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POETRY OF REVOLUTION: ROMANTICISM AND NATIONAL PROJECTS IN
NINETEENTH-CENTURY HAITI
Amy Reinsel, PhD

University of Pittsburgh, 2008

This dissertation examines the largely dismissed nineteenth-century tradition of Romantic
poetry in Haiti from the 1830s to the 1890s. I synthesize the conclusions of various studies
prompted by the 2004 Haitian bicentennial in order to challenge the claims that nineteenth-

century Haitian poems are banal parodies of French texts and simple preludes to twentieth-
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century Haiti literature. 1 argue that imitation becomes an impossible label with which to
understand the complexities of Haitian poetry and national sentiment. Considering Haiti’s
ambiguous relationship to modernity and the clairvoyance with which Haitian poets expressed
national concerns, Haitian poetry constitutes a deliberate practice in the construction,
legitimization and expression of national identity.

In each of the three chapters I rely on historical context in order to situate the
poetry and examine it through textual analysis. I explore in an initial chapter how political
changes in Haiti in the 1820s, along with recognition of independence from France, coincided
with the subsequent birth of Haitian Romanticism in the 1830s. The poetry of Coriolan Ardouin

and Ignace Nau documents the development of poetic subjectivity and the inaugurating of

il



national history which make this a pivotal period in Haitian poetry. A second chapter focuses on
Haiti’s most prolific nineteenth-century poet, Oswald Durand, whose collection Rires et Pleurs
includes poetry from the 1860s through the 1880s. Haitian theories of racial equality are
expressed in Durand’s corpus and set within the thematic and aesthetic norms of French
Romanticism, but the effort to inscribe a national and racial specificity enriches as much as it
complicates his poetic project. In the final chapter, I document the shift that occurs for the last
Haitian Romantic poet, Massillon Coicou. In his 1892 collection Poésies Nationales, the
confident project of asserting national identity gives way to the sense of national failure due to an
increasingly triumphant imperialism and internal corruption. On the eve of the Haitian
centennial, Coicou’s verse demonstrates the ways in which political crisis in Haiti are inherently
tied to the notion of poetry. He ultimately turns to political activism, and his assassination in

1908 symbolizes the demise of poetry as a viable, national project.
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1.0 INTRODUCTION

The events of January 1, 2004, marking the bicentennial of Haiti’s independence from France
and the founding of the world’s first black republic, occasioned celebration but also protest
against the government of then Haitian President Jean-Bertrand Aristide. When unrest turned to
armed struggle just two months later, the echoes of Haiti’s historic revolution, the result of the
only successful slave revolt in history, combined with its subsequent legacy of political
instability and relentless poverty to capture media attention around the world. Reflecting on the
intense media coverage of those months, Martin Munro and Elizabeth Walcott-Hackshaw state:
Suddenly, too, everyone has an opinion on Haiti. Curiously, these opinions are
themselves echoes of the past, shaped as they are around long-standing
proprietary misinterpretations of just what Haiti “represents.” '

For many observers, they note, these opinions translated into recycled fears of Haitian
violence, albeit at a safer distance via the television screen than two hundred years before. More
positively, the bicentennial and the surrounding events prompted dozens of conferences and
publications like the one quoted above, calling attention to the nation which so often falls
through the cracks of academic disciplines. Haiti, despite its geographical location, has rarely

been encompassed under Latin American and Caribbean Studies; its French and Haitian Creole-

speaking citizens are isolated in a Hispanophone-dominant hemisphere. Haiti typically doesn’t

! Martin Munro and Elizabeth Walcott-Hackshaw, Reinterpreting the Haitian Revolution and its Cultural
Aftershocks (Kingston, Jamaica: University of the West Indies Press, 2006) ix.
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fall under the title of “French Caribbean” either, as do Martinique and Guadeloupe, for example,
where Napoleon’s efforts to reinstate slavery were successful and which remain to this day
French overseas departments. In terms of literary studies, Haiti’s nineteenth century is
frequently left out of “francophone” or “postcolonial” discussions, as these fields are largely
considered to be a twentieth-century, or perhaps now a twenty-first century, phenomenon. Only
in the last few years have critics begun to challenge these long-established categories. Deborah
Jenson, in 2005, prefaces the “Haiti Issue” of Yale French Studies with the following:
The Haiti Issue is the first publication to invite scholars to make and break
paradigms of specifically nineteenth-century French post/colonialism in relation
to the Haitian Independence [...] Nineteenth-century French studies has never
been a domain particularly marked by post/colonial theory, and the outcome of
the Haitian Revolution may hold the key to the mystery of that noninscription:
whereas the former French colony of Saint-Domingue was post/colonial in the
nineteenth century, nineteenth-century France was not.

