iconic episodes in Caribbean history ranging from Columbus'
arriyal on Hispaniola in 1492, to Sir Walter Raleigh's expeditions in search of
the mythical golden city ofEI Dorado, to 1830s Jamaica.

The cast includes some fifty-nine characters, although the play's episodic
structure does allow for some actors to take on more than one role. 43 In addition
to Columbus and Raleigh, there are many iconic and infamous historical
figures, including Europeans and Caribbeans. Among them are the Spanish
Priest Bartholome De Las Casas,44 and the major players from the Haitian
Revolution - the French General Charles Leclerc, his wife and younger sister to
Napoleon, Pauline, as well as the revolutionaries Toussaint, Boukmann, Henri
Christophe, Jean Jacques Dessalines; also the Jamaican George William
The West Indies Federation was a short-lived project: it existed from January 3,
1958 to May 31,1962.
43 This was the casting strategy employed for the play's premiere in the Botanical
Gardens of Port of Spain, Trinidad, April 25, 1958. See Walcott, The Haitian Trilogy:
Plays: Henri Christophe, Drums and Colours, and the Haytian Earth 111-113.
44 De Las Casas became known as a saviour to the Caribbean's indigenous population
for his campaigning on behalf of the Indians. De Las Casas was the author of probably
the most important early text on the conquest of the West Indies which provides an
account of the enslavement, torture and plight of the Caribbean's indigenous
population, Bartolome De Las Casas, A Short Account o/the Destruction o/the Indies
(London: Penguin, 2004).
42
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Gordon, who was an outspoken critic of Jamaica's colonial government and
th

\\'ho can1e to be seen in the 20 century as a precursor to Jamaican nationalism.
In addition there are various conquistadors and sailors, a Jewish emigrant to the
New World, a Chorus that is described as being "a Carnival figure", a Crowd
that frequently sings and dances, and Mano, who is described as being "a
masquerader and leader of a Carnival band", and who is accompanied by his
band members, Pompey, Yette, Ram and General YU. 45 These represent the
contemporary Caribbean people and celebrate a rich grassroots Caribbean
culture in a play that is otherwise burdened with the elitism that is a
consequence of the strategy of narrating history primarily through 'great'
individuals, such as Columbus, De Las Casas, Raleigh, or Toussaint.

Mano's troupe also emphasises the play's meta-theatrical framework, with
Mano serving as a sort of on-stage director and a narrator for the audience. The
play opens with a Prologue in which Mano declares that the band's
performance march is being changed to a theme of "War and Rebellion", in this
very consciously introducing itself as a performance that draws on the forms
.
and rituals of Caribbean carnival. 46 Thus Pompey smgs
to the aud'lence,

Pompey:

"N ow you men of every creed and class,
We know you is brothers when you playing Mass,
White dance with black, black with Indian,
But long time ago, it was Rebellion.
No matter what you colour is now is steel and drums,

Derek Walcott, "Drums and Colours (1958)," in The Haitian Trilogy: Plays: Henri
Christophe, Drums and Colours, and the Haytian Earth (New York: Farrar, Strauss
and Giroux, 2002). 115.
46 Ibid. 119.
45
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We jumping together with open arms,
But if you listen now, you going to see
The painful birth of democracy.,,47

Pompey's song, its rhyming couplets evocative of the rhythms of Caribbean
speech, reverberates with resonances of patois and creole, making a powerful
contrast with the elevated, sometimes pompous language of the earlier play,

Henri Christophe. This suggests Walcott's attempt to write a drama that is more
evidently rooted in the Caribbean; however, the difficulty of synthesising so
many different historical strands into a single work includes the particular
problem of how to incorporate sufficiently developed and differentiated
linguistic registers. Although Pompey's Caribbean voice contrasts with those of
the play's mainly European historical characters, it is noteworthy that there is
little in the play's language to distinguish Las Casas, Columbus, Raleigh, or Le
Clerc. Ironically, it is the fictional characters that are the most fully realized as
Mano's on-stage casting illustrates. Picking out members of the Crowd to act
the roles of the historical characters, Mano' s speech reveals his characterisation
as quick-witted, intelligent, and eminently likeable:
Mano: "We picking three, four heroes, all in history, look a test
Disguise as Columbus, in the front pardner. Yes, I see
Walter Raleigh, up this side my friend ...
[ ... ]

No Horatio Nelson? He ain't in mass this year? Well, we going
take what we get. Toussaint L'Ouverture and his Haitian
rebellion. In front brother. ,,48
47

Ibid. 120.
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The · casting' concludes with Mano' s final explanation and instructions to his
actors:
Mano: "And everybody going act, every blest soul going act the history
of this nation. And now, friends and actors, as the sun been on
his road march all day cooling his crack sole in the basin of the
sea, we starting from sunset, through night to the dawn of this
nation. Clear the stage. Darkness, music, and quiet. Right!,,49
Referring to the story that is about to be told as "the history of this nation",
Mano leaves the audience and his own actors in no doubt as to the intended
sense of unification that his story is intended to inspire. Furthermore, the
Brechtian direct addresses to the audience and to other characters enable
Walcott to dispense with the need to create characters with genuine emotional
and mental depth - a task that would have been impossible given the size of the
play's cast and its epic historical sweep. In fact, many of the characters serve as
signposts for an audience that could not be expected to have a level of historical
knowledge sufficient to follow a narrative that condenses four hundred years of
history into just nineteen scenes.

The Prologue is used as a device to assist the audience as much as possible and
it concludes after the Chorus has summarised the historical background to the
play's first scene: it is 1499, the setting is a crowded beach in Santo Domingo
and the focus is on the fate of the disgraced Christopher Columbus who is about
to be sent back to Spain in shackles, following the failure of his governorship of

Ibid. 121.
49 Ibid. 122.
48
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Hispaniola. However, despite the foregrounding of Columbus, the subject that
is shown to be of real significance is the genocide of the Indians. Drawing
freely on supernaturalism, the opening scene sees ghosts of murdered Indians
descend through trapdoors, figures of slaughtered Indians emerge from
shadows, and on one occasion awaken a panic-stricken Columbus, as the play
ingeniously establishes the starting point of Caribbean history with the islands'
indigenous populations.

The action of the play then proceeds to flit, somewhat abruptly, between Spain
and the .New World'. The second scene, after eleven years have elapsed, is set
in Cadiz, which was the destination of the ship carrying Columbus. This
pictures Cadiz as a rough, unevenly developed town, a place of seediness and
depravity that had a new importance thrust upon it by virtue of its position as a
crucial port to the Americas. The characters through which Walcott chose to
represent the life of Cadiz include sailors, drunks, idlers, whores, and the young
Taino Indian Paco, who was also present in the play's first scene. However the
Paco of the play's second scene is a corrupted version of his formerly innocent
self who now works as a pimp. There is certainly little evidence in Cadiz of a
glorious 'Old World' culture that was to be exported to the colonies.

The next two brief scenes, which are set on board a Spanish slave ship, strive to
represent the indignity and violence of the middle passage, and although
punctuated with horrific episodes, the worst atrocities are left to the
imagination. The presence of an unnamed Jew onboard the slave ship implicitly
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recalls the sin1ilarities and dissimilarities of the Jewish and African Diasporas,
and the ulmamed Jew speaks for Africans and Jews alike:
Jew:

"Because they have wrenched my people from the roots,
I am like a shattered timber cast adrift. 0 God,
The shores of the new lands will soon be known.
Preserve my faith, 0 Lord, comfort Thy people. ,,50

The subsequent two scenes then jump forward in time to tell the story of Sir
Walter Raleigh. The Indian, Paco, is again the common link between the
different narratives and scenes. This time Paco appears as a native who is useful
to Raleigh's imperial ambitions as he claims knowledge of the reality behind
the Spanish legend of El Dorado. Raleigh's two failed searches for El Dorado
and his execution in the Tower of London in 1618, are included to show the
imperial conquest of the 'New World' for what it really was: a violent quest for
riches that placed the imperial powers in competition with each other. A
somewhat superfluous scene set in the British colony of Barbados,

IS

interspersed in between the Raleigh scenes, in which there is an altercation
between a drunken sailor and a steward. Not before the eighth scene does the
play tum to the subject of revolutionary Saint Domingue.

The Haitian Revolution is Drums and Colours' most developed narrative, and it
is in the story of the Haitian Revolution that Walcott seems to try to tie together
all the play's thematic threads. The message communicated to the audience is
that four hundred years' of genocide, exploitation, robbery and murder all reach
an endpoint and a definitive rejection in the Haitian Revolution. Yet the play
50
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also unambiguously conveys the point that the Haitian Revolution, inspirational
though it was, did not usher in a new era of post-colonial utopianism. The
representation of the Haitian Revolution in Drums and Colours is drawn to a
poignant close, with Dessalines and Christophe about to betray Toussaint to the
French, signifying the political infighting that was to plague the newly
independent state of Haiti. Drums and Colours provides a representation of the
Revolution that while refusing to romanticise the event, encourages us to view
it as a foundational Caribbean happening.

The play's Haitian section begins with Leclerc's arrival in Saint Domingue to
suppress the slave revolution that is already well underway. Walcott eloquently
conveys the atmosphere of the French courts and the customs of the French
aristocracy transported to a self-styled tropical colonial paradise in a scene set
in Leclerc's colonial mansion. Fine wine and food is served in a tropical garden
and the idle chatter of colonial high society is particularly well evoked:
Leclerc:

"It's not quite as terrible as one had imagined,
This heat, I mean, General. In France one had heard
That Haiti was a plague of fevers and sweltering heat,
Yet your garden is cool, and the view is excellent.,,51

The scene also quickly establishes Leclerc's view of the situation in French
Saint Domigue that he had been instructed to deal with:
Leclerc:

"This is not a war, de Rouvray, it is a large-scale civic
action.
.
fF ranee. ,,52
·
I am employed to sub~ugate
a prOVInce
0

51
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In the year of the play's ftrst production, 1958, four years into the Algerian War
of Independence, Leclerc's words would have sounded frighteningly apposite,
since the French government refused to concede that the military operations in
French Algeria actually constituted a 'war' and it preferred to look upon events
in Algeria as the paciftcation of a province of France. 53

In Drums and Colours Leclerc's VOIce is not just the official VOIce of the
French government, but he appears to be the character who gets closest to the
pessimistic view of the Haitian Revolution that Walcott's trilogy as a whole
promotes:
Leclerc:

"Do you know what will happen if your revolution
succeeds?
There will not be liberty but mere patterns of revenge. ,,54

Leclerc's sense that the situation in Saint Domingue cannot be called a war can
be contrasted with Dessalines' s very different consideration. The Dessalines in

Drums and Colours defines his entire self and identity in relation to the extent
of the destruction of the violent revolt that he is waging. For him, the
Revolution is, "more than a war, it is revolt; / It is a new age, the black man's

Ibid. 218.
53 See: Alistair Home, A Savage War of Peace: Algeria 1954-1962 (New York: New
York Review Books Classics, 1977, rpt. 2006). The aggressors in the continuing Iraq
War, five years after the end of the 'official war' in 2003, also share a similar kind of
denial about their military actions. Misunderstanding the nature of local resistance and
the widespread use of torture are two additional facts that connect Saint Domingue
1791-1804, Algeria 1954-62 and Iraq 2003-present. For an excellent review of
Alistair Home's recently republished A Savage War of Peace that makes an explicit
connection between Algeria and Iraq see Thomas E. Ricks, "Aftershocks," Washington
Post, November 192006. Available from http://www.washingtonpost.com/wpdynicontent/artic1e/2006111116/AR2006111601142.html.
54 Walcott, "Drums and Colours (1958)." 220.
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tum to kill. ,,55 Although his ideological grasp of the Revolution is not nearly as
developed as Toussaint's, Walcott does show that Dessalines has caught, what
Jan1es described in The Black Jacobins as, "the essence of the thing.,,56 Drums

and Colours also represents Dessalines as having a sense of Haiti's regional
role and he speaks of exporting the revolution. Thus he is shown to have
developed an early sense of pan-Caribbean anti-colonial sentiment, a quality
particularly apt for celebration, given the play's original performance context:
Dessalines:

"The flame is catching in the unharvested canes,
Not only in this island, but through the Antilles.
We have sent agents to stir up this violence. Drink, drink.
[ ... ] It will spread

Even

in

the

British

territories.

In

Martinique,

Guadeloupe. ,,57

However, Dessalines does not speak of Haiti's future; his vision is dominated
by a project of destruction and his ceaseless thirst for destruction generates an
uneasy relationship between him and Christophe:
Christophe:

" [ ... ] we are no better. Revenge
..

Is very tInng.

,,58

Walcott's Dessalines is consumed by a desire to drive the whites out of Saint
Domingue and a quest for personal power. It is one of the curiosities - and
disappointments -

55
56

of Walcott's

play,

that this

representation is

so

Ibid. 240.
James, The Black Jacohins : Toussaint L 'ouverture and the San Domingo

Revolution. 66.
57 Walcott, "Drums and Colours (1958)." 239.
58 Ibid. 241.
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unreconstructed. As soon as Toussaint becomes more valuable to Dessalines as
a chip to trade with rather than as a co-leader of the Revolution, he disposes of
him, selling him to Leclerc. Toussaint is memorably referred to by Dessalines
as, "The meat we dice for" towards the end of the play's Haitian segment.59

In Dnmls and Colours, it is Toussaint alone who articulates a project greater
than reyenge. His anti-colonialism is informed by his knowledge of the
necessity of driving out the colonists and his sense that the rebuilding process
\"ill be more difficult than the winning of the war, and that for this the colonists
would even be useful:
Toussaint:

"We have scattered Rigaud, but we still have enemies
Here on the soil of our beloved Haiti: Leclerc, his armies;
Yet we have allies also, the fever, and our great zeal
To make this country greater than it was. Revenge is
Nothing.
Peace, the restoration of the burnt estates, the ultimate
Rebuilding of those towns war has destroyed, peace is
harder. ,,60

The Haitian segment of Drums and Colours ends with the reinforcement of
Walcott's characterisations of Toussaint, Christophe and Dessalines. As
Christophe and Dessalines plot to tum Toussaint over to the French, there is a
dramatic exchange involving Toussaint and his former master Calixte-Breda
who is now a prisoner. Toussaint is shown to have retained respect and

Ibid. 241.
60 Ibid. 241.
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affection for his old master but Walcott reveals how the Revolution has now
driven an insurmountable distance between them. Finding themselves on
opposite sides of a war which Calixte-Breda refuses to acknowledge as
legitimate, Calixte-Breda accuses Toussaint of being "blood drunk" before their
argument reaches boiling point when Breda accuses Toussaint of murdering
Anton, Calixte-Breda's mulatto son or 'nephew' .61 When Toussaint orders
Calixte-Breda's execution, the line symbolises the tragic impossibility of a
middle way for the Haitian Revolution: "Shoot him. Monsieur Calixte, it is the
times:,62 With a bloodthirsty Dessalines on one side, and Toussaint's moderate
conscience on the other, the execution of Calixte-Breda, also serves to illustrate
the divided nature of the revolution's leadership. As the scene comes to a close
with Toussaint walking into the trap laid for him by Dessalines and Christophe,
the Haitian Revolution is left to an uncertain fate in the hands of a vengeful
Desssalines. Ending the Haitian narrative at this juncture leaves the audience
with a sense of precarious incompleteness, and a powerful sense of the
vulnerability of the Revolution.

The first scene after the play's Haitian narrative is a brief one set in Jamaica in
1830 and begins with Yette, a slave "housekeeper", being thrown out of her
home by her master, a white planter. Jamaica is Drums and Colours' final
location, and as with the play's earlier scenes, the narrative leaps forward in
time rapidly, sometimes making the story hard to follow.