The studies in the two aforementioned publications contain incomparable and ground-
breaking insights into history, sociology, linguistics, and literature, many of which I will refer to
throughout the chapters of this dissertation. By now, and certainly in the few years since my
own inquiries into Haitian literature began, many scholars have both captured and debated the
significance and implications of the Haitian Revolution. Studies by David Geggus and Laurent
Dubois are among the most prominent recent works to detail the various events, leaders, and
influences which culminated in the destruction of France’s most prosperous colony.” These

historical studies provide the contextual backing for theorizing Haiti’s import in a myriad of new

venues. It was in a “post/colonial revision of identity,” as Jensen notes, that Jean-Jacques

* Deborah Jenson, “Editor’s Preface: Nineteenth Century postcolonialités at the Bicentennial of the Haitian
Independence,” Yale French Studies 107 (2005): 2-3.

? For recent studies on the Haitian Revolution, see David Geggus, Haitian Revolutionary Studies (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 2002) and the work he edits titled The Impact of the Haitian Revolution in the Atlantic
World (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 2001) which contains the work of many contributors. Many
studies reference the work of Eugene Genovese, specifically From Rebellion to Revolution: Afro-American Slave
Revolts in the Making of the Modern World (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1979).
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Dessalines, a former slave and Haiti’s new leader, replaced the French colonial “Saint-
Domingue” with “Ayti” after the aboriginal Taino Indian word for “highlands.”*  Although
revisiting this moment affords unprecedented opportunity for new political, historical, and
literary reflections, these events were silenced, obscured or maligned in most American and
European historical accounts for nearly two hundred years.

Haitian-born Michel-Rolph Trouillot was at the forefront of turning this tide, signaling
the one-sidedness of Western historicity that would be evident when it came to accounting for
events like slave revolts and Haitian independence. His 1995 work Silencing the Past: Power
and the Production of History is now cited, studied, or incorporated by numerous critics writing
about the Haitian Revolution. Trouillot argues that silences are inherent in constructing
histories, as something is always left out as other facts are being recorded. The Haitian
Revolution, however, bore the extra burden of being “unthinkable” and thereby silenced in
dominant Western accounts of the day:

The Haitian Revolution thus entered history with the peculiar characteristic of
being unthinkable even as it happened. Official debates and publications of the
times, including the long list of pamphlets on Saint-Domingue published in
France from 1790 to 1804, reveal the incapacity of most contemporaries to
understand the ongoing revolution in its own terms. They could read the news
only with the ready-made categories, and these categories were incompatible with
the idea of a slave revolution.”

As Trouillot also explains, this “unthinkability” rested with the assumption that enslaved
Africans could never envision freedom for themselves in a way that meant translating those

desires into a military victory against the best armies of the day. This contention, Trouillot

states, was based less on empirical evidence than on “ontology, an implicit organization of the

4
Jensen 3.

> Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History (Boston: Beacon Press, 1995)

73.




world and its inhabitants.”® 1In this way, Trouillot highlights the beginning of what would
continue to be Haiti’s immeasurable challenge of entering modernity when the already
established global relations of power would refuse the Haitian experiment. The following
citation summarizes the major markers of Haiti’s achievement which consequently led to
Western silencing:
The Haitian Revolution expressed itself mainly through its deeds, and it is
through political practice that it challenged Western philosophy and colonialism.
It did produce a few texts whose philosophical import is explicit, from
Louverture’s declaration of Camp Turel to the Haitian Act of Independence and
the Constitution of 1805. But its intellectual and ideological newness appeared
most clearly with each and every political threshold crossed, from mass
insurrection (1791) to the crumbling of the colonial apparatus (1793), from
general liberty (1794) to the conquest of the state machinery (1797-98), from
Louverture’s taming of that machinery (1801) to the proclamation of Haitian
independence with Dessalines (1804). Each and every one of these steps —
leading up to and culminating in the emergence of the modern “black state,” still
largely unthinkable until the twentieth-century — challenged further the
ontological order of the West and the global order of colonialism. ’

It was this established global order, with the United States, France, England, and the
Vatican in the most powerful positions, which reinforced this silencing throughout the nineteenth
century. Given the dominance of these powers at the time, the Haitian Revolution was not only
obscured in written records, but Haiti in general was also relegated to failure and barbarism in
the following decades. As further details in this study will elucidate, Haiti was ostracized
diplomatically and economically. Its independence went long unrecognized and then came at the
expense of an enormous financial debt to France. As Trouillot also explains, the Haitian elites

played their own dubious role (a point to be emphasized especially in the final chapter of this

dissertation), but the political and economic deterioration of Haiti was largely due to this

® Trouillot, Silencing the Past 73.
" Trouillot, Silencing the Past 89.



ostracism.®  Sybille Fischer, who references Trouillot’s arguments of silencing, expands such
reflections to speak of a disavowal of the Haitian Revolution in the discourses of modernity. In
her 2004 study, Modernity Disavowed: Haiti and the Cultures of Slavery in the Age of
Revolution, she argues that most accounts of the period that shaped Western modernity, accounts
which placed notions of liberty and equality at the center of political thought, fail to mention the
only revolution that centered on the issue of racial equality. She articulates the central thesis of
her book when stating that simply including Haiti in historical and cultural accounts is not
enough. Considering Haiti’s Revolution would mean a complete revision of the concept of
modernity itself, so that “what it means to be modern, who can claim it, and on what grounds can
become visible again.” ’

In all of these historical and theoretical considerations, including the previously
mentioned publications edited by Jensen, Munro and Walcott-Hackshaw, little attention is given
to Haitian literature, and even less to Haitian poetry, which followed and which so often focused
on the Haitian Revolution. If writing was indeed, as Michael Dash argues, “closely tied to
national identity” and “a strategy for achieving recognition in a modern global culture,” then
why has nearly a century of Haiti’s literature, written by Haitian mulattos and blacks after the
expulsion and extermination of whites in the revolutionary aftermath, also been obscured in
literary criticism? '* Journals, essays, and historical accounts appear immediately after the
revolution by those claiming to be new Haitian nationals, and along with plays and other prose,

many of which have never fully been recovered, these writings continue throughout Haiti’s

8 Trouillot, Silencing the Past 98.

? Sybille Fischer, Modernity Disavowed: Haiti and the Cultures of Slavery in the Age or Revolution (Durham:
Duke University Press, 2004) 24.

19 J. Michael Dash, The Other America: Caribbean Literature in a New World Context (Charlottesville: University
Press of Virginia, 1998) 46. Italics my emphasis.




turbulent nineteenth century and precede by nearly one hundred years any indigenous literature
in the rest of the French Caribbean. Given the privileged notion of poetry in nineteenth-century
Haiti, it is especially paradoxical that such fundamental texts continue to be overlooked two
hundred years after the Haitian Revolution.

The cursory comments about nineteenth-century Haitian poetry in the last few years
blindly and inaccurately repeat the dismissals of earlier critics. Adopting neo-classical and
Romantic style and writing in French rather than in Haitian Creole remain the prominent
criticisms leveled against nineteenth-century Haitian literature, often reproached for its elitism
and imitation of French literary trends. Sybille Fischer, in the same work I recently referenced,
deems the early Haitian novel and poetry “relatively unimportant” in a post-revolutionary society
struggling with political and economic reconstruction. Although literature as an “elite” endeavor
can also be applied to Spanish America, she specifies, only theater could really find usefulness in
postcolonial Haiti. Despite being performed in French, its presentational mode could serve a

11

pedagogical function to Creole-speaking audiences. " To be fair, much of Fischer’s assessments

come from Haitian critics themselves, like novelist Jacques-Stephen Alexis, who points to a
notion of “parrot poetry” practiced in Haiti before 1915."* Indeed, this consensus has had many
adherents throughout the decades and in varying locations. Martin Munro, in a four-page section
of his study “Two Revolutions and an Occupation: Haitian Historical Consciousness, 1804-

99 ¢

1946,” sweepingly labels one hundred and fifty years as “postcolonial mimicry,” “cloying

5913

francophilia,” and “unflinching patriotism. It is not until after this period, he finds, that the

novel can more authentically express Haitian identity since it is no longer haunted by

" Fischer 204-206.