Ibid. 245.
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The play's final scenes focus on the story of George William Gordon, the
n1ulatto advocate for the rights of the emancipated, but poor and excluded,
Negro peasantry in Jamaica. Walcott uses Gordon to reinforce his view of the
cyclical nature of Caribbean history. In Gordon's final speech before his
execution, it is claimed that, "There can be no last battle. For the history of man
/ Is continual conflict, with himself, with his enemies", before the final
pessimistic analysis of Caribbean history:
Gordon:

"The history of these islands has been tragic from birth,
Their soils have been scoured, their peoples forgotten,
While the powers of Europe struggled for possession.
And when that wealth has been drained, we have been
Abandoned. ,,63

The Haitian Earth: "for a future without heroes,,64
The Haitian Earth is the last play in The Haitian Trilogy and it was Walcott's
last attempt to dramatize the events of the Haitian Revolution. Written to
commemorate the 150th anniversary of the Slavery Abolition Act of 1833, it
was first produced in St. Lucia on August 1-5, 1984. It marks a point of total
departure from the high style and court language that was so prevalent in Henri

Christophe and it emphasises a different side of the story of the Haitian
Revolution from both preceding plays. The intense preoccupation with heroic

Ibid. 259-60.
64 Derek Walcott, "Another Life (1973)," in Collected Poems, 1948-1984 (London:
Faber, 1992). 217.
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historical figures that was so prevalent in these, is tempered somewhat and The

Haitian Earth strives to make the Haitian people the play's major subject.
Walcott does this by telling the stories of Toussaint, Dessalines, and
Christophe, alongside the stories of a black Haitian peasant, Pompey, formerly
a slave from the Breda plantation, and Yette, a mulatto prostitute from Le Cap.
Pompey and Y ette' s lives are profoundly marked by the events of the
reYolution, and in particular by the revolution's injustices and shortcomings.
Through the story of their romance, The Haitian Earth reemphasises a
pessinlistic recuperation of the Haitian Revolution as tragedy, tyranny, and
senseless cruelty and violence that leads directly to dictatorship and a failed
post-colonial state.

The Haitian Earth frequently reads like a film or television drama script. There
great attention to detail with regard to visual and acoustic directions that would
only be realizable in cinematic form - and Bruce King has discovered that this
was the medium in which Walcott himself envisioned working. 65 The play's
opening images are certainly ripe with visual drama that would translate into
film very successfully: a Caribbean dawn on a wide, wild beach with the sound
of the sea heard through the noises of hungry cattle, providing a powerful
auditory ambience. On the beach, Dessalines, dressed as a buccaneer, confronts
a wild boar that rips his calf with its tusk before he wrestles the animal to the
ground and cuts its throat. It is a scene that memorably introduces us to
Dessalines as a physically imposing warrior, while his speech in this opening
scene emphasises this representation of him as a fighter rather than as a thinker.

65
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Although not uncharismatic, his speech is composed of short sentences and it
conveys his meaning simply and directly. Walcott's skill as a playwright is
particularly evident in Dessalines' dialogue, since his deft manipulation of
unrhymed verse creates a voice for this figure that is frequently poetic, yet still
allows a representation of a brutish but remarkable military leader to emerge.
His speech reeks of anger and it is also notable for the prominence of the motif
of the sea and declarations of supernatural gifts:
Dessalines:

"I'll tell you, eachan, the sea frothed like your mouth.
And I have magic in me, and power, to kill the sea.,,66

His opening monologue continues with an intensity derived from the adrenaline
of having tangled with and killed the wild boar as well as his already crazed
personality. His belief in his own powers is entirely free of self-doubt and he
stridently declares his belief in his own immortality:
Dessalines:

"Nothing can kill me. My name is Dessalines.
Jean Jacques Dessalines. Nothing can kill me.,,67

A few lines later he shouts out a proclamation of his intentions:
Dessalines:

"I will drive the French pigs into that sea [ ... ]
The next time you see me, I will be a king!
The hills, the sea, will echo with my name.
DESSALINES! DESSALINES!,,68

Derek Walcott, "The Haitian Earth (1984)," in The Haitian Trilogy: Plays: Henri
Christophe, Drums and Colours, and the Haytian Earth (New York: Farrar, Straus and
Giroux, 2002). 302.
67 Ibid. 302.
68 Ibid. 303.
66
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However. the echo that he hears immediately after his cry comes from the
play's two Choruses, one a "Chorus of Peasants" and the other an unnamed
"Chorus" and they operate together in the manner of call and response. As he
exits the scene the Chorus of Peasants chants the names of Toussaint,
Dessalines and then Christophe, whilst the other Chorus directly poses the
question of individual revolutionary heroism and memorialisation by posing the
following question:
Chorus:

"When that big drum,
The thunder shake Haiti,
When we see the
Lightening flash his signal,
What man we does remember?,,69

The Chorus's question, "What man we does remember?", implicitly draws
attention to the question of who has been forgotten in the memorialisation of
the Haitian Revolution. The Chorus thus provides an early hint of the
significant roles that Pompey and Vette will have to play.

In the second scene we meet Anton, a young mulatto, through whom Walcott

represents the discontent of that community. Anton describes his situation thus:
Anton:

"I have read all of them,
Rousseau, Voltaire, but it is as if I'm not entitled
To thought, to ideas. Entitlement, entitlement,
Enlightenment, enlightenment. White
Is the colour of thought, black of action.

69
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And I'm paralysed, madame, between thought and
action.
[ ... ]

Perhaps I'm very tired of Western culture
And its privilege of ideas, perhaps,
Except for art, I see the whole technological
Experience as failure, but true or not,
I have no wish to go back to the bush.
I think their African nostalgia is rubbish. ,,70

Anton's speech can be interpreted as an allusion to negritude: its admonishment
of Western culture as a failure recalls negritude's condemnations of the West's
duplicitous humanistic project of civilization and progress; yet it also warns
against a reactionary sentimental attraction to "African nostalgia". It also
summarises the sense of social exclusion that was one of the identifying traits
of the mulatto class in Saint Domingue. However, Anton does more than
merely highlight the legally codified isolation of Saint Domingue's mulatto
group. He also draws out, through his punning on "Entitlement" and
"Enlightenment", his sense of lethargy when it comes to Western culture, and
his equal disdain for a naIve Africanism, and he thus evokes the limited
cultural, political, or intellectual locations to which he could attach himself. The
mulattos' vulnerable position is reinforced the moment that Yette makes her
first entrance into the drama.

70
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Denied freedoms and status by the whites and also despised by the blacks, Yette
becomes a prostitute. Significantly, when we first meet her she is not being
abused by a grand blanc, but by one of the revolution's own leaders, Henri
Christophe who cruelly insults her during their brief encounter:
Christophe:

"Wouldn't it be nice if your children were white?
But making children is not a whore's business,
Any more than making a revolution
Is a mulatto's.,,71

In response she spits at Christophe and the scene quickly ends. However,
Christophe's ill treatment of Yette ensures that the audience quickly dispense
with any rose-tinted concept of the revolution's leadership. With the exception
of the ever moderate Toussaint, who only plays a relatively minor role in The

Haitian Earth, the revolutionary leaders Dessalines and Christophe are
represented as being wholly inadequate to the challenge of uniting a fractiously
divided and war-tom society that has been deeply scarred by the legacies of
slavery and colonialism. Dessalines' is shown to be a womanising, cruel,
illiterate and anti-intellectual bully, and Christophe shares many of Dessalines'
qualities of ineffectual political leadership and a weakness for women.

By representing Dessalines and Christophe in such despicable terms and by
giving Toussaint only a minor role, The Haitian Earth looks beyond the
revolution's leaders to find qualities of heroism. Instead, the fortitude and
strength of the Haitian people in the face of appalling conditions is imagined.
Yette and Pompey represent this neglected but heroic story of the Haitian
71
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Revolution. After the burning of the city of Le Cap by the slaves during the
course of the revolution, Yette finds herself one among many refugees who
have been forced to evacuate their homes and flee the town, her only option in
order to survive, being how to learn to live off the land:
Vette:

""I have a little piece of land
My auntie left for me. 1'11 learn to plant."n

Attempting to working as a subsistence farmer, Vette's story becomes
representative of true heroism. Alone on her small allotment in the mountains,
Vette reveals, in a monologue addressed to her father, her awareness of the
dignity with which she has chosen to confront her difficulties:
Y ette: " ... Papa ... if I could write you, you would laugh now to see
your daughter, who you say would be nothing, bending down on
the earth ... Not in a bed but in the earth, trying to plant
something. After Le Cap bum down, where I was doing well money, I mean - after the French people bum down the hotel
here I was working, a man here give me a small parcel of land
and I am trying ... ,,73 (333-4)

Her determined attempts to adapt to a new, rural lifestyle are part of a binary
division that The Haitian Earth sets up between the country and city. Whereas
the countryside and a rural way of life is presented as being authentically
Haitian, the city is associated with vice and the colonists. Moreover there is a
racial quality to the contrast that is captured in Yette' s lines of self-analysis:
Vette:

"The white part of me is the town,

Ibid. 333.
73 Ibid. 333-34.
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The black part of me is the country,,74

Here Walcott appears to be drawing on a long line of tradition in which Haiti's
peasant economy is associated with dignity. Notably, Toussaint also
demonstrates a deep attachment to the earth that he recognises as being crucial
to Haiti's future:
Toussaint:

"The soil itself
is bleeding, and I can't stop it.,,75

However. even in her newly adopted rural community that she shares with
Pompey, Dessalines and Christophe continue to be a threatening force. In one
ominous scene, a peasant woman working in a cane field screams on finding a
snake in her patch of corn. Amid the cries of panic Pompey runs to the scene
\vith his musket ready, but when he arrives what emerges from the corn is not a
snake but Dessalines, who explains that he "was just sleeping. ,,76

Later, Dessalines fulfils his villainous role suggested by his appearance as a
snake when he abuses his powers as 'King of Haiti' and asserts his authority
over Pompey by using Yette for sex against her will. When Yette resists
Dessalines, anti-mulatto racism emerges in plain speech: "Yellow bitch ... you
sweet / Yellow bitch".77 Representing the founder of Haiti, Dessalines, in such
unrelentingly negative terms seems to justify Walcott's assessment of the
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75 Ibid. 352.
76 Ibid. 336.
77 Ibid. 417.
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Haitian Revolution in general in the Trilogy's foreword: "as sordidly tyrannical
as so many of its subsequent regimes became".78

As the play reaches its tragic denouement, even Christophe now confronts
Dessalines, as he recognises that with the French defeated, Dessalines is the
progenitor of a new misery that is being inflicted upon the Haitian people.
Christophe's speech to Dessalines is remarkable for the terms in which it
praises and condemns Dessalines. Christophe speaks of how during the course
of the military stages of the revolution Dessalines seemed to him "like a
panther" with a "black scream" for a banner. 79 Christophe then describes the
influence he exerted on the revolutionary slave-soldiers fighting alongside
Dessalines in battle: to them he was "like a black centaur", "African,
magical".80 Of his own reaction, Christophe states that:
Christophe:

" [ ... ] I lost myself
In utter and unutterable admiration
Like a man wandering through a forest
Whose compass is the moon, and when the moon went,
I took an even deeper pride in blackness,
In the night's skin; for us, you were the night,
The constellations were your medals,
The clouds, your plumes, you were a forest
Where our ancestral spirits lived, you were,
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Jean Jacques."Sl

The pathos and richness of Christophe's speech is an aesthetic highpoint of The

Haitian Earth: its simi lies and powerfully descriptive language imagine and
describe Dessalines during the revolution as having been like a force of nature
and the very essence of blackness. Thus he figures as a source of racial pride '"I took an even deeper pride in blackness" - and Walcott seems to have seen in
his character certain qualities that also found expression in the negritude
nl0Yement, especially in Dessalines' inspirational "African, magical" aura.

Yet, the Dessalines that Christophe sees before him today is a betrayal of all
that he once stood for:
Christophe:

" [ ... ] but what you are today
Turns the same eyes that watered with admiration
Away from you, makes us move from your shadow
As if it were a curse; you betray yourself,.82

Dessalines fall from greatness, and the suffering that he inflicts upon Yette and
Pompey and the Haitian people at large, combine to make The Haitian Earth
the most unequivocally pessimistic recuperation of the Haitian Revolution in
Walcott's Trilogy.

The play's two final scenes occur many years after Christophe's confrontation
with Dessalines. It is 1820 and Christophe has assumed power after the murder
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of Dessalines. Yette, still haunted by her suffering and despairing at the
succession of abusive dictators the revolution has produced, is now shown as a

vodoussaint and through a vodou doll ritual she inflicts upon Christophe a
mysterious and paralysing stroke. For this, Vette's fate is to be hanged, and her
execution represents the final betrayal of the Haitian people by the revolution's
leaders. In her final speech before her execution, Yette proclaims her pride in
Pompey and she expresses her disgust at where the path of the revolution has
taken them all. Her words are the clearest indication of the play's celebration of
the Haitian people, and its condemnation of Haiti's leaders:
Vette:

"Esperez. He love his country more than all of you!
He is the sweat and salt of the earth, this man.
And I am prouder of him than ifhe was a king.,,83 (433)

The final words of the play fall to Pompey, the Chorus and Haiti's peasants
who sing in unison:
"They cannot take our faith from us,
We, who suffered many things,
All the soldiers, guns, and drummers,
·
,,84
All th e emperors and k lngs.

Yet it is hard to construct an optimistic reading from this ending: Yette
executed, Pompey bereaved, the Revolution's leadership corrupted and
disgraced, leaving behind only a legacy of terror and missed opportunities. It is
an ending that presents little hope for an independent Haiti trapped in a tragic
cycle of tyranny and misery. The Haitian Earth, having muddied the historical
Ibid. 433.
84 Ibid. 434.
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reasons for the ostensible failures of the Haitian Revolution, ends with
discrediting the n10mentous achievement of independence.
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Chapter 7
Fantasizing the Haitian Revolution with Madison
Smartt Bell

Madison Smartt Bell's trilogy of novels on the Haitian Revolution will be
discussed in order to assess their productive capacities and limitations as
representations of the Haitian Revolution. 1 The limitations are manifest when
the novels are examined in the context of the contemporary historical novel of
slavery, the genre's antecedents, and the long tradition of literary works that
take either slavery or Haitian history for their subject. This will show that
despite an extensive documentary basis and an apparent progressive
interpretation of events, the trilogy undermines itself by repeating those
problematic tendencies that emphasise exotic and/or erotic themes in their
narratives.

Madison Smartt Bell, All Souls' Rising (New York: Random House, Vintage Books,
1995), Madison Smartt Bell, Master of the Crossroads (New York: Random House,
Vintage Books, 2000), Madison Smartt Bell, The Stone That the Builder Refused (New
York: Pantheon Books, 2004).
1
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The contemporary historical novel of slavery ranges from the sublimely original
- Toni Mon'ison's Beloved is perhaps the most obvious candidate - to the many
hackneyed portrayals of slave society as a backdrop to erotic adventure. 2 Of
concern here is the fact that sexuality in slave conditions can be represented
either with reticence or as salacious. A comparison between the frequent sex
scenes in George Macdonald Fraser's Flash For Freedom! and Toni Morrison's
strategy for the literary representation of sexual abuse and torture in slave and
post-slave society serves as a useful introduction to an analysis of Madison
Smartt Bell's Haiti trilogy.3 This suggests that Bell's trilogy shares more in
common with Flash For Freedom! and its pornographic coupling of slavery
and sex than with the reticence of Morrison's aesthetic. In the course of Flash

For Freedom! Harry Flash abuses and has sexual encounters with numerous
black and mulatto slaves, white wives of slave owners, and New Orleans
prostitutes. In narrating these encounters Flash delights in talking about his
conquests as flesh with an emphasis on race. Moreover, his sexual conquests
are presented as commodities and race is frequently used to designate an
attitude of conqueror and victim. 4

Pamela E. Barnett has noted that, Morrison's "Beloved is haunted by the history
and memory of rape". 5 The many incidents of rape and sexual abuse narrated or
remembered in Beloved "frame Sethe's explanation for killing her baby

Toni Morrison Beloved (London: Vintage, [1987] 1997).
3 George Macdo~ald Fraser, Flash/or Freedom! (London: HarperCollins, [1971]
2005).
.
4 For example: "a prime girl", "willowy creatures of every colour from cream to Jet
black", "a stately buxom piece ... running to fat", "little yellow sluts", and, "little
black beauty". Ibid. 162, 166,236.
."
5 Pamela E. Barnett, "Figurations of Rape and the Supernatural III Beloved, P MLA
112, no. 3 (Summer) (1997). 418.
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daughter".6 The harrowing and long-term trauma inflicted by sexual abuse is
conveyed without prurience and in sparing language that makes clear the link
between sexual abuse and the institution of slavery. Morrison's work thus
prompts us to ask what the role of aesthetics could be in recalling the sexual
power of whites in slave society.

All Souls' Rising: a soft porn and torture extravaganza?
All Souls' Rising is the first instalment Bell's trilogy of novels that tell the story
of the Haitian Revolution in considerable detail and with mostly commendable
historical accuracy. The trilogy as a whole was published between 1995 and
2002 to near universal acclaim, although so far the trilogy has attracted only
limited academic criticism. 7 The New Yorker found the novel to be
"meticulously researched" and with "the feel of a tableau by Delacroix", The

Oregonian felt that Smartt Bell had learnt well the lessons of Tolstoy and
produced a "brilliant blend of history and fiction", and the self-annointed
spokesman for the American literary academic establishment, Harold Bloom,
thought All Souls' Rising to be:
Ibid. 419.
7 After the completion of this chapter, a collection of articles on Bell's Haitian trilogy
was published in Small Axe, no. 23 (2007) beginning the work of responding to this
dearth of criticism. See: Madison Smartt Bell, "Sa Nou Pa We Yo (the Invisible Ones):
A Reply to Four Readers," Small Axe, no. 23 (2007), Laurent Dubois, "Capturing
Louverture," Small Axe, no. 23 (2007), Charles Forsdick, "Madison Smartt Bell's
Toussaint at the Crossroads: The Haitian Revolutionary between History and Fiction,"
Small Axe, no. 23 (2007), Martin Munro, "Haitian Novels and Novels of Haiti: History,
Haitian Writing, and Madison Smartt Bell's Trilogy," Small Axe, no. 23 (2007), MarieJose Nzengou-Tayo, "Haitian Gothic and History: Madison Smartt Bell's Trilogy on
Toussaint Louverture and the Haitian Revolution," Small Axe, no. 23 (2007), MichelRolph Trouillot, "Bodies and Souls: The Haitian Revolution and Madison Smartt Bell's
All Souls' Rising," in Novel History: Historians and Novelists Confront America's Past
(and Each Other), ed. Mark C. Carnes (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2001).
6

233

"'A beautifully composed, eloquent, grand nightmare of a book. With it,
Bell becomes as remarkable a historical novelist as we have in this
country. ,,8

However, Bell's meticulous, detailed and lengthy enterprise - the trilogy
amounts to more than two thousand pages - is remarkable for its extended
descriptions of torture, violence, and sexual exploitation, its aesthetic remote
from Toni Morrison's handling of similar subject matter. 1. M. Coetzee's early
novels also make for a powerful contrast with Bell's trilogy: one of the great
achievements of Waiting for the Barbarians, is the eloquently revealed
impossibility of responsibly representing the suffering of one who is unknown
9

to the narrator. The discretion with which torture is made clear, but without
salaciousness, and the means by which trauma is filtered through the
consciousness of a tormented participant in the inflictions of cruelty, conveys a
profoundly unsettling message without any possibility for descent into
sensationalism.

All Souls' Rising - and the trilogy as a whole - on the other hand, is a case
study in the writing of slave torture, rape, and revolt in prurient detail under the
guise of truthful historicism. All Souls' Rising is littered with writing that can
be defined as pornographic. 10 The novel combines depictions of extreme

From the book jacket to the First Vintage Books Edition, November 2004.
9 J. M. Coetzee, Waiting/or the Barbarians (London: Vintage, [1980] 2004).
10 It is necessary here to provide a definition of pornography. Whilst noting that
pornography defies easy or complete definition, M~rcus W. o~d has provided three .
useful working definitions: first, that pornography IS a depIctIon of sexual elements In
which there is an element of coercion; second, that pornography portrays women and
men as de-humanized sexual objects, things, or commodities; and third, that
pornography represents degrading or abusive sexual behaviour in a manner that
8
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violence and sex with a fluency that would make the director of a Hollywood
sex-horror particularly "horror teen-pics" and "slasher" proud. Such films have
routinely been examined for the ways in which they combine erotic imagery
\\'ith extreme and/or graphic violence that is frequently directed at women. I I A
kind of novelistic equivalence to this technique, I will argue, is present in All
Souls' Rising. Furthermore, although the novel presents itself as an attempt to
recuperate the story the Haitian Revolution in order to bring to life a decisive
moment in the history of race, class, and colonialism, it is tainted by an idiom
that is reminiscent of plantation pornography, which renders it easily
consumable as soft-core erotica. It should perhaps not be surprising that a
'serious', 'historical' novel of slavery such as All Souls' Rising can contain
pornographic elements.

The Ubiquity of slave and plantation pornography is staggering: soft-core
novels in the field have become cult successes, and the best known authors in
the field, Lance Homer and Kyle Onstott have penned over twenty
pornographic slave novels, including one set in revolutionary Haiti, The Black
Sun.

12

But the real point is that the boundary that is commonly thought to exist

between the fictions of slavery and the fictions of pornography has never really
been as clearly defined as has been assumed.13 Bell's recent blend of slavery
and pornography is only a stage in a process as old as Atlantic slavery itself. As

endorses and/or recommends the represented behaviour. Wood, Slavery, Empathy, and
Pornography. 93.
11 See: Fred Moliter Barry S. Sapolsky, Sarah Luque, "Sex and Violence in Slasher
Films: Re-Examining the Assumptions," Journalism and Mass Communication
Quarterly 80, no. 1 (Spring) (2003).
12 Lance Homer, The Black Sun (London: W.H. Allen, 1968).
13 Marcus Wood, Slavery, Empathy and Pornography, (OUP, 2002). Especially 87106.
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Marcus Wood argues, slave-pornography flourished throughout the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries but as high art rather than pornography and has
therefore never been studied as pornography, the aesthetic languages that have
enabled contemporary fictions of slave-pornography being "firmly implanted in
the European cultural imagination by the end of eighteenth century. They have
proved remarkably resilient, and remarkably unstudied. ,,14

Moving into the twentieth century, the pornography of Atlantic slavery
developed rapidly, culminating in the development of entire sub-sections of
pornography that feed off slavery, of which the Homer and Onstott publishing
phenomenon represents just one soft-core strand. It is my argument that Bell's
Haiti trilogy. masquerading as 'literature' and operating under an allegedly
impeccable contemporary race politics, represents a return to the kind of slavepornography that dares not acknowledge what it really is, much like the
pornography focused on slave imagery developed in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries. IS Thus, it should perhaps not be that surprising that it has
not as yet been critically constructed as pornography.16

The novel's principal fictionalized character, is Antoine Hebert, a French
doctor, who has travelled to Saint Domingue in order to find his sister, the wife

Wood, Slavery, Empathy, and Pornography. 89.
15 Zachary Leader, "A Popular Uprising," Times Literary Supplement (February 9,
1996).
16 Haiti has long since held an erotic fascination for Western writers. William
Seabrook's Magic Island (1929) "launched a vision of the country complete with
throbbing drums and gyrating bodies" and, perhaps most notoriously, Richard A.
Loederer's Voodoo Fire in Haiti (1932) emphasised black eroticism to such a degree
that "Haiti became the scene of one long orgiastic spectacle." Charles Arthur and
Michael Dash, ed., A Haiti Anthology: Libete (London / Princeton, NJ / Kingston,
Jamaica: Latin American Bureau / Markus Weiner / Ian Randle, 1999).316.
14
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of a recently deceased planter. Like a hero from a Scott novel, Hebert becomes
caught up by events when the revolution breaks out and fortuitously comes into
contact with the key players of the revolution. In his review for the Times

Literal)' Supplement Zachary Leader ironically summarised this narrative
conceit:
"In the course of his travels, he [Hebert] befriends a troop of Royalist
soldiers, falls in love with a mulatto prostitute, is seduced by the
imperious wife of a rich grand blanc, travels into the mountains with
Toussaint, Riau [the fictional slave] and other rebels, and only just
escapes with his life. ,,17

Hebert's affairs of the heart play on erotic race stereotypes and taint All Souls'

Rising with an idiom that is reminiscent of plantation pornography.I8 Hebert's
first meeting with the exotic mulatto prostitute N anon during the interval of a
theatre performance in Le Cap foreshadows the lubricious tenor of the
encounters to come:
"The woman smiled, revealing a top row of small, white perfect teeth.
Her lips were heavy, blade-shaped and blood-red ... [her eyes] were
large and almond-shaped and looked black to him ... Her dress was
tightly fitted and clung to her thighs, with the bodice cut low, almost to
the nipple, a star of multicolored orchids resting on her mostly naked
bossom. She offered her hand to the doctor; it floated toward him along

Leader, "A Popular Uprising." 23.
18 Marcus Wood, Slavery, Empathy and Pornography, (OUP, 2002), 87-93.
17
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a graceful liquid arc ... N anon breathed; the orchids rose on her breast
... She stroked her top lip with the tip of her tongue.,,19

When Nanon is around the Saint Domingue of All Souls' Rising seems to exist
only in order to arouse Hebert's and the reader's concupiscent imagination by
explicit and florid accounts of sexual intercourse:
"'The doctor turned in time to see her [N anon] touch herself cunningly
just above the breastbone. The cotton wrap came undone spontaneously
and whispered to the floor. The necklace winked at him, her bare skin
changed its surface like a leopard's coat as she moved forward under the
white-hot dots and bars of light that leaked through the weave of the
blind. Her bracelets softly belled together as she reached out, and
wherever she touched him a piece of his clothing fell away as though
cut with a hot knife. ,,20

Shortly followed by:
"N ow he [Hebert] understood the function of the daybed. He lay on his
back, her hair curtaining him from the navel down. Its fringe moved on
his belly in a slow caress. It was happening very slowly, and still at a
speed he could not stop, but she stopped sharply, with a low hoarse cry,
and swung her long ivory leg up and over him. He saw her eyes. Her
lips, which looked so large and cushiony, were lively, muscular on his.
Her skin was hot, and acidly tart. He seem to feel none of her weight,
but only a slow stroking movement, her nipples circling on his chest;
maybe she was supporting herself on knees and elbows, or maybe she
Bell, All Souls' Rising. 65.
20 Ibid. 105.
19
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was levitating. Cell by cell he was being strained into her. He caught at
her hips, the knob of bone at the small of her back, and bridged himself
up and nearer.
Their mouths pulled apart with an audible rip. He saw her eyes barred
by her lashes, and heard her breathing over him 'Tournes-toi, vile,

comme 9a. ' With a lithe and powerful movement, she reversed herself
and slid under him, agile as a stoat. Instantly they were engaged again, if
they had ever come apart. He put his hand on the back of her neck and
she flattened herself willingly against the sheet, clinging to the scrolled
headboard with both her hands. Her mouth uttered some phrases of
Creole, then no words, while from the waist down she moved in ways
his study of anatomy would not have led him to think possible. He
watched her cheek flushing, her mouth bloom to a burning red as it
spread against the fabric. A wave surged up and carried him high but
instead of crashing down when it broke he went sailing away into
space.,,21

The preposterousness of this prose, which is not at all exceptional throughout
the novel must not be allowed to mask the point that Bell's writing fictionalizes
slavery as pornography, and that this is a trend which remains, in Wood's
words, "a dangerous aspect of the continuing European and American mispresentation of slavery. ,,22 Carried off with cliched images and purple, tired
language, All Souls' Rising, in much the same way as Hollywood horror teenpics or slasher films do, attempts to pass off the novel's frequent bedroom
Ibid. 105-06.
22 Wood, Slavery, Empathy, and Pornography. 88-9.
21
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scenes amongst a melange of action sequences and fight scenes, that frequently
depict extreme violence and torture.

The novel mechanistically alternates its focus of attention between the
rebellious slaves, the mulatto factions, and the grands blancs planter class in an
attempt to bring to life the political and cultural complexities of revolutionary
Saint Domingue. However, despite the attention to historical detail, nothing
more than a historical gloss is achieved - this is history as ornament.
Furthermore, the novel's principal characters are only superficially conditioned
by their material and historical circumstances. For instance, the novel elides
N anon's particular material conditions. She remains only a mulatto body and
her characterisation lacks personal history and individuality. Her past
experiences as an abused prostitute makes little impression on her character,
and she represents thoroughly twenty-first century Western attitudes to sex: in
Sarah Boseley's words, "erotic and exciting and free from disease [ ... J This is
fantasy sex. ,,23 The fact that N anon would likely have been as attracted to
Hebert for her own security and personal safety at least as much as for any
other reason barely surfaces in the novel. Nor does the novel encourage an
understanding of the development of Nan on's feelings and their complexity in a
relationship that is inherently uneven due to her racial classification in a slave
society.

Sarah Bose1ey, "Our Moral Superiority About Sex Is Proving Deadly," The
Guardian, November 24 2006. Available from:
http://www.guardian.co.uklcommentisfree/2006/nov124/comment.health.
23
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It is ren1arkable that in the many reviews of Madison Smartt Bell's Haiti trilogy
none of the critics noted this problematic depiction of the interaction between
the nove Is' principal characters and the society that they inhabit. While finding
fault with Bell's troubled and wooden dialogue, especially when it came to
creating a convincing voice and consciousness for the novel's black characters ,
and also \vith the pomposity of the novel's antiquarian voice, very little has
been said about the reduction of revolutionary Saint Domingue to a scene of
tropical erotic fantasy for a middle-aged Frenchman's sexual adventures in
which Hebert's white skin and social status are opportunities to highlight the
fact that the possibilities for sexual adventures were only as limited as his
stamina. The novel thereby meretriciously transforms the history of slave
society in colonial Saint Domingue on the eve of revolution into an escapist
paperback sex tour for the early twenty-first-century reader.

The fact that slave girls and women, free and unfree mulatto girls and women
were raped, abused, and otherwise sexually exploited in a society which
propagated and systematised the uneven power relations of racial hierarchy and
classification has been documented and is well known. However the conversion
of this historical knowledge into sensational fiction requires slave society to be
imaginatively recalled as a place of unparalleled erotic encounters. The grand

blanc Captain Maillart tells Hebert that the mulatto woman N anon is "made for
love - and yours for the asking" and her characterization in the novel suggests
little to contradict Maillart's statement.