12 Fischer 206.

1 Martin Munro, “Petrifying Myths: Lack and Excess in Caribbean and Haitian History,” Reinterpreting the Haitian
Revolution and its Cultural Aftershocks 24-27.




revolutionary history and heroic celebrations. Munro, like Fischer, relies on previous criticism;
he cites Jack Corzani and Ulrich Fleischmann, whose studies from the 1970s also relegate Haiti’s
nineteenth century to blatant imitation and failure in originality. 14

The most frequent, although arguably misunderstood source for these viewpoints, is Ainsi
Parla I’Oncle by Haitian ethnologist Jean-Price Mars. In this 1927 study of Haitian peasant
culture, Price-Mars states that the Haitian elite, in copying the only model they knew, lost
cultural authenticity and suffered a “collective bovarysme” in seeing themselves as black
Frenchmen rather than as Haitians with an African heritage."” Patrick Chamoiseau and Raphaél
Confiant, novelists and literary theorists from Martinique, quote Price-Mars and apply the idea of
a “collective bovarysme” to characterize all Haitian writing from 1804 to 1915, claiming that
Haiti’s independence has been contradicted by an intellectual dependence on the French literary
tradition.'® To arrive at their conclusion, they cite parts of only three texts: fourteen lines of
verse from the early Haitian Romantic poet Coriolan Ardouin, the Haitian novel Stella written in
1859 by Eméric Bergeaud, and Oswald Durand’s poem entitled “Choucoune,” which despite
being written in Creole still lacks Haitian authenticity.'’

Chamoiseau and Confiant’s all-encompassing dismissal categorizes an entire century of
Haitian works as completely homogeneous, not accounting for the variations during different

periods of the nineteenth century and overlooking the complexity present even within defined

' See Jack Corzani, La littérature des Antilles-Guyane francaises, vol. 3 (Fort-de-France: Désormeaux, 1978) and
Urlich Fleischmann, Ecrivain et société en Haiti (Fonds St. Jacques, Sainte Marie, Martinique: Centre de recherches
caraibes, University of Montreal, 1976.

'3 Jean Price-Mars, Ainsi Parla 1’Oncle: Essais d’enthographie (New York: Parapsychology Foundation, Inc., 1954).
Price-Mars, however, does not criticize all Haitian writers. In fact, he specifies that those who take their inspiration
from Haitian sources, even when writing in the ‘artifice’ of the French language, are authors of Haitian literature.
Among those he cites is Massillon Coicou whose poetry is the subject of this dissertation’s final chapter.

' Patrick Chamoiseau and Raphaél Confiant, Lettres créoles: Tracées antillaises et continentales de la littérature
1655-1975 (Paris: Hatier, 1991) 80-81.

' To my knowledge, Stella is the only novel written in Haiti during the nineteenth century.
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movements. It goes without saying that for their evaluation, as for those of more recent critics
like Fischer and Munro, misunderstandings stem largely from not reading the Haitian texts
themselves. To be sure, there is tremendous difficulty in even locating texts written prior to
1915, as original publications were limited in number and surviving copies are found in few
locations worldwide. The editors of the three volume anthology of Haitian literature published
in Port-au-Price in 1975 make frequent reference to literary texts that they know to have been
written but whose traces, through political conflict, library fires and other disasters leave even
these Haitian researchers with a fraction of what they know to have been written.'® In addition
to neglecting close readings of Haitian poetry, these responses also fail to consider the political
and social settings in which Haitian poets were writing. Ignoring the complexity of these factors
leads to privileging certain characteristics which are more prevalent and more desirable from a
twentieth-century viewpoint: opacity over transparency, cultural difference over racial equality,
avant-garde poetry over Romanticism, Haitian Creole and not the French language.