24

She is likened to a number of animals

(leopards, lionesses, and stoats, amongst others), normally in order to highlight

24

Bell, All Souls' Rising. 65.
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her sexual athleticism and drive, as well as her sensual connection to nature and
thus also sex. We are also subjected to a great deal of description concerning
Nanon's skin tone, her odour, her hair, her breasts, and her body, and repeatedly
the n1inutiae of her bathing and boudoir customs, but precious little else. In this
respect All Souls' Rising is the kind of cheap literary trick that over one hundred
and fifty years ago the great nineteenth century Haitian anti-racist and radical
intellectual, Antenor Firmin would have condemned as pandering to a foreign
market by "evoking the charms of the frisky Creole woman.,,25

Fantasizing slave torture and violence
Bell's Haiti trilogy has been noted for its obsessively detailed representations of
slave torture and violence. In the TLS Zachary observed the effect of this litany
of described horrors:
" ... we get an infant impaling, or a blinding (with a corkscrew). The
effect is numbing, especially since the horror is extreme from the start,
beginning with a hideous episode involving a pregnant slave [ ... ] the
extremity of the violence seems related to the exotic setting.,,26

There are a number of important points to be drawn out from the descriptions of
torture and violence in the trilogy. The first is that, as previously stated, erotic
and pornographic scenes break up the descriptions of torture and violence and
that this produces a desensitizing effect, much like in a Hollywood sex-horror
movie. Second, the novels reveal an obsession with recalling slave torture
through an emphasis on torture and punishment equipment. In his study of

Firmin, The Equality o/the Human Races: Positivist Anthropology. 301.
26 Leader, "A Popular Uprising." 23.
25
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English and American visual representations of slavery in the period 17801865. Marcus Wood noted a "Western obsession with representing the memory
of slave torture through objects.,,27 Bell's Haiti trilogy provides ample evidence
of this continuing obsession: the trilogy's first chapter, from the very first
sentence, describes in extreme detail the torture and murder of a female slave
who had just given birth by crucifixion. In the description, we are informed of
the precise shape and thickness of the nails used, the appearance of the wood,
and a careful, quasi medical-scientific description of the effect these
instruments of torture have on the slave body, with particular attention paid to
describing the slave's sexual organs. Bell's description seems to reflect a desire
to possess, to recuperate absolutely the memory of slavery, to 'face up' to the
horrors of the past no matter how terrible without shirking, with the object of
containing or ordering the memory of slavery. However, the strategy misfires
badly, and Bell's trilogy illustrates the pitfalls of an ordered, realist
memorialisation of slavery.

In contrast to Cesaire's, Depestre's, Glissant's, or Carpentier's non-linear
strategies of memorialising the Haitian Revolution, Bell's trilogy strives,
inevitably in vain, to recreate what it was like to live through the turbulence,
uncertainty and trauma of the Haitian Revolution from a myriad of different
perspectives dictated by race, class, and political allegiance. This appears to be
the implicit justification for the inclusion of the many detailed descriptions of
slave torture, punishment, and sexual abuse: the novels strive to leave nothing
out. To that end, each of the novels in the trilogy make the use of a preface, a
Wood, Blind Memory: Visual Representations olSlavery in England and America.
280.
27
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chronology of historical events, and appendices that include translations of
original historical letters and documents, a great number of which are
translations of Toussaint's letters. 28 This desire to leave nothing out might be
termed a · cabinet box' approach to the memorialisation of the Haitian
Revolution: Bell's Haiti trilogy is at one level a novelistic museum of the
Haitian Revolution. However, the problematic effect of this approach can be
made clear by a close reading of any number of the passages that describe
torture and violence.

In one scene Claudine Arnaud, the disturbed wife of a depraved grand blanc,
exacts her revenge on a hapless slave girl, Mouche, one of the many slave girls
with whom Claudine's husband had been having sexual intercourse. Claudine,
plagued by delerium tremens, craving a return to France, and an end to her
husband's infidelities, suffers a nervous breakdown before she brutally tortures
and murders the pregnant Mouche. The process begins with a whipping and the
instrument of torture is precisely detailed: the whip is a "riding crop, tan leather
braided around whalebone". 29 The ritual of torture by whipping is faintly
eroticised: Claudine, riven with jealousy, strips Mouche down "to the swell of
her buttocks", and as Claudine's hand comes back with the riding crop for the
first time she momentarily pauses, "as though she anticipated a touch of love. ,,30
Although Claudine tries to "flay the bitch to the bone [ ... ] The crop could

The novels attach a great deal of importance to Toussaint's literacy. See: Forsdick,
"Madison Smartt Bell's Toussaint at the Crossroads: The Haitian Revolutionary
between History and Fiction." 198.
29 Bell, All Souls' Rising. 88.
30 Ibid. 88.
28
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barely scratch the surface of Claudine's deepest indignation".31 The torture
scene thus continues for a further four pages: Claudine, finding the riding crop
insufficient to her purpose, and now drunk with white brandy and power, then
takes a razor blade to the naked Mouche. In the final denouement to the torture ,
Claudine slices Mouche open "down the plumb line to her center" before the
scene finally ends with a shower of blood and with Mouche' s entrails and
unborn child lying on the floor. 3:?

In an interview published in Bomb magazine Madison Smartt Bell sought to
defend the novel's representations of torture and violence:
MSB: "I'm probably lucky not to have heard the splatterpunk accusation
more often than I did. Most readers seem to have seen the violence as
something you had to go through in order to get to the essential point.
The key scene in this regard is the one where Choufleur skins his father
alive under Doctor Hebert's spying observation. In writing the book I
came to realize that the real subject of the argument was who counted as
being human and who didn't. Those who got categorized as less than
human could be butchered. The argument became that the subhumans
(white for some, black for others, colored for others still) should be
butchered and wiped entirely out of creation. In other words, it is a story
about attempted genocide and the inherent violence that goes along with
that. As far as the intended total effect, the game plan is straight out of
Aristotle, where pity and fear produce catharsis. Or as Flannery
O'Connor put it, the shock of violence is used to tum the mind of the
Ibid. 88-9.
32 Ibid. 91.
31
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audience toward the moral issues. As far as controversy goes - I can
take it or leave it. I'm doing what I have to, artistically, regardless. In
any case, I think that Master of the Crossroads [the second novel in the
trilogy] may be a little easier for some readers to digest, though it's not
by any means diluted . . . this middle period of the Haitian Revolution
seems to me to be more about political and military strategy than about
that initial explosion of rage and the will to destroy.,,33

Yet despite Bell's protestations, the extreme violence of the novel subsumes the
novel's cultural and political context and ignores the fact that the violence and
torture described in the novel is often eroticised. Far from directing the
"audience toward the moral issues" the trilogy's representation of violence and
torture encourages a desensitized voyeuristic consumption. This is particularly
apparent in the representations of the atrocities committed by the slaves once
the revolution has broken out. Unable to get inside Haitian slave culture, the
erstwhile woodenly drawn slaves of All Souls' Rising become monsters: in one
scene particular attention is given to the fact that the rebel slaves joyously
swigged the blood of their former masters from drinking bowls crafted from the
scooped out craniums of white men. 34 Portrayed as if they were a collection of
Tolkien's orcs on the rampage rather than as human beings, racist stereotyping
of the highest order prevails: the black slave masses in revolt are not just
violent, as no doubt they were during the outbreak of the revolution, but also
unfeeling and senseless brutes.

Jack Stephens, "Madison Smartt
http://www.bombsite.comlbell/bell.html.
34 Bell, All Souls' Rising. 233.
33

Bell,"

Bomb

2000.
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Master of the Crossroads and The Stone That The Builder
Refused
Master of the Crossroads, the second instalment in Bell's Haiti trilogy picks up

where the first volume left off: with regular Mills and Boon style interludes and
action packed battle sequences to provide a light diversion from the heavy and
serious matter of 'history' and political and military strategies. As in All Souls'
Rising, the most fully realized scenes are those that deal primarily with the

noyel 's tableau of characters of European descent rather than those scenes that
involve the rebel slaves. The quickly established sexual tension that is prevalent
in .At/aster of the Crossroads produces a dispiriting sense of deja vu for anyone

\vho comes to the novel fresh from a reading of the trilogy's first instalment. In
one scene Captain Maillart, whilst cooling himself from the steamy tropical
climate in an outdoor bathing pool, finds his mind wandering as he recalls past
erotic encounters with Isabelle, a married white who belongs to the planter
class. Predictably, who should promptly appear on the scene but Isabelle,
conveniently clad in "a tightly laced bodice", who on seeing the naked Maillart
in the shallow water notices that the water is indeed so shallow that Maillart's
"rampant gallantry" is plainly on display?5 There is a good deal more "rampant
gallantry" that quickly becomes tiresome: the grandiose language does little to
conceal the smuttiness from which the novel never quite escapes. A little later
another water scene provides some more erotic entertainment. This time
Moustique, another Frenchman caught up in the maelstrom of the revolution,
notices a group of black girls, just in his field of vision, playing in the stream in
35Be ll,

Master a/the Crossroads. 106,107.
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\vhich he hin1self is bathing. It is not long before his mind also wanders, as he
lazily contemplates with disappointment that if the girls had not noticed him
they Hwould have been free to strip off their dresses they were wearing and
scrub them clean and then swim naked while their clothes dried on the rocks. ,,36
Moustique's fantasy problematically ascribes to the girls an Edenic primitive
quality: he imagines them unclothed, naIve, and insensible to their nakedness.
Unable to voyeuristically observe the girls nude, Moustique finds some
satisfaction in noticing that the splashing game the girls were playing "had
soaked the whole pack of them to their necks, so that the wet fabric clung
transparently to the rich chocolate flesh, breast and buttocks and belly and the
shadowy cleft between the thighs ... ,,37 And with Moustique ablaze with
titillation, some of the novel's most pompous lexicon arrives: "his wicked
thoughts were concentrating in the arrow shaft of sin, which sprung forward
and strained against the cotton of his breeches. ,,38

As with All Souls' Rising, the chief erotic interest of Master of the Crossroads
is the mulatto former prostitute, N anon, mistress to Doctor Hebert, and prior to
that the lover of the mulatto Choufleur, the most sadistic character in the
trilogy. Whilst Hebert is busy serving as a volunteer military doctor to
Toussaint's forces, Nanon is paid a visit by Choufleur. Choufleur rapes Nanon,
kidnaps her, and then keeps her as his sex slave after sending her son by Hebert
away to Le Cap.

Ibid. 180.
37 Ibid. 180.
38 Ibid. 180.
36
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However. there is an extremely strange quality to the narration of this part of
Choufleur' s relationship with N anon. What their relationship signifies, and
what it might be symptomatic of, are both troubling questions and there is a
sense that the novel has opened up a subject that it is not able to deal with.
When N anon demands to know what Choufleur has done with her son and
attempts to resist him, Choufleur turns her into what in modern pornographic
terms would be termed a bondage slave. He binds her hands and gags her with
torn bedclothes before returning with an iron slave collar:
"Choufleur was coming toward her with an iron collar open in his
hands; the chain attached to it rattled all over the floor. Nanon shook her
head wildly, and squirmed away into the corner, but there was nowhere
to go. He shut the collar around her neck, and pounded a fat rivet into
the rings to close it, the two metals melding together. The blows of the
hammer bruised her shoulders. She closed her eyes and bit into her lip.
There was more rattling as Choufleur locked the free end of the chain
around a bedpost.
She opened her eyes. He stood at a little distance, studying her with
apparent satisfaction. His left hand lazily unbuttoned his trousers and let
them fall. He did not touch himself or move toward her, but Nanon
watched him rising, like a bird fascinated by a snake. Then he strode to
the bed and caught her hair above the collar and twisted it until she
gasped. He made her kneel, and forced her face down to the mattress,
and used her as brutally as his father ever had. ,,39

39

Ibid. 359.
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Choufleur's brutal sexual abuse of Nanon lasts for three days in its initial phase.
How N anon n1anages to cope with her ordeal during the times in which she is
left alone is described: sometimes standing naked in front of a mirror N anon
poses and drapes herself in the iron chain. On the fourth day Choufleur releases
her from her bondage and removes the iron slave collar around her neck. At this
point the novel reaches a high point of inexplicable melodrama: having released
Nanon there is a moment of silence and calm that is broken by Choufleur's
words: "If you had left me [ ... ] I would surely die", before he attempts to
commit suicide by driving his sword into his heart in front of Nanon. 4o Nanon
however manages to knock the blade away and they both begin to weep
uncontrollably, and with Nanon now comforting Choufleur as though he were a
"hysterical child [ ... ] they clung to each other like two drowning people" , yet
because of their bland characterizations the scene does not manage to
communicate their trauma in any meaningful way.41 And the paragraph that
immediately follows the episode further exposes the problem; it includes a
strange meditation on slavery and freedom and begins with deeply
unsatisfactory simplicity: "Afterward everything returned to normal ... ".42

With Nanon and Choufleur now inhabiting the latter's plantation house, and
living as a colonial couple, Choufleur goes out to work and Nanon directs the
house slaves in his absence. However, when Choufleur rivets "the collar around
her neck again, Nanon did not try to run or resist.,,43 Enslaved once again,
Nanon is left alone until she is visited by one the slaves who works Choufleur's
Ibid.
41 Ibid.
42 Ibid.
43 Ibid.
40
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plantation. Bringing news of the decree issued by the French Assembly that
sla\'ery had been abolished throughout France and her colonies (a decree that
Napoleon would later overtun1) the disbelieving slave, Salomon, announces to
Nanon, "'My dear, slavery is finished in this country" before freeing her from
her slave collar.

44

Nanon's response is to take the collar in her hands before

closing it around her neck once again and motioning to Salomon that he must
fasten it as it had been before. With its wildly overblown symbolism, the
freeing and enslaving of N anon and the trauma that she suffers is a frustratingly
ambiguous sub-plot in the trilogy. This is particularly true since the trauma that
Choufleur subjects Nanon to does not make any real impression on the reader
since the novel communicates acts of abuse with no real understanding of how
the legacies of trauma might shape an individual. Soon after Choufleur's death
N anon fmds her way back into the arms of Doctor Hebert and their lives
essentially pick up where they left off. For all of the trilogy's eroticism,
violence, and torture, the emotional impact the trilogy makes is distinctly slight.
In Beloved Morrison writes that: "Anything dead coming back to life hurts.,,45
This pain, which surely would have been experienced by Nanon after her sexual
abuse and torture as a bondage slave, is not something that Bell's Haiti trilogy
. . 1anguage to convey. 46
ever manages to fiInd an artIsttc

Ibid. 362.
45 Morrison, Beloved. 35.
46 For an alternative reading of Nanon's experiences with Choufleur that emphasises
their relationship's Sadian undertones see: Nzengou-Tayo, "Haitian Gothic and
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The representation of Toussaint
Although he deceptively appears to be a marginal character for long sections of
the trilogy. Toussaint stands out as an impressive human being throughout the
Bell novels. Erudite, compassionate, a skilled medical herbalist, and a master
n1ilitary tactician, Bell's Toussaint possesses the full range of attributes that
have often been ascribed to Toussaint, and his representation builds upon the
many figurations his character has inspired. Forsdick writes:
·'It is undeniable that the character Bell elaborates over his three

volumes shares a series of characteristics with other fictional or
historiographic constructions of the same figure. Bell's Toussaint is an
abstemious, taciturn figure, requiring little sleep, capable of rapid
displacement and skilled at disguise".47

Yet Bell's refiguration of Toussaint remaIns remarkably vague; he smiles
knowingly every now and then, or smirks and produces a witty or a cutting line
of dialogue, but he remains an incomplete, shadowy character. Bell himself
explains that the reason for some of his characters opacity stems from his
refusal to fictionalize anything to do with his character:
MSB: "Particularly in the case of Toussaint-Louverture, I was very
reluctant to falsify or invent anything at all. Obviously he is
fictionalized to some extent. But there is almost nothing he does and
particularly nothing that he says or thinks that I cannot justify from my
reading of the historical record. ,,48

Forsdick, "Madison Smartt Bell's Toussaint at the Crossroads: The Haitian
Revolutionary between History and Fiction." 202.
48 Stephens, "Madison Smartt Bell."
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Bell's strict refusal to invent thus may be the reason for what might be termed
Toussaint's un-readability. But Bell's determination not to invent also indicates
perhaps too strong a faith in the recoverability of historical characters and
events. This is perhaps the major flaw in his Haiti trilogy. In the end, no amount
of archival work or of poring over the letters of Toussaint help us to understand
what the Haitian Revolution was really like, what it entailed or the conflicting
forces it released at the level of the individual. The epic scope and form of
Bell's Haiti trilogy attempts to present the Haitian Revolution in the form of a
coherent narrative: the novels are, in Toni Morrison's terminology, "loaded"
with documents that attest to the trilogy's authenticity: an envoi, a neat eighteen
page "Chronology of Historical Events" as well as a glossary in order to clear
up any moot points.

49

However, it is a presentation of the past that is really little

more than a pretence to historical authenticity. Bell's Haitian trilogy
demonstrates that taking the sensational novel as a vehicle for telling the story
of the Haitian Revolution is a dangerous folly indeed. The end product is a
lifeless,

violent,

pornographic

trilogy,

replete with racist and sexist

stereotyping, masquerading as a liberal take on a seminal moment in world
history.

Morrison "The Site of Memory", in Russell and Zinsser Baker, William Knowlton,
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Addendum: Bell's Toussaint Louverture: A Biography
Madison Smartt Bell's new biography Toussaint Louverture - the first English
language biography of Toussaint in more than fifty years - is a peculiarly
strange work, and whether in the end Bell is able to prevent his elusive subject
from slipping away between the lines is unclear. 50 In 1938 C. L. R. James
observed that the individual leadership of the Haitian Revolution "was almost
entirely the work of a single man - Toussaint L'Ouverture" and that "The
history of the San Domingo revolution will therefore largely be a record of his
achievements and his political personality.,,51 This was James's justification for
writing a history of the Haitian Revolution that was also in part a political
biography. Nearly seventy years later, Bell's attempted biography of Toussaint
suffers from a narrowness of focus and the paucity of the archive. Whereas
James's history offered a macroscopic view of the Haitian Revolution as well
as, a critical, imaginative, and illuminating biography of Toussaint, Bell's
biography attempts to offer a microscopic view of Toussaint's life and
achievements. However, finding the archive too bare for such an approach, the
resulting work disintegrates into a behemoth of speculation that offers a highly
problematic narration of the events of the Haitian Revolution and shares a
number of the problems that are also present in Bell's trilogy of Haiti novels.

The biography's conclusion does at least admit the difficulty presented by the
thin historical record: "Toussaint walked so very softly that he left next to no

Madison Smartt Bell, Toussaint Louverture: A Biography (New York: Pantheon
Books, 2007).
51 James, The Black Jacohins : Toussaint L 'ouverture and the San Domingo
Revolution. xviii-xix.
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visible tracks at all".52 Recognizing that this predicament has encouraged the
fictionalizing of Toussaint's life, but aware of the fact that as a biographer, not
a novelist, that was a recourse to which he could not tum, Bell narrates a
version of Toussaint's life that depends upon an awful lot of guesswork and
supposition in an atten1pt to get inside the psyche of his subject.

The limitations of this approach are clearest when Bell attempts to explain the
motivations behind many of Toussaint's political and military decisions in the
course of the revolution. A good illustration of this, and of the difficulties Bell
faced in the writing of his biography of Toussaint, can be found early in the
third chapter "Turning the Tide". Like many before him, Smartt Bell devotes a
lot of energy to addressing the fact that Toussaint had been "a very successful
participant in the economy of the colonial ancien regime" in Saint Domingue as
a freed slave, and as an owner of slaves and property.53 Attempting to analyse
Toussaint's political formation in the early stages of the revolution in
conjunction with these historical facts, in order to answer the question, "What,
in the beginning, had [Toussaint] been fighting for?", Bell finds that the archive
cannot help him read Toussaint's mind, and that he can only speculate as to the
reasons why, as an individual who had profited, to a degree, from the colonial
slave system on Saint Domingue despite that society's virulent racism,
Toussaint would have fought so vigorously against that same system. 54 Was it
an inherent personal radical humanitarianism? Or was it the influence of the
Enlightenment ideology of the French Revolution to which Toussaint may have

Bell, Toussaint Louverture: A Biography. 299.
53 Ibid. 87.
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been partially exposed? Bell, and we, cannot be sure, and thus the analysis
becomes ever more speculative, with a worrying tendency to psychoanalysis.

Bell speculates as to how Toussaint would have been made to feel by various
events. writing on one occasion that Toussaint, being "an ever proud man,
though skilled in camouflaging his pride ... would have been as galled by the
virulent racism of colonial society as [the leader of a mulatto uprising] Vincent
Oge and his kind", yet Bell does not cite any evidence with which to
substantiate the claim. 55 In the end Bell retreats to vague turns of phrase - and
these litter the text throughout - with which to preface nearly every single one
of his judgements of Toussaint's character. Bell tells us that Toussaint "may

have expected from the very beginning that the first insurrection on the
Northern Plain would have lead to the abolition of slavery" or that "he may

have been radicalized by the course of events from 1791 to 1793".56 Both
statements might be true, or they might not be true. The cautiousness and the
generalizing tone of both of these speculative statements are problematic. No
references are cited that make or refute either case; it is little more than idle
speculation that gives the reader very little if any idea of Toussaint's character.
It thus seems all the more remarkable that David Brion Davis, in his recent New

York Review of Books review, found Bell's biography of Toussaint to be "a
brilliant and truly gripping biography of Toussaint Louverture".57 However,
although this essay disagrees with Brion Davis's assessment, Bell's biography

Ibid. 87.
56 Ibid. 87.
57 David Brion Davis, "He Changed the New World," New York Review of Books, May
31 2007.54.
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ren1atns an important case study in assessing the possibility of representing
Toussaint today without recourse to fiction or myth. 58

* * *

Bell" s biography begins brightly with an introductory gloss of the historical
background to the Haitian Revolution and Toussaint's rise to prominence. On
the matter of Toussaint's legacy, Bell takes as a starting point for his biography
the paradox that some two hundred years after his death, Toussaint, whom Bell
describes as "the highest-achieving African American hero of all time" remains
an enigma, a little known and poorly understood figure. 59 Contrasting
Toussaint's cultural and political currency within Haiti - where he remains
publicly renowned and highly honoured - with his status in the rest of the
Americas - where has been largely forgotten, at least in terms of public
memory - Bell also draws on his understanding of Haitian vodou, a subject on
which Bell possesses a rare knowledge for a non-Haitian and considerable first
hand practice, in order to help us locate Toussaint and decipher his
memorialisation. For example, through vodou Bell can analyse Toussaint's
decision to award himself the surname "Louverture" (a corruption of the French

I 'ouverture meaning "the opening") as a cultural and religious symbolic act
with curiously a modem political resonance in terms of its illustration of a
subject highly aware of and attempting to control his political personality:

Laurent Dubois has also given the biography a ringing endorsement. Dubois, "A
Free Man."
59 Bell, Toussaint Louverture: A Biography. 3.
58
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..... it is clear enough from the record that Toussaint selected the name
Louverture for himself, and with particular

purposes. Like many

Haitian rhetoricians who would follow him, he was a master
manipulator of layers of meaning. The name Louverture has a
Vodouisant resonance: a reference to Legba, the spirit of gates and of
crossroads, a rough equivalent of Hermes in the Greek pantheon. In the
conflation of Vodou with the Cathoic cult of the saints, Legba is
identified with images of Saint Peter, holding his key to Heaven's gate.
Practically all Vodou ceremonies begin with a version of this song:
'Atibon Legba, open the way for me.' It is Legba' s special power and
special role to open the gateway between the world of the living and the
world of Les invisibles, Les Morts, et Les Mysteres. ,,60

Bell's biography is also an important work as the most recent reinterpretation
and narrative of the Haitian Revolution that revives an old conspiracy theory
about the revolution's origins and outbreak. Bell, in this biography as well as in
the first of his fictional trilogy based on the events of the revolution, All Souls'

Rising, supports the theory that the great slave uprising on the Northern plains
of 1791 which kick-started the revolution had its origin in a plot hatched by
white royalist grands blancs. Bell explains that although all the historians close
to the events adopted this analysis, twentieth century scholars - notably C. L. R.
James, Aime Cesaire, Carolyn Fick, and Michel-Rolph Trouillot - have either
dismissed or discredited it. Bell recognises that the conspiracy plot theory,
"seems to belittle the achievement of Saint Domingue's revolutionary slaves in

60
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\\Tinning their own freedom and founding their own nation" but then adopts the
conspiracy plot theory without engaging with the arguments of those who have
refuted it. 61 Bell provides a summary of the conspiracy plot theory that hinges
on the destabilising impact the French Revolution was having on the social
hierarchies of Saint Don1ingue:
"The petit blanc [small whites] faction, commonly called the Pompons
Rouges for the red cockades they wore in support of the French
Revolution, now two years underway, had taken over the Colonial
Assembly at Le Cap. The grands blancs, of a generally royalist
disposition and wearing white cockades to show their loyalty to the
king, were looking for a strategy to put the petit blanc canaille back in
its place. Their notion, wild though it seems, was that a manufactured
and secretly controlled uprising of the slaves on the N orthem Plain
could frighten the petit blanc faction back into submission to the
Pompons Blancs, according the old sociopolitical rules of the ancien
.

regzme.

,,62

Although Bell's analysis of the effects of the French Revolution on the social
hierarchies of colonial Saint Domingue is accurate, Bell incorrectly states that,
"the strongest argument against the royalist conspiracy theory is its sheer
preposterousness. ,,63 The problem for Bell is not just that others have
convincingly made the case as to how a large scale slave uprising could have

Ibid. 79.
62 Ibid. 78.
63 Ibid. 79. Bell's arguments for the idea ofa royalist plot have generally been received
with scepticism and as dubious. However, Bell's faith in the idea remains undented and
he has recently maintained that it is a "probable fact" although he does conceed that,
"It can't be known to an absolute certainty". Bell, "Sa Nou Pa We Yo (the Invisible
Ones): A Reply to Four Readers." 215.
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broken out and succeeded of its own accord given the fragile socio-political
conditions of the time, but that he himself does a pretty good job at
demonstrating how a large scale slave uprising could have occurred without the
need for any inside help. In the biography's introduction Bell paints a picture of
a highly destabilised colony in which the political tensions, the mountainous
terrain, the illegal but widely accepted movements of slaves at night, the huge
annual importation of slaves from Africa, the destabilising influence of the
existence of large maroon communities, the high number of absentee plantation
owners, the unusually harsh conditions for Saint Domnigue's slaves relative to
other Caribbean slave colonies, and the existence of vodou as not just a popular
and highly developed religion but as a political and organisational tool, are all
listed as factors that combined to enable the possibility of a successful slave
revolt. 64 By the time Bell asserts that the strongest argument against the royalist
conspiracy theory is merely that it is preposterous he seems to have forgotten
the convincing case he had made earlier to support his claim that "the
atmosphere in [pre-revolutionary] Saint Domingue was infinitely more volatile
than in other slave regimes like the United States,,65 and that therefore the
conditions in Saint Domingue were ripe for revolution and that no conspiracy
theory is required in order to rationally explain the successful outbreak of
revolution:
"The colony'S geography encouraged escape. At the edge of every cane
field was likely to be found the first of a seemingly infinite series of
mountains, covered with near-impenetrable jungle, with rain forest at

Bell, Toussaint Louverture: A Biography. 11-16.
65 Ibid. 16.
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the greatest heights. It was easy enough to snatch up one's cane-cutting
nlachete and bolt, difficult to be recaptured. ,,66

And:
.... In the midst of all these disruptive events, [the impact of the French
Revolution and Oge's mulatto rebellion of 1790] the slave popUlation of
Saint Donlingue was growing by leaps and bounds, though not by
reproductive success - far from it. For various reasons, abuse of the
slaves on the French sugar plantations was extraordinarily severe _
much more than in the African diaspora as a whole ... life expectancy
was extremely short, thanks to overwork, malnutrition, and general
abuse. Women's resistance to bringing children into the world of
slavery was widespread.
Thus a huge importation of slaves from Africa was required to maintain
a stable workforce in the colony. Between 1784 and 1790 a total of
220,000 slaves were brought in. One unintended consequence of this
situation was two-thirds of the more than half a million slaves in the
colony had been born free in Africa - and nearly half of the whole slave
population had been deprived of freedom within the past ten years ...
Moreover, the example of marronage was ever present to the slaves of
Saint Domingue. While the maroon groups were not large enough to
threaten the stability of the colony on their own, the idea of them was
revolutionary in the slave communities - all the more so if exaggerated
- and the idea was constantly refreshed by petits marrons who came and
went from their plantations, sometimes, it seemed, almost at will.
66
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· .. the whites were at least sometimes aware of their risk. They knew
they were sitting on a powder keg, and that there were open flames
nearby, but none of them seemed to know what to do to prevent the
increasingly inevitable explosion. ,,67

Has not Bell himself done more than enough to demonstrate that the royalist
conspiracy plot, for which a number of recent researchers have failed to fmd
any concrete historical evidence, appears to be a far less likely explanation of
the cause of the great 1791 uprising than the social conditions of the time?

* * *

Bell's methodology, in the biography, following the precedent set by James and
many others since, is to rely on the surviving letters of Toussaint and his
contemporaries, including the various French, British, and Spanish major
players during the revolution. These include letters to and from Napoleon, the
General Emmanuel Leclerc who was tasked with re-instating slavery and reconquering the colony for France, and Toussaint's trusted aide in the colony,
the French officer Etienne Laveux. It is worth noting that in Bell's trilogy of
Haiti novels, he also relied on a significant number of original letters, both in
the text and in appendices to the novels. In my above essay on Bell's trilogy
novels, I noted how the use of these letters lent the novels an antique tone of
authenticity that was not always merited. In the novels, the conflation of
authentic historical documents with wild flights of pornographic fantasy and a
macabre voyeurism of the imagination is a disturbing combination that impedes
67
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rather than contributes to our ability to understand Toussaint and the events of
the Haitian Revolution. In the biography, hints of the same obsession with
violence and eroticism persist, albeit in a more understated fashion. Unlike in
James's historical account of the revolution, Bell's Toussaint Louverture
narrates the extren1e violence of the revolution in order to grip the reader. The
disturbing effect of this approach is that it introduces a 'black savage' / 'white
cruel but civilised' dichotomy.

Toussaint's

seductive

prowess,

virile

sexuality,

and

his

numerous

(unsubstantiated) extramarital infidelities with both mulatto and high society

grandes blanches also feature prominently in the biography for no apparently
meaningful reason. Bell writes with detectable enthusiasm that:
"[Toussaint's] Port-au-Prince residence was a bachelor's paradise. An
affair with Madame Desdunes, a femme de couleur of the Artibonite
region, produced children whose descendants survive to this day.
Another special favorite was 'la Dame Fissour,' the mixed-blood wife
of a wealthy blanc from Leogane, the first important town south of Portau-Prince ... At the same time he [Toussaint] seems to have enjoyed
romantic liaisons with some of the prominent white women still in the
colony, judging from a box of souvenirs he kept at Port-au-Prince
(where Suzanne [Toussaint's wife] would almost certainly never have
come across it). The French general Boudet and his staff found a false
bottom in the box, which revealed 'locks of hair of all colors, rings,
golden hearts pierced with arrows, little keys, necessaries, souvenirs,
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and an infinity of love letters which left no doubt of the success in love
obtained by the old Toussaint Louverture! ",68 (199-200)

And earlier Bell notes in describing the familiar relationship Toussaint enjoyed
with his old master, Bayon de Libertat, that Toussaint accompanied his master
on "various escapades" some of which "were probably amorous", before
concluding that, "Toussaint's own youthful prowess with the ladies was proved
by the number of his extramarital children. ,,69 What is to be gained from these
speculations on Toussaint love life? The inclusion of such petty details seems to
be a frequent temptation for biographers, and sometimes even the most
scholarly of biographies also include a wealth of irrelevancies. Ian Kershaw's
superbly researched and gargantuan two-volume biography of Hitler, for
example, includes a seemingly infinite number of irrelevant details.

70

But for

Bell it is his subject's bedroom habits in particular that are irresistible. It is
enough to remind one of Giles Deleuze' s remark, (( fa Biograph ie, c 'est
f 'imbecilite".