J. Michael Dash, in a 2004 article about the Haitian essayist, anthropologist, and
politician Anténor Firmin, is the first critic to my knowledge to contest the principles underlying
any of the above assessments. Interestingly, he too cites the Créolistes Chamoiseau and Confiant
and explains their indictment of Haiti’s nineteenth century in this way:

This is the case because revolutionary ideologies in the francophone Caribbean in
the 1930s were constructed around myths of rupture and innovation [which]
condemned the nineteenth century as a time of blind imitation. This is one of the
defining characteristics of identity politics promoted in such radical journals as

Légitime Défense, Tropiques, and La Revue Indigéne [...] Current interest in
crosscultural negotiations and suspicion of the nativist impulses of the explosive

'8 Raphaél Berrou and Pradel Pompilus, Histoire de la littérature illustrée par les textes, Tome 1 (Port-au-Prince:
Editons Caraibes, 1975).




radicalism of the 1930s should tempt us to look again at what has been
stereotyped as an inauthentic, mimetic nineteenth century. '

If Dash’s argument can reframe the study of Firmin’s late nineteenth-century letters from
exile, then criticisms of nineteenth-century Haitian poetry should certainly be challenged within
this same framework. One century of writing, or one genre of writing, does not have to claim
value at the expense of a previous period or other literary mode. If studies prompted by the 2004
bicentennial can demonstrate that Haitians did not merely imitate but ultimately transformed the
universal idea of freedom through their own revolution, then surely the same claims could apply
to the literature which followed. On this point, Nick Nesbitt convincingly demonstrates that as
the greatest political event of the age of Enlightenment, the Haitian Revolution was by no means
a passive acquiescence to the Declarations of the Rights of Man, never intended to encompass
the total and sudden abolition of slavery and certainly not the formation of a state lead by black
and mulatto leaders.”’ Similarly, that blacks and mulattos in nineteenth-century Haiti would
author poetry in French, assert poetic subjectivity, and claim their own modern history
constituted radically unexpected gestures in the global environment hostile to Haiti’s
articulations of nationhood. Moreover, Haiti’s Romantic poetry displays the awareness Haitian
writers had about the stakes involved in their own ideas of nation and notably of the fragility of
these ambitions. This dissertation demonstrates that mere imitation thus constitutes an
impossible label to characterize the first century of Haitian literature and with which to approach

the complexities of Haitian poetry. Contrary to previous assessments, [ argue that Haitian poetry

°J. Michael Dash, “Nineteenth-Century Haiti and the Archipelago of the Americas: Anténor Firmin’s Letter From
St. Thomas,” Research in African Literatures 35.2 (2004): 46.

2 Nick Nesbitt, “The Idea of 1804,” Yale French Studies 107 (2005): 17-19. Similar compelling arguments along
these lines are also made by Hilary McD. Beckles in “Capitalism, Slavery and Caribbean Modernity,” Callaloo 20.4
(1998) 777-789.




in the nineteenth century constituted a deliberate practice in the construction, legitimization, and
expression of national identity.

I limit this dissertation to Haitian Romantic poetry from the 1830s to the late 1890s.
Historically speaking, it is during this time frame that Haiti is geographically and politically
unified: from the period after the Haitian Revolution to 1825, “Haiti” was parceled into three
different parts, each with their own leaders and separate claims to legitimacy. Pétion maintained
a mulatto republic in the south, Henri Christophe ruled a black kingdom in the north, and the
maroon leader Goman controlled an area to the west. Prior to 1825, France, along with other
European nations and the United States, had refused to recognize the sovereignty of any of these
areas. French attempts to reclaim Haiti remained an imminent possibility. It is also during this
time I believe, and partly due to these consolidating events, that Haitians most profoundly
conceive of themselves as modern subjects; the lucid statements in the eclectic journals L’Union
and Le Républicain of the 1830s speak to this new and concerted effort to participate in the
global economic and political exchanges necessary to maintaining sovereignty and forging
national progress on all fronts. It was undoubtedly European industrialism, politics, and
aesthetics, and not associations with African customs and culture, which represented modernity

to Haitian intellectuals.?'

Paul Bénichou’s The Consecration of the writer: 1750-1830 provides
excellent insight into the evidence that in France, and consequently I contend for much of Haiti
in the nineteenth century, that it was even the word Romanticism which expressed the feeling of

modernity as something new.”* Although not even revolutionary in its connotation of its earliest

years, Bénichou specifies, Romanticism’s modern spirit suggested a “recent coming to

2! Dash argues that while racial pride did feature prominently in the construction of a national identity in the wake of
independence, Africa did not represent modernity for Haiti’s leaders. Dash, The Other America 44.

22 paul Bénichou, The Consecration of the Writer: 1750-1830, trans. Mark K. Jensen (Lincoln, NE: University of
Nebraska Press, 1999) 88.
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awareness” which the word “classic” could not claim. It is poetry which is most associated with
this new consciousness in France and in Haiti alike. Although primitive societies and people
throughout the ages have had their poets, it is, as Bénichou convincingly demonstrates, during
the Romantic age that poetry’s sacred and therefore indispensable mission is generated and
consecrated, given meaning anew.” As I will explain further in the following chapters, poetry is
not only the dominant mode of expression in Haiti from the 1830s forward, but it is also the one
shown to be integral to creating and legitimizing Haiti’s national identity. Considering the
earlier period of 1804-1825, in which poetry was written but not privileged, and neoclassical in
form and purpose as opposed to Romantic, would not, it must be specified, necessarily mean a
more complete assessment of the nineteenth century. Haitians not only wrote prose, essays, and
plays throughout the century, but symbolist and eclectic poetry also began to emerge in the last
two decades. Turn of the century poetry in Haiti is often characterized as metaphysical and
cosmopolitan, and J. Michael Dash has a thorough re-evaluation of this period in a section of his
study, Literature and Ideology in Haiti: 1915-1960.%

Before outlining the three chapters which will follow and further examining the
importance of poetry and the issue of language in the period I consider, I will nonetheless give an
overview of the texts which were authored just after the Haitian Revolution in order to
demonstrate what foundations and points of contentions resurface during Haiti’s Romantic
period. After the proclamation of Haitian independence in 1804, Jean-Jacques Dessalines ruled
Haiti until he was ambushed and killed by radical mulatto forces in 1806. From 1806 to 1825,
the territory known then and now as Haiti was sectioned into three parts and under the leaders

mentioned above. Three poets in particular mark these early years: Juste Chanlatte, a general,

 Bénichou 87 and 88.
2% J. Michael Dash, Literature and Ideology in Haiti: 1915-1961 (Totowa, NJ: Barnes and Nobles Books, 1981).
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who served under Henri Christophe, and Antoine Dupré and J.S. Milscent who wrote for Pétion.
Poetry in both locales is largely known for celebration of Haitian independence, for
commemoration of special occasions, or for praising the leaders of the two competing
governments. Belief in viable sovereignty rested with the leader deemed most capable of
resisting and maneuvering against a possible French invasion. Poetry often falls in line with
classical prescriptions to respect rules of versification and retains the purpose of entertaining and
instructing; under both regimes poetry’s chief purpose was to defend and serve the government.
This poetry is also permeated by classical allusions, and occasionally displays cosmic scenes in
which Haiti is rightly placed in the universe among all equal peoples.

J.S. Milscent, a poet in Pétion’s republic, founded Haiti’s first literary journal in 1817
which included writing samples from the period as well as a record of political events in Haiti
and throughout the world. The opening pages of this journal, L’Abeille haitienne, express the
desire for a Haitian political and literary presence on the world stage: “C’est en fixant parmi
nous les éléments de la civilisation que nous figurerons honorablement sur la scéne du monde.”?
In subsequent editions over the next three years, the following heading consistently appears:
“L’epée et les talents doivent n’avoir qu’un but/Que chacun a I’Etat apporte son tribut.” It is
undoubtedly these types of declarations which lead Haitian professors and researchers Pompilus
and Berrou to conclude that there is little separation between literature and government politics
during this period.”® Compared to the concern for history and the development of poetic
subjectivity seen in nineteenth-century Haitian poetry from the 1830s onward, the function of
poetry was clearly different during these precarious early years. Additionally, the overarching

problem with treating this period remains the fact that these poems are even more difficult to