Moyse's story
Another issue on which Bell's biography is particularly problematic is the story
of Moyse, Toussaint's adopted nephew and general in the revolutionary army,
whose fate was to be executed on Toussaint's own command. Moyse is
particularly well known for heading the most radical wing of the Haitian
Revolution. One of the first brief mentions of Moyse in the biography occurs in
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the context of a discussion of Toussaint as a slave owner. Bell finds that in a
1779 document Toussaint is listed as the leaseholder of a plantation. The
document confim1s the size of the plantation - sixty-four acres of coffee and
staples - and also that as the leaseholder that Toussaint became responsible for
the thirteen slaves who lived and worked on the plantation. One of these slaves
had the name of Moyse - an uncommon name thus leading Bell to speculate as
to whether this slave would become one of Toussaint's key co-revolutionaries,
and if this might explain Toussaint's particularly close relationship with Moyse
later on.71 Whether this was the case or not, neither we nor Bell can be certain.
However, Moyse's key role in one of the latter subplots of the Revolution is
sufficiently well documented.

By 1801, some ten years after the initial outbreak of the revolution, with
Toussaint acting as de facto ruler of the colony, Toussaint had implemented his
policy of putting the fonner slave revolutionaries back to work on the
plantations as a matter of economic necessity. However, although James
describes the new system as "infinitely better than the old slavery" it cannot be
overlooked that Toussaint put the fonner slaves back to work for the whites that
. to manage th
'
72
Toussaint judged to have the necessary expertIse
e piantatIons.
Reviving the plantation system proved to be a predictably unpopular labour
policy. Moyse and his sympathisers had no objection to hard work James
claimed; what these revolutionary blacks objected to was working for their old

Bell, Toussaint Louverture: A Biography. 71.
72 James, The Black Jacobins: Toussaint L'ouverture and the San Domingo
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white nlasters: "Work, yes, but not for the whites.,,73 Whereas Toussaint's other
generals, particularly Dessalines, enforced Toussaint's draconian labour
policies with a severity that recalls Ti Noel's forced labour in the new 'free'
Haiti in Alejo Carpentier's The Kingdom of This World - Moyse did not
cooperate. When the men under Moyse's command - and Moyse had been
placed in control of the whole of the colony's Northern Department by
Toussaint - organized an insurrection with the aim of killing all of the whites
and then rose up chanting Moyse's name as they revolted, Moyse's fate was
sealed. James speculates that for some of these revolutionaries the goal was to
replace Toussaint with Moyse. 74

Moyse's story, and the subtle shades of his character and his political persona,
is majestically evoked by James in The Black Jacohins. 75 In describing Moyse
James begins by putting forward the certainties: that Moyse symbolized the
revolution more than any other in the eyes of the masses and that "Moyse was
the soul of the insurrection".76 But James also admits that the historian
attempting to recover Moyse has "very little to go on."77 Nevertheless, James
suggests that on the available evidence he appears to "have been a singularly
attractive and possibly profound person.,,78 Thus a part of the subtlety of
James's portrait of James hinges on in its necessary incompleteness. In contrast
Bell's version of Moyse offers a portrait that is misleadingly certain;
furthermore whereas James errs on the side of sympathetic representation, Bell
Ibid. 224.
74 Ibid. 224.
75 Ibid. 225-26.
76 Ibid. 226.
77 Ibid. 225.
78 Ibid. 225.
73
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sees an altogether more dogmatic and unreasonable personality. For James,
Moyse clearly . . had a strong sympathy for the labourers and hated the old slaveowners. But he was not anti-white.,,79 Bell on the other hand, writes that Moyse
"hated whites even more bitterly than Dessalines [and] had a still more
intransigent attitude. ,,80 Representing Moyse as a man racked with hatred may
serve to make a good contrast with the saintly (but adulterous) Toussaint, but it
does little to help us understand the background to one of the revolution's
crucial episodes. Moyse's representation serves to illustrate the difficulties
presented in the rest of the biography's representation of Toussaint.
Representing the major players of the Haitian Revolution in historical or
biographical works throws up a different set of problems than have been faced
by those who have chosen to represent the revolution in fictional forms, as can
be seen by contrasting Bell's and James's own fictional and historical works on
the revolution. For the historian and biographer that so much still remains
unknown about the revolution and its major players is a problem that needs to
be negotiated with extreme caution. Whereas James managed to negotiate these
many uncertainties with aplomb in his historical work The Black Jacobins,
Bell's biography is, in the case of Toussaint, to eager to fill in the gaps with
speculative judgements and opinion that from the scarcity of footnotes appear
to be unfounded, and in the case of Moyse, Bell's work is too quick to offer us
a concrete portrait. And the unfortunate and disconcerting overall effect is a
subtle misrepresentation of both individuals.
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Vodou and Toussaint
Where Bell's biography may offer us a new and important judgement is on the
matter of Toussaint and his relationship with vodou, and its application in the
revolution. Bell writes:
"Toussaint was outwardly an extremely devout Catholic, and late in his
career he set out to repress V odou, which only means he may have been
the first (but far from the last) Haitian ruler to forbid Vodou publicly
while at the same time secretly practicising it.,,81
However, Smartt Bell goes back to some descriptions of Toussaint's
appearance and behaviour in the correspondence and diaries of those who had
been close to Toussaint in order to demonstrate his thesis that Toussaint really
was a Vodoussant:
'''He never showed anything,' wrote the daughter of one of Toussaint's
numerous white secretaries. 'My father often told us the impression he
had from these private meetings. By the doubtful light of a little lamp,
the somber face was still more black. When he scrutinized you, he was
like a lynx. But when he was observed, he withdrew into himself,
masked his regard. Raising his eyes to heaven, he hid his pupil beneath
his thick eyelid, letting nothing show but the white. So, he became
hideous. My father, as young and brave as he was, could not face this
demonic viasage. '
Filter out the antique raCIsm and a rather disconcerting picture of
Toussaint still remains. In hypnosis, such eye movement is a symptom
James, The Black Jacohins : Toussaint L 'ouverture and the San Domingo
Revolution. 56.
81
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of trance. In Vodou it is a sign of possession. To most people the alien is
frightening; no wonder the young Frenchman read a 'demonic visage'
into Toussaint's entranced expression. No doubt Toussaint really was
communing with his spirits when in these late-night meditations he
struggled to choose the right word, or phrase, or action. ,,82

"No doubt"? This example would seem to suggest that Bell was far from
sceptical enough about his sources. Nevertheless, the effect of Bell's argument
that Toussaint was a Vodoussant does give the impression that Toussaint was
less of an Enlightenment thinker than has been portrayed in say, James's works.
Bell's Toussaint, also in contrast to James's Toussaint, is more difficult to
assimilate into a European pantheon of 19th century heroic historical figures by
virtue of the two representations' differing takes on the significance of vodou to
Toussaint's formation.

82
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Chapter 8
Kimathi Donkor's Caribbean Passion: Haiti 1804
paintings and the Haitian Revolution on the
commemorative postage stamps of Dahomey,
Cuba, and Britain!

After I had already planned my thesis I came across Kimathi Donkor's work
and a number of commemorative stamps of Toussaint and the Haitian
Revolution. I was struck by the way in which the visual language of these
materials, which constitute only a fraction of the two centuries of iconography
of which they form a part, spoke to the major themes of my thesis. The Donkor
paintings proved particularly productive in their enabling of a discussion of the
current cultural currency of the memory of the Haitian Revolution in
contemporary Britain. As will be seen, they also assert the continuing relevance
of C. L. R. James's project of representing Toussaint, a black ex-slave, on the
world historical stage as a major player. Similarly, the commemorative stamps
highlight Toussaint's privileged status as an icon of the Haitian Revolution, as
well as his international portability, and acceptability, over two hundred years.

I would like to make special thanks to Marcus Wood for his expert advice in an
informal discussion of Donkor's Haiti paintings and his encouragement that I should
work on the commemorative stamps.
1

Thus, Toussaint's absence fron1 the United Kingdom's 2007 Abolition of the
Slave Trade commemorative postage stamps prompts discussion of the writing
of Haiti out of British history, and the continuing unacceptability of Toussaint
as a black revolutionary, and of black agency in general, to the official British
narrative of slavery and abolition. Additionally, the images of Toussaint
emphasise the absence of the authentic: the multitude of images of Toussaint
have been necessarily invented and recycled since there is no portrait of
Toussaint painted from first hand observation. The following discussion
therefore attempts to read these materials as negotiations on the theme of
representing and inventing black agency in visual mediums.

Kimathi Donkor's recent series of largescale oil paintings for his first major
solo exhibition, entitled "Caribbean Passion: Haiti 1804", was originally shown
at The Bettie Morton Gallery in Brixton, London, in 2004, and it has since gone
on tour within the UK. The series, comprising five oil paintings, was conceived
as a celebration of the bicentenary of the Haitian Revolution, and it offers us
the opportunity to examine in detail the way in which the still evolving cultural
currency of the Haitian Revolution has in part been shaped by and continues to
speak to radical artists and intellectuals working in the contemporary black
British art scene and further afield.

Kimathi Donkor, who is also an art teacher, community activist, and human
rights campaigner, has become known for his art works which explore the
themes of race and class conflict in a historically grounded manner. During the
1980s Donkor exhibited alongside artists associated with the "BLK Art
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Group".- More recently his 2005 exhibition of large oil paintings, also shown at
the Bettie Morton Gallery in Brixton, entitled "Fall/Uprising", marked the 20th
anniversary of the conflicts between the residents of the Brixton and Tottenham
districts of London and the Metropolitan police force. 3 Donkor's paintings in
this series stressed the police brutality that caused the conflict and which
remained prevalent throughout the unrest. The paintings also raised important
questions in relation to the issue of the representation of black empowerment
and black victimhood. This is also a major theme in his "Caribbean Passion:
Haiti 1804" series.

It is a matter of interest to note how similar Donkor's motivations for his

"Caribbean Passion: Haiti 1804" project were to C. L. R. James's ambition to
convey a narrative of black agency rather of black victimhood in The Black
Jacobins. Donkor explains:

"I was interested in the concept of African women and men in heroic
roles, because we're used to seeing and understanding Europeans in
heroic roles, such as Napoleon Bonaparte and George Washington, and
The "BLK Art Group" (also referred to as "The Black Art Movement") was founded
in 1982 by four Midlands based painters, sculptors, conceptual and installation artists
from the British Afro-Caribbean community: Keith Piper, Marlene Smith, Eddie
Chambers, and Donald Rodney. Their work offers a critique of institutional and other
forms of racism, as well as race, community, class and gender relations in
contemporary Britain. Their influence on a later generation of black British artists is
particularly apparent in the works of Turner Prize winners Chris Ofili and Steve
McQueen. See: Ian Baucom and Sonia Boyce David A Bailey, ed., Shades of Black,
Assembling Black Arts in 1980s Britain (London: Duke University Press, 2005).
3 The public exhibition of "FalllUprising" cause such anxiety for the establishment that
the Metropolitan police unsuccessfully sought to close down the exhibition. The 1985
conflict between the predominantly black residents of Brixton and Tottenham and the
police was caused by the shooting and consequent paralysis of a grandmother of
Jamaican origin, Mrs Cherry Groce, by a police officer and the fatal heart attack of
another lady, Mrs Cynthia Jarrett, after being knocked over by another police officer.
These events underscored the prevalent feelings of the cheapness of black British lives
in the eyes of the Metropolitan police and the establishment.
2
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they're much more used to seeing Africans portrayed in less than heroic
roles, where most peoples' view of slavery is a story about repression. ,,4
Thus, for Donkor, the value of the narrative of the Haitian Revolution
predominantly resides in its ability to challenge the dominance of the narrative
of black victimhood. This theme and the specific value of the Haitian
Revolution have long held an appeal for black visual artists. Jacob Lawrence,
who is among the twentieth century's most renowned African American
painters and who studied and worked alongside many of the key visual and
literary artists of the Harlem Renaissance, completed a forty-one tempera
painting series entitled Toussaint Louverture as early as 1938. 5 Lawrence later
reworked this series and produced fifteen colour prints, which are also entitled
6

Toussaint Louverture. These prints, which were completed between 1986 and

1997, showcase Lawrence's dynamic style, which was influenced by cubism as
well as the shapes and colours of Harlem. This enabled Lawrence to create
images that are striking for their boldly heroic representations of Toussaint
Louverture and the narrative of the Haitian revolution, as is made particularly
clear in the print entitled General Toussaint L 'Ouverture. (Figure 1) Kimathi
Donkor's paintings however, draw on a very different tradition in order to
evoke black dignity and regeneration. This discussion will address two
Kimathi Donkor quoted in: Jason Bissessur, Artist Inspired by Marvel Comics Brings
Haitian Revolution to Life in Outstanding Paintings (2006 [cited 26/0212008);
available from http://www.iamcolourful.com:80/articles/Style/details/59/Culture/.
5 Jacob Lawrence's Toussaint Louverture series is now in the Aaron Douglas
Collection of the Amistad Research Center, New Orleans.
6 For reproductions of the colour prints, which are part of the collection of Alitash
Kebede of Los Angeles, California, see: "Three Series of Prints by Jacob Lawrence"
Lawrence, The Toussaint Louverture Series by Jacob Lawrence ([cited).
Reproductions of the forty-one tempera paintings can be found in: Lawrence, "The
Toussaint L'ouverture Series. A Visual Narration of the Liberation of Haiti in 1804
under the Leadership of General Toussaint L'ouverture .. " The best critical discussion
of Lawrence is: Ellen Harkins Wheat, Jacob Lawrence, American Painter (Seattle
University of Washington Press, 1986).
4
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paintings from Donkor's "Caribbean Passion: Haiti 1804" series in relation to
this issue.

Toussaint L 'Ollvertllre at Bedourete (Figure 2)

Donkor's grand canvas, the second largest in the series, Toussaint L 'Ouverture
at Bedourete, depicts a heroic Toussaint on horseback surrounded by ex-slave

revolutionaries on foot following Toussaint to victory and into battle. The only
white body in the painting is a dead French soldier who has been killed in battle
and he lies alongside a black man who has also been slain in battle. Above both
these prostrate figure towers Toussaint who is adorned in the colours of the
French tricolour. The scene is one of unabashed heroism and triumph and it has
been acclaimed as the piece-de-resistance or "masterpiece" in the series. 7 In
Toussaint L 'Ouverture at Bedourete, in order to depict his heroic Toussaint,

Donkor has very clearly drawn on the traditions of European grand history
painting, as expounded by the works of Diego Velazquez, Anthony Van Dyck,
and Jacques-Louis David. 8 Given the rarity of representations of heroic black
subjects in this medium, Donkor's canvas constitutes a bold statement of intent
and the colonization of an elite form.

The painting is highly accomplished and it displays a strong sense of visual
harmony that is derived from its precise composition. The painting orchestrates
a snapshot view of a dynamic scene abounding with energy and movement.
Such a pose as Donkor has here painted Toussaint in could only be held for an
BissesSUf, Artist Inspired by Marvel Comics Brings Haitian Revolution to Life in
Outstanding Paintings ([cited).
8 E. H. Gombrich, The Story of Art, Sixteenth ed. (London: Phaidon, [1950] 1995).
465,469,481-5,503.
7
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instant, but it is here preserved in the stillness of Donkor's oils. Toussaint is
astride his horse that is rearing on its hind legs, and with an outstretched right
arm holding his drawn sword his pose is flamboyantly heroic. The painting thus
also communicates a revolutionary fervour that recalls Delacroix' s iconic
painting of revolutionary uprising, Liberty Leading the People (Figure 3), in
which a topless woman - part rebel of the people, part allegorical classical
goddess - holds the tricolour aloft and strides over barricades and dead bodies ,
leading her fellow revolutionaries onwards in the French July Revolution of
1830.