5 L’ Abeille haytienne, journal politique et littéraire [Port-au-Prince] le 7 juillet 1817.
%6 Berrou and Pompilus 15-52.
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locate than other Haitian texts. I have found no collections of poetry and only extremely limited
biographical information about the poets themselves. This early poetry nonetheless contains
many of the classical allusions which later generations of Haitian poets will write against, and
the alexandrine verse, fixed forms of poetry like the epistle and the ode, and didactic tones will
still be present in various texts throughout the Romantic period.
An overview of the literature from 1806-1825 would not be complete without mentioning
the essays written by Henri Christophe’s secretary, Pompée Valentin de Vastey (1745-1820).
The son of a Frenchman and an African woman, this staunch apologist for Christophe’s regime
denounced mulatto hegemony in Haiti and condemned the internal divisions and civil wars he
traced directly to the poisonous vestiges of colonial society in French Saint-Domingue. Most
famously, Vastey authored in 1814 the first Caribbean critique of European colonialism and
defense of Haitian sovereignty entitled Le systeme colonial dévoilé, in which he states:
Le voila donc connu ce secret plan d’horreur: Le systéme colonial, c’est la
domination des Blancs, c’est le massacre ou 1’esclavage des Noirs [...] la
postérité ne croira jamais que c’est dans un siécle de lumicre que les hommes
contestaient 1’unité du type primitive de la race humaine uniquement pour
préserver le privilége atroce de pouvoir opprimer une partie du genre humain. ..’
Vastey’s work, much of which has even been translated into English, has been examined
by several critics including Chris Bongie, who points out the ways in which Vastey offers a
comprehensive critique of colonialism as a System. Bongie argues that Vastey “was arguing in

remarkably modern terms for the necessity of ‘writing back’ against the Empire.”*®

Throughout
his essays, Vastey stresses the obligation of using the written word as a defense against ongoing

European injustices and as a vital step in national development:

7 Pompée Valentin Vastey, Le systéme colonial dévoilé (Cap Henry: Imprimerie du roi, P. Roux, 1814) 1,30.
2% Chris Bongie, “’Monotonies of History:” Baron de Vastey and the Mulatto Legend of Derek Walcott’s Haitian
Trilogy,” Yale French Studies 107 (2005): 77-78.
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Les Frangais ont eu le droit d’écrire et d’imprimer contre nous....nous aurons
donc bien le droit d’écrire quelques pages pour notre juste et 1égitime défense [...]
Nous, noirs et jaunes, courbés depuis des siecles sous le joug de
I’esclavage...notre race encore dans les fers et dans les ténebres [...] Nos lecteurs
n’oublieront pas que nous écrivons pour les étrangers, comme pour les
nationaux.”
Vastey stresses writing as a right to be exercised, and he explicitly defines the readership
he envisions when making his arguments. This targeted audience of literate nationals and a
French-reading public abroad remains, I believe, unchanged throughout the nineteenth century.
As I will comment at greater length, only writing in French as opposed to Creole would even
allow for the possibility of domestic and international reception. Most interesting in Vastey’s
texts, I find, are the deficiencies he cites in his own writing. As Bongie also points out, Vastey
stresses that his own political writing, while crucially important, remains secondary to the higher
goal of developing literature. At the same time, however, he recognizes the overwhelming
obstacles which render this achievement difficult. Bongie states:
He stresses the limitations that come with being a mere ‘political writer’ [...], and
notes that the situation of urgency in which the recently decolonized nation still
finds itself gravitates against the emergence of an indigenous culture literary
culture, a ‘more stable foundation’ for the nation being required before a properly
Haitian writing can emerge.’
It is during the 1830s, I intend to show, that this more stable political situation
materializes and that poetry begins to flourish.
In another one of his essays, Vastey already sees a literary culture unfolding, all the more
remarkable, he contends, given that Haiti’s foundations were that of a slave society: “...encore

dans son enfance, notre nation a déja eu des écrivains et des poétes, qui ont défendu sa cause et

célébré sa gloire [...] I’haytien est parvenu a la civilisation aprés avoir été élevé dans