Like Delacroix's canvas, Toussaint L 'Ouverture at Bedourete, depicts the
turbulence of a battle scene with multiple figures running, fighting or
collapsing around an inspiring single hero. Also, like Liberty Leading the

People, the Toussaint painting superbly conveys the sense that what is being
offered is a freeze-frame of a moment of historic upheaval in society. However,
when the painting's elegant composition is examined, it becomes clear that
although the canvas conveys the chaos of battle, the painting itself is in fact
meticulously composed. The arrangement of the painting's subjects along a
diagonal line that runs from the canvas's bottom left to top right comers helps
to convey this sense of order. Starting with the black man in the left foreground
and his left arm that points towards Toussaint, a diagonal line can be traced
across and up the canvas that extends through the body of Toussaint's rearing
horse and through the alignment of the rifle being aimed into the distance off
the canvas in the painting's upper right quadrant. This diagonal is interrupted
by Toussaint's sword, which arcs from the painting's top-left quadrant to the
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figures in the lower-right foreground. Furthermore, the sense of motion that
sweeps across the canvas, from bottom left to top right, aids this composition
and is reinforced by the gradient of the terrain, which inclines towards the top
right. This carefully managed composition, although somewhat busy with
bodies, attests to the artist's steady control over his subject.

The composition of Toussaint L 'Ouverture at Bedourete also shares strong
sin1ilarities with Jacques-Louis David's Napoleon at the Saint-Bernard Pass
(Figure 4), which shows the French leader in a dramatic pose on horseback on
his rearing stallion. The painting is also reminiscent of the final scene from
Pontecorvo's 1969 film Burn in which the character of the heroic slave leader,
who is loosely based on Toussaint, is also on horseback surrounded by his
enthusiastic and determined allies on foot. 9 However, unlike in David's
painting of Napoleon, Donkor chose not to show Toussaint as an allconquering hero in splendid isolation. Instead, Donkor's painting is notable for
its inclusion of the youthful ex-slave revolutionaries surrounding Toussaint. It
is thus a painting that seeks also to accommodate the masses that made the
revolution fighting at Toussaint's side.

The Small Axe (Figure 5)
The Small Axe is the most ambiguous painting in Donkor's Haiti series and it
makes an excellent contrast to Toussaint L 'Ouverture at Bedourete. Whereas
the Toussaint painting is forthright in demonstrating its subject, its narrative,
and its sense of place and occasion, The Small Axe is by contrast an equivocal

9

Gillo Pontecorvo, "Bum!," (1969).

276

work. To begin with, the painting does not represent a specific or notable
historical event. Nor is it not possible to detennine a specific location or date
and it is unclear exactly who the three figures that constitute the painting's
subject are. Thus, unlike the Toussaint canvas, this painting's narrative is
uncertain. However, it will be seen that this grants the painting a rewarding
indetenninacy.

There are three figures represented in the painting: two women, one white and
one black, in the foreground, and a black man who stands immediately behind
the \vhite woman. It is striking that there is no white male figure present. The
black man is holding the white woman by the back of her neck in order to
direct her gaze towards the black woman's back. The black woman, who is
holding the eponymous small axe in her right hand, has revealed her brutally
scarred back by carefully lowering her red dress, but in such a way that she is
still able to preserve her modesty. The black man is pointing at her scarred back
with his left index finger in a gesture that recalls the apostle St Thomas's act of
poking his index finger into Christ's open wound in Caravaggio' s Doubting
Thomas (Figure 6). The black man's head and torso are both partially hidden

from our view, but from what can be seen he is either unclothed, or, at the least,
topless. Thus, with the black woman's back bared in the centre of the canvas,
and the black man not wearing any visible clothing, the painting achieves a
strong sense of shared intimacy between the three figures and also between the
figures and the painting's viewers. This intimacy heightens the sense of shock
that the painting communicates in its depiction of the white woman's moment
of visual confrontation with the black woman's horrendous scars.
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The painting's con1position is highly assured, but unlike in Donkor's Toussaint
painting there is a great deal of empty space on this canvas. Three of the
painting's four comers are empty giving the painting great depth and great
impact. The painting is composed along a diagonal running from the canvas's
upper left quadrant through the gaze of the black man and the white woman
through to the black man's left hand, and onto the black woman's right arm to
her hand clasping the axe.

The painting develops the themes of vision and looking in a number of intricate
ways that are crucial to the painting's complexly ambiguous narrative. The
painting evinces the connection between sight and power and thereby
challenges the received notions of the social hierarchies of Saint Domingue.
The scarred woman looks out from the painting not with a full stare but
askance over her right shoulder, whilst the other two figure's heavily lidded
eyes are shielded from view. The black male appears sombre looking down but
ultimately, with his eyes hidden, his emotions cannot be determined with any
certainty, although there is the suggestion of anger.

The white woman's eyes are also hidden by her eyelids and by the tilt of her
head. They may be shut but it is not made clear. The effect of keeping the white
woman's eyes from our view is even more dramatic. Is she refusing to look or
is she too traumatised to look at the black woman's scarred back? Is she
wracked by guilt for her responsibility in savagely scarring this slave woman?
Or is she distraught by her powerlessness? Has the white woman just seen the
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scarred and disfigured back and now her eyes are closed as she recoils in
horror? Her body position suggests that she has been forced forwards against
her will. Her face, taught with tension, suggests great pain and anxiety, and
perhaps also guilt and shame. The painting conveys a moment of shock
superbly. The absence of a white male deepens the painting's quality of
intimacy. which is derived not just from the representation of the three figures'
ambiguous relationship, but also from the painting's understated composition.
Unlike the busy Toussaint canvas, this painting harnesses the elegant power of
unfilled space. A considerable area of the canvas's right hand side is blackly
empty. This emptiness further focuses attention on the dynamic of the three
figures' relationship, intensifying the painting's quality of intimacy.

The painting's sophisticated control of the symbolic act of seeing - who is
looking at who, or at what - and of who holds power of whom, is the painting's
central dramatic question. None of the three figures seem to be in control of the
situation: there is no direct eye contact between them. The black woman is the
only figure with whom the viewer can make eye contact. Thus although she
might be considered the victim of the scene by virtue of her status as a torture
victim, she is the only one of the three who is proactively looking. However,
her look conveys worry - with her back turned she is vulnerable and the
painting also conveys the embarrassment of the public sharing of her private
trauma. However, her scars have the power to shock, as the white woman's
horror indicates, and they ensure that she hold a perverse power over the white
woman. Thus by staging a scene in which the drama of looking, or being
looked at, is the main act, the painting communicates a scene of profound
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instability~ power is balanced precariously, and serves as a metaphor for slave
society in revolutionary Saint Domingue.

The Small Axe also poses a number of important questions: why is the white
woman in a headdress - does this suggest that she is, in fact, a light-skinned
"mulatto"? If she is, how does this change the way we read the painting?
Furthering the analysis of reading the painting in terms of its resonance to
Carayaggio's Doubting Thomas, leads us to note that the white woman is also
clad in blue thus evoking the colour traditionally used for the clothing of the
Virgin Mary. 10 Thus if the black woman is being figured as Christ - they are
both torture victims whose scars are pointed at and viewed - is the white
woman's clothing a hint that she is being figured as Christ's mother? If so, the
white woman's pain at looking at the brutally scarred back of the black woman
is also the pain of a mother forced to look upon the brutal result of the abuse
suffered by her own child. In this scenario, the painting also comments on how
their mother-daughter relationship cuts through the hierarchical racial divisions
imposed on them by French colonial law. Whether we read the painting in such
a manner or not, the intimacy between the white woman and the black woman
nevertheless challenges our preconceptions about the relationship between
white and black women in Saint Domingue. 11 Furthermore, reading the black
woman as Christ elevates her suffering to that of a religious martyr, rather than

Donkor has drawn on the heritage of European iconographical traditions elsewhere
in his work: in his 2005 Madonna Metropolitan the 'Madonna' is a black woman
being threatened by a Metropolitan police officer.
I I Novelists and playwrights have typically constructed black - white female relations
in Saint Domingue in terms of enemies and as rivals for the sexual attention of the
white male planter class. Madison Smartt Bell's characterisation of Claudine Arnoud
and her relationship with her husband's slave girls and women are a good example of
this approach. Bell, All Souls' Rising. See my earlier chapter on Madison Smartt Bell.
10
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secular victimhood. As Marcus Wood has pointed out, this constitutes a bold
and rare move:
"'The presentation of the black as the afflicted subject within the visual
conventions of Christian martyrological iconography was, and

IS,

exceptionally rare. ,,12
The painting further complicates traditional notions of black victimhood and
powerlessness by giving the black woman a small axe. What is the black
woman doing, or about to do, with the axe? This cannot be ascertained, but
from Yoruba mythology to Bob Marley axes are powerful symbolic signifiers.
In Y oruba mythology a double-headed axe symbolizes Shango Orisha, the god
of thunder and lightening, and it is also representative of swift and balanced
justice. Bob Marley's "Small Axe" on the other hand is symbolic of resilience,
creativity, and the dogged determination of the downtrodden. I3 Either way, the
black woman's clutching of a small axe is not an innocent symbol and she
cannot simply be read in the terms of a powerless victim.

In portraying the moment of shock in which the black woman's scarred back is
seen and recognised for what it is, The Small Axe also recalls Toni Morrison's
remembrance of slave torture and whipping in Beloved. In Morrison's novel the
moment at which Sethe' s whipped and horrifically scarred back is also looked
at and then recognised for what it is, is one of the novel's most arresting
passages. When Paul D., Sethe's friend, looks upon her back, he sees an

Wood, Blind Memory: Visual Representations of Slavery in England and America.
269.
13 The single "Small Axe" was originally recorded in Jamaica in 1971 and was
produced by Lee "Scratch" Perry. The original cut is featured on the album: Bob
Marley and the Wailers, African Herbsman (Upsetter / Trojan, 1973).
12
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unspeakably painful relic of suffering but also beauty. First he sees and feels
the scars and imagines them to be the trunk, roots, branches, ridges and leaves
of a tree. However, when the illusion vanishes and he is confronted with the
reality of "a revolting clump of scars" the moment is profoundly shocking.14

Like Morrison, Donkor's painting communicates the fact that the scars of being
whipped are only a partial testimony of the suffering endured. Like Morrison,
DOnkor refuses a narrow representation of the site of torture as mere fact, as the
photographic technique of forensic documentation does. Instead, by refusing to
paint the black woman as a victim, by hinting at her status as a Christ-like
redeemer, by forcing us to meet eyes with her, through the symbolism of the
small axe, and without denying her suffering, The Small Axe turns the
narratives of black victirnhood and torture on their head. In their place, The
Small Axe, posits a complex story of black resistance. Thus both Toussaint
L 'Ouverture at Bedourete and The Small Axe demonstrate two very different

ways of using the Haitian Revolution to convey the historical fact of black
agency.

* * *

The Haitian Revolution on the commemorative postage stamps
of Dahomey, Cuba, and Britain

14

Morrison, Beloved. 21.
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Scholarly research that has considered postage stamps as ideological and
cultural artefacts is scarce. IS However, the fact that postage stamps are used by
governnlents to promote and convey certain symbolic messages that are seen
both nationally and internationally make them useful primary sources.
Commemorative postage stamps are a particularly good indicator of national
identities, histories, and official cultures. Thus, the incorporation of the postage
stamp into the spectrum of historical and cultural analysis is well overdue. This
discussion will provide an analysis of the design, imagery, and symbolism of
the postage stamps issued by the West African Republic of Dahomey (now
Benin) on November 18, 1963, to commemorate the life of Toussaint
Louverture, the postage stamp issued by Cuba on November 20, 1991, to
commemorate the bicentenary of the outbreak of the Haitian Revolution, and
the postage stamps that were issued by the British Royal Mail on March 22,
2007, to commemorate the British abolition of the slave trade by the Slave
Trade Act of 1807.

Scholarly analysis of postage stamps as historical sources and introductory work on
developing methodologies by which to analyze them can be found in: D. Altman,
Paper Ambassadors: The Politics of Stamps (North Ryde, NSW, Australia: Angus &
Robertson, 1991), Phil Deans and Hugo Dobson, "Introduction: East Asian Postage
Stamps as Socio-Political Artefacts," East Asia 22, no. 2 (2005), Robert A. Jones,
"Heroes of the Nation? The Celebration of Scientists on the Postage Stamps of Great
Britain, France and West Germany," Journal of Contemporary History 36, no. 3
(2001), Michael Kevane, "Nation-Building, Multi-Culturalism, and Civil Conflict in
Africa: An Analysis of Imagery on Postage Stamps" (by author's permission, 2005),
Donald M. Reid, "The Symbolism of Postage Stamps," Journal of Contemporary
History 19, no. 2 (1984), David Scott, European Stamps Design: A Semiotic Approach
to Desiging Messages (London: 1995), David Scott, "National Icons: The Semiotics of
the French Stamp," French Cultural Studies, no. 3 (1992), David Scott, "Semiotics and
Ideology in Mixed Messages: The Postage Stamp," in Word and Image Interactions Ii,
ed. C. Cluver M. Heusser, L. Weingarden and L. Hoek (Amsterdam: 1997). In contrast
to the young field of academic philately, numismatics has long been considered a
scholarly discipline of value to the historian. This makes the overlooking of philately
all the more surprising, since postage stamps hold a number of advantages over coins
when considering their value as cultural artefacts. In comparison to coins, postage
stamps are more varied and less conservative in design, and they are issued much more
frequently.
15

283

It is also significant to this discussion that postage stamps are of particular

interest to scholars of modem colonialism and imperialism. This is because of
the deep connection between the postage stamp and imperialism. Soon after the
British 'Penny Black' became the world's first postage stamp in 1840, imperial
enthusiasts and agitators petitioned for the penny rate to be made not just
nation-wide, but empire-wide. In 1898 the campaigners got their wish and two
Canadian 'Imperial Penny Postage' stamps bearing the slogan "We hold a
vaster empire than has been", and showing a world map with Britain's
possessions marked in red were issued to inaugurate the event. 16 Thus, from the
beginning, postage stamps have been used by imperial nations to celebrate their
colonial possessions. 17

However, post-colonial, third world and nations of the global south have long
since used stamp design to commemorate their independences and to
communicate their national and shared histories of anti-colonialism. Haiti is no
exception, and Haitian governments have chosen to remember the Haitian
Revolution though the issuing of commemorative stamps of Toussaint
Louverture and Jean-Jacques Dessalines in 1904, Henri Christophe and
Alexandre Petion in 1954, and the lesser-known Haitian revolutionary Franyois
Capois in 1946. However, as in other mediums, internationally Toussaint
Louverture has been the biggest draw and he has appeared on the stamps of
numerous African and Caribbean nations. The symbolism and implications of

Reid, "The Symbolism of Postage Stamps." 226-27.
17 It is also noteworthy that the world's first commemorative postage stamps were
issued for the 1924 British Empire Exhibition.
16
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Toussaint's appearance on commemorative stamps from Dahomey in 1963 and
Cuba in 1991 will now be addressed. The matter of Toussaint's non-appearance
on Britain's 2007 commemorative stamps of the abolition of the slave trade
will also be considered.

The Dahomey 1963 Toussaint stamps (Figures 7 and 8)

Having established that postage stamps are cultural symbols that can shape
identity discourses, it is also necessary to clarify the two key items of
information that all commemorative postage stamps communicate. First, they
must indicate a country of origin. Second, and this is their iconic role, they
must represent a chosen aspect of that country.I8 Thus, the most striking thing
about the Dahomey 1963 Toussaint stamps is that they represent an aspect of
Dahomey'S national history by claiming Toussaint as one of Dahomey's own.
On each of the three different stamps as well as on both variations of the First
Day Cover envelope design, Toussaint is described by the following words:
"Decendant des Rois d' Allada (Dahomey)
General Haltien, homme d' etat
Liberateur et martyr"
["Descendant of the Kings of Allada (Dahomey)
Haitian General, statesman
Liberator and martyr"]

18

Scott, "National Icons: The Semiotics of the French Stamp." 216.
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Thus adopting Toussaint as a son of Dahomey, this representation of Toussaint
symbolically connects Dahomey to Haiti, Africa to the Caribbean, and Haiti's
independence of 1804 to Dahomey's independence of 1960. This connection is
forged by using Toussaint to highlight that which Dahomey and Haiti hold in
common. The pictorial design of each of the stamps visually reinforces the
message of Toussaint's inspirational status. Toussaint is standing upright, erect
and tall, reading a declaration. He is clad in a military uniform, complete with a
sash, tassels and stars.

The Cuban 1991 Toussaint stamp (Figure 9)
The Cuban 1991 Toussaint stamp was, in fact, issued not to commemorate
Toussaint Louverture, but to commemorate the bicentenary of the outbreak of
the Haitian Revolution. That the Cuban stamp celebrates the Revolution,
whereas the Dahomey stamps celebrate Toussaint the individual, is the critical
ideological difference between these two First Day Covers. The Dahomey
stamp and envelope do not bear the world 'Revolution' anywhere; on the
Cuban stamp the word 'Revolucion' is unmissable - it is used on the envelope
design, the postmark, and the stamp itself.

The envelope also depicts a battle scene, with burning houses and a crowd of
revolutionaries running into battle and towards the mountains. This is
significant: whereas in all of the commemorative stamps that have been issued
in France to commemorate the French Revolution the subject of violence has
been carefully avoided - not even the storming of the Bastille features on any
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French stamp - the Cuban stalnp does not sidestep the task of remembering
violence. 19

Unlike with the Dahomey First Day Covers, Toussaint only appears on the
stamp itself. He is represented in military uniform with his feather cockade
comprised of the colours of the French tricolour and these are also used to
frame the portrait. The postmark is the well-known image of Toussaint on
horseback with his sword drawn. Whereas on the Dahomey stamp Toussaint
was figured as a Pan-African icon, connecting Africa with the Caribbean, on
the Cuban stamp Toussaint is an icon of revolution. Furthermore, on the Cuban
stamp Toussaint has the look of a dark mulatto. The aquiline nose and paler
skin tone are not coincidental departures from the conventional racial
stereotyping that characterises a great deal of images of Toussaint.

Like the Dahomey stamp, the Cuban stamp seems to have been designed to
draw out certain similarities between contemporary Cuba and revolutionary
Haiti. Issued in 1991, after the collapse of Cuba's key ally, the Soviet Union,
this commemorative stamp was issued as Cuba entered a new period of
economic uncertainty, with its sovereignty looking ever more fragile?O It
certainly seems probable that during this difficult period the Haitian Revolution
was invoked by the Cuban government to provide an example of revolutionary
success achieved despite a lack of international support and in the face of
powerful and hostile counter-revolutionary forces.

Ibid. 232-33.
.
.
Richard Gott, Cuba: A New History (New Haven and London: Yale University
Press, 2004). 286-320.
19
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The British 2007 Abolition of the Slave Trade Stamps
Amidst the official fanfare, state ceremonies, and the prolonged bout of selfcongratulation that characterised the British government's orchestrated
celebrations of the bicentenary of the 1807 Slave Trade Act, the Haitian
Revolution was conveniently sidelined. The Royal Mail commemorative
stamps that were issued to memorialise the event reveal the way in which
Britain would like to remember the history of slavery and her involvement in
bringing about its end. The British stamps belong to a long tradition in which
the British campaign to abolish the slave trade has become a national myth in
which the work of a handful of Christian dissidents has usurped the work of the
thousands slave revolutionaries in Haiti and the other slave rebels and maroons
throughout the Caribbean, United States, and Latin America. That the Haitian
Revolution had a profound impact on the process of abolition is beyond
dispute. 21 Yet, Toussaint's absence from Britain's 2007 Abolition of the Slave
Trade commemorative stamps signals the impossibility of accommodating the
Haitian Revolution into Britain's official history of slavery in its current form.
Thus, the omission of any representation of the Haitian Revolution from
Britain's 2007 commemorative abolition of the slave trade stamps is testimony
to the event's enduring iconic power as a symbol of revolutionary change, as
the Toussaint stamps from Dahomey and Cuba illustrate.

21

Blackburn, The Overthrow of Colonial Slavery 1776-1848. 295-98.
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[Figure 7] Toussaint Louverture Commemorative Postage Stamps, First
Day Cover, Republic of Dahomey (November 18, 1963). Photograph by
Philip Kaisary (2008)
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[Figure 8] Toussaint Louverture Commemorative Postage Stamps, First
Day Cover, Republic of Dahomey (November 18, 1963). Photograph by
Marcus Wood (2008)

296

[Figure 9] Bicentenary of the Haitian Revolution Commemorative Postage
Stamp, First Day Cover, Republic of Cuba, First Day Cover, (November
20, 1991). Photograph by Philip Kaisary (2008)
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[Figure 10] Abolition of the Slave Trade Commemorative Postage Stamps,
Royal Mail First Day Cover, UK (March 22,2007). Photograph by Philip
Kaisary (2008)
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Conclusion
"When the black sons of Haiti struck for freedom, they struck for the freedom
of every black man in the world."
- Frederick Douglass (1893)

This thesis has set out to illustrate and examine the figuration of black memory
and black agency in those representations of the Haitian Revolution concerned
to contest the tradition of imperial denigration provoked by the Revolution and
which remains a cultural and political force today. I have attempted to
demonstrate that the Haitian Revolution, contrary to the widespread culture of
denial that has obscured and diminished its full import, has profoundly
influenced an important constituency of writers and thinkers, and should be
honoured for its aspirations and achievement. As Peter Hallward has recently
written:
"Of the three great revolutions that began in the final decades of the
eighteenth century - American, French and Haitian - only the third
forced the unconditional application of the principle that inspired each
one: affirmation of the natural, inalienable rights of all human beings.
Only in Haiti was the declaration of human freedom universally
consistent. Only in Haiti was this declaration sustained at all costs, in
direct opposition to the social order and economic logic of the day_
Only in Haiti were the consequences of this declaration - the end of
slavery, of colonialism, of racial inequality - upheld in terms that
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directly embraced the world as a whole. The declaration of Haitian
independence thereby dealt the myth of white supremacy a mortal and
thus unforgivable blow.,,22

Despite its tragic reversals and shortcomings, and its aftermath of suffering at
the hands of neocolonial interference, civil war, and despotism, the Haitian
Revolution tested and superseded the ontological and political assumptions of
even the most radical writers and intellectuals of the Enlightenment and it
constituted a powerful example of black capability that challenged the
prevailing racist discourses of the time. The erasure, trivilialization, and
silencing of this fact has recently found an eloquent exponent in Michel-Rolph
Trouillot:
"The treatment of the Haitian Revolution in written history outside of
Haiti reveals two families of tropes that are identical, in formal
(rhetorical) terms, to figures of discourse of the late eighteenth century.
The first kind of tropes are formulas that tend to erase directly the fact
of a revolution. I call them, for short, formulas of erasure. The second
kind tends to empty a number of singular events of their revolutionary
content so that the entire string of facts, gnawed from all sides, becomes
trivialized. I call them formulas of banalization. ,,23

Yet, it must also be noted that despite the culture of silencing and denigration
that predominantly emerged in North America and Europe, the Haitian

Peter Hallward, Damming the Flood: Haiti, Aristide, and the Politics of
Containment (London: Verso, 2008). 11. Emphasis in the original.
23 Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History. 96.
22
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Revolution has long been a potent factor in black memory. It was recalled by
writers of the negritude movement, in anti-colonial discourse, in the Harlem
Renaissance, in black nationalist discussion, in the national cultural memory of
post-colonial African and Caribbean nations, and throughout diasporic black
communities the world over. Furthermore, the long history of the presence of
the Haitian Revolution as a subject in white fiction has recently entered a new,
and ambivalent stage as seen in the writings of Madison Smartt Bell.

Given the vast cultural field that the Haitian Revolution engendered, and given
that the Revolution's literary impact extends throughout a vast literature in
French, English and Spanish from 1791 onwards, an encyclopaedic and
complete analysis of this field was clearly beyond the limitations of this thesis.
It has thus been necessary to sketch the formation of this vast field as a highly

contested cultural space which has always afforded room for radical statement.
Within a month of the August 1791 uprising on the northern plains of Saint
Domingue, slaves in Jamaica were singing songs that celebrated the outbreak
of the slave rebellion, and by 1805 in Brazil, African soldiers were wearing
medallion portraits of one of the Revolution's generals, Jean Jacques
Dessalines. 24 And recently, on the cells of death row in the USA, the Haitian
Revolution continues to provide inspiration to blacks suffering a new form of
racial oppression, the arbitrariness and racialism of the US criminal justice
system as exemplified by Mumia Abu-Jamal's Prison Radio broadcast in
2007. 25

Dubois, Avengers of the New World: The Story of the Haitian Re~olution. 304-05.
25 Abu-Jamal, The Power of History: Haiti (Radio Broadcast). AVailable from:
http://www.prisonradio.org/MumiaHaitiHistory.htm.
24
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Thus, faced with the longevity of the Revolution's diverse appeal to radical
groups, the thesis has sought to demonstrate the dialogue between selected
recuperations of the Haitian Revolution that reconfigure the same raw materials
onto different aesthetic templates. The affinities and singularities of the
aesthetic recuperations, and how these enabled or hindered the communication
of a political message of black agency, have been the key themes of discussion
in this thesis.

For Aime Cesaire, the Haitian Revolution provided a historically grounded
example of blackness as a sign of resistance to colonial and imperial
hegemonies. It enabled the poetic, dramatic and theoretical articulation, of a
brand of negritude resistant to its many critiques of mystification, absolutism,
ethnic essentialism, or irrationality.26 Cesaire's invocation of Toussaint in the
Cahier as a pioneer of individual and communal rebirth and of renewed black

subjectivity, and of Haiti as the place "where negritude stood up for the first
time", 27 helped to ensure the poem's status as "a classic in the literature of decolonization" and foreshadowed the significant part that the Haitian Revolution
was to play in the works of later black anti-colonialists and radicals.

28

Benita Parry, "Resistance Theory / Theorizing Resistance or Two Cheers for
Nativism," in Postcolonial Studies: A Materialist Critique (London: Routledge, 2004).
43-49.
27 Cesaire, Notebook of a Return to My Native Land / Cahier D'un Retour Au Pays
Natal. 90-91.
..
"
28 Parry, "Resistance Theory / Theorizing Resistance or Two Cheers for NatIVIsm.
47-48.
26
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C. L. R. James's history, The Black Jacobins, was to be the text that forever
cemented Toussaint's status as an iconic figure of black freedom and narrated
the Haitian Revolution as an example of black agency as a challenge to the
dominant narratives of black victimhood whilst also transcending the subject of
its immediate focus to speak to the emerging de-colonisation movements in
Africa and the Caribbean.

However, the tension between James's Marxist revolutionary politics and the
work's elitist occlusion of the masses in favour of a 'great man of history'
thesis, demonstrates the perils, as well as the possibilities, afforded by
Toussaint's status as a subject particularly ripe for invention and re-invention.
James's desire to create and represent greatness in individuals characterises
much of his work and this is perhaps most apparent in his work on cricket,
Beyond A Boundary.29 Yet whereas James's inclination to create great and

heroic individuals works well in this book, with the context of sport
romantically lending itself to the creation of heroes and legends, in The Black
Jacobins, James's heroic Toussaint reveals both the unreliability of James's

text as history and the strength of James's desire to demonstrate and celebrate
individual black capability. Thus, an implicit dialogue between James's and
Cesaire's Toussaints indicates some of the advantages of Cesaire' s somewhat
abstract poetic invocation of Toussaint as a symbolic inheritance. The problem
of portraying a fully realised or a 'true' Toussaint, or a single 'true' account of
the Revolution, is something that recurs throughout the texts with which this
thesis has engaged.

29

~
James, Beyond a Bounuary.
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For Depestre~ as for Cesaire, the medium of negritude poetry lends itself to a
liberating non-realistic portrayal of Toussaint. In Depestre's Arc-en-ciel,
Toussaint is one of "Seven Pillars of Innocence" remembered in a vodou
mystery poen1. Thus, the historically 'true' Toussaint fades into the background
whilst he is summoned up in a symbolic form in the service of the poem's
message of resistance to racism and injustice and its advocation of human
dignity and freedom for men of all races.

For Edouard Glissant also, the myth of Toussaint Louverture could be adapted
to his aesthetic template. In Monsieur Toussaint, Toussaint is less a realistic
dramatic portrayal of the historical individual, than he is a representative locus
of his theory of relation that illustrates the Caribbean's delicately poised,
unrecoverable, syncretic historical journey and present situation.

One of the remarkable features of Carpentier's novel of the Haitian Revolution,
The Kingdom of This World, is the absence of Toussaint from the narrative.

Eschewing preoccupation with the veneration of the Revolution's leaders,
Carpentier's novel imaginatively recreates the events of the Revolution from
the perspective of a fictionalised ordinary slave in a form inspired by
Carpentier's vision and theory of the 'marvelous real'. Carpentier's novel is
however, one of the two examples examined in this thesis that projected a
cyclical theory of repeating tragedy and struggle onto Haitian history. The
other text to do this, Derek Walcott's Haitian Trilogy uses this framework to
express, somewhat unsatisfactorily, the failures of post-colonial politics and the
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collapse of the Revolution into corruption and despotism. Whilst Carpentier's
and Walcott's texts are both aesthetically highly achieved, they do ironically
misplace culpability for the Revolution's short-comings.

As he was for Carpentier, Toussaint was also dispensable in Langston
Hughes's recuperations of the Haitian Revolution. In his stead Hughes created
a composite character of Dessalines which marked a major step forward in the
rehabilitation of Dessalines's reputation as a figure in whom America's African
American

conlmunity

could

be

justly

proud.

Hughes's

fictional

reinterpretations of the achievement of Haitian independence are thus valuable
as documents that reveal the significance of the Haitian Revolution within
radical African American circles, and for the way in which they reveal Hughes
to have been a key figure in the 1930s movements of the intemationalleft and
Pan-Afri cani sm.

Madison Smartt Bell's novels of the Haitian Revolution are deeply problematic
texts. On the one hand they suggest the possibility of the contemporary
recuperation of the Haitian Revolution in a post-racial, liberal fictional context:
there can be no doubt that the novels empathise with the Revolution and with
its major players, particularly Toussaint. However, Bell's novels also attest to
the profound dangers of the presentation of an excavated, incomplete past as
historical truth. The novels' racist and sexist stereotyping, their salaciousness,
and their sensational and titillating representation of violence deeply
compromise the value of the novels as recuperations of the Haitian Revolution.
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That, so far, these aspects of the novels have passed by unnoticed would also
seem to suggest the depths of subliminal contemporary prejudice.

Kimathi Donkor's 2004 senes of paintings Caribbean Passion: Haiti 1804,
testifies to the continuing relevance of Haitian history to black communities
today, whilst commemorative postage stamps from Britain, Africa and the
Caribbean, dating from 1963 to 2007, exemplify the political power of Haiti's
example of independence achieved by revolution.

It would also have been valuable to include in this project an investigation into

the currency of the Revolution in Haitian popular culture given the
Revolution's striking non-representation in Haitian literature. As the critic
Martin Munro has pointed out: "there are remarkably few direct references to it
in modem Haitian fiction. ,,30

There is no one, true account of the Revolution waiting to be recovered, either
by historians or imaginative writers and artists. Instead there are shards of
narratives and aspects of characters that can be recovered and that speak to
different contemporary concerns.

Today Haiti lacks a legitimate government and is ravaged by grinding poverty
and economic deprivation. Foreign political manipulation has also been
instrumental in the disintegration of Haitian civil society. Haiti's status as a
Martin Munro, "Petrifying Myths: Lack and Excess in Caribbean and Haitian
Histories" in Reinterpretting the Haitian Revolution and Its Cultural Afte:s~ocks, ed.
Elizabeth Walcott-Hackshaw and Martin Munro (Jamaica / Barbados / Tnmdad and
Tobago: University of the West Indies Press, 2006). 28.
30
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failing nation state is portrayed as intenninable. It is in this context in which the
leaders of the Haitian Revolution continue to speak to us today, "as founders in
a long struggle for dignity and freedom that remains incomplete. ,,31

31

h R 'tian Revolution. 306,
Dubois, Avengers o/the New World: The Story 0if t e Ql
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