¥ Pompée Valentin Vastey, Réflexions politiques sur quelques ouvrages et journaux frangais, concernant Hayti (Cap
Henry: P. Roux, 1817) xi, xviii and xxi.
3% Bongie 80.
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I’esclavage.”' Although most Haitian texts were written by mulattos until the last quarter of the
nineteenth century, mulattos, who for a large part, could trace their heritage to those who had
been property owners rather than slaves in colonial Saint-Domingue, Vastey’s text begins a
tradition in which Haitian writers will posit Haitian identity as black, and hence more associated
with those who had been slaves. Assuming a black identity, regardless of European ties, will be a
defining feature of the major Haitian poets, whether black or mulatto, treated in this study.
Along with those by Haiti’s earliest poets, Vastey’s text sets the foundations of print culture
through which political concerns will be articulated and through which national identity could
begin to be constructed. Throughout the nineteenth century, Haitian poets, journalists, and
essayists view writing as an indispensable means of legitimizing claims to sovereignty and as a
salient feature of modern civilization. Along with the entries in L’Abeille haytienne, Vastey’s
essays confirm the necessity of not being silent during these early years in spite of political
upheaval and pressing societal and economic concerns.

Vastey’s claims about the superiority of literature resurface with more extensive
commentary in the 1830s in the theories put forth by Emile Nau and others in the journal Le
Républicain and its successor L’Union. These editors call for poetry in particular to be written,
and indeed the literary and expository texts in these journals usher in the Romantic poetry which
will dominate the century. Many factors may provide an explanation for this emphasis, among
them the fact that poetry had already been written in both the Haitian republic and the kingdom
of earlier years. Furthermore, Haitians in the 1830s believed the native Taino Indians to have

also had a poetic tradition. Although this consisted of oral poetry, as outlined in various articles

31 Pompée Valentin Vastey, Réflexions sur une Lettre de Mazéres (Cap Henry: P. Roux, 1816) 84.

32T should specify that the term “mulatto”, or the French “mulatre,” was used throughout the nineteenth century to
refer to those of combined African and European descent. This is used to differentiate them from black Haitians,
entirely of African descent, which then as now account for over 90% of Haiti’s population.
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eventually included in Emile Nau’s 1854 compilation Histoire des caciques, these observations
root poetry in the Caribbean, in the very space Haitians inherited through European oppression.™
The most detailed insights into the relevance and importance of poetry are provided by Haitian
texts in each of the three chapters. Additionally, it is important to keep in mind the general view
of poetry during the Romantic period in Europe. Once again, Bénichou unequivocally associates
not only Romanticism but Romantic poetry with the ongoing revolutionary overthrow of values.
For Haiti, this would mean, I believe, negating or rebelling against the old and current racist
thoughts which exclude Haitian’s participation in the world sphere and the denial of racial
equality in modern terms. Speaking first of this spiritual power, and then of poetry, Bénichou
completes his argument in this way:
This power was situated in literature, raised to a therefore unknown eminence.
Romantic spiritualism is inclined to invest poetry in particular with this eminence;
in this sense, romanticism is a consecration of the poet. It is not by accident or by
an incidental consequence of its nature; romanticism is in its very essence a
consecration of the poet. The distinctive trait of romanticism about which there
should be the least doubt is surely the exaltation of poetry, now considered to be
the truth, religion, and the illumination of our destiny, and ranked as the highest
value: it is scarcely an exaggeration to say that nothing like this had ever been
thought of before.*
In Haiti, this same conviction would apply to mulatto and black poets, whose writing
once again meant a powerful participation in modernity and simultaneously contesting the racist

ideologies and practices which tried to exclude Haitians from the global scene. Also, the

Revolution in poetry is central to meaning for Haitian modernity, not only as the event that

33 See Emile Nau, Histoire des caciques, Tome I, II (Port-au-Prince: Editions Panorama, 1963).
3 Bénichou 189. Italics my emphasis.
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ushered Haiti into the modern world but as the recurring reference for reassessing Haiti’s
ambivalent position of being inside and outside modernity.*’

Relatively recent observations in the study Romantic Poetry can expand the significance
of Romantic poetry outside France and thereby further elucidate poetry’s importance for Haiti in
the nineteenth century.’® Virgil Nemoinau, in one article of this text entitled ““National Poets’ in
the Romantic Age” demonstrates that while poetic sacralization began long ago, certainly
already in the Renaissance with Dante and Shakespeare but also in ancient Greece and Rome
with Homer, Hesoid, Pindar, Aeschylus, and Sophocles, the institution of “national poet” comes
sharply into focus toward the end of the eighteenth and the beginning of the nineteenth century:

Why did German-speaking lands need Goethe and Schiller; why did (an absent)
Poland need Mickiewicz; why do Petofi and Eminescu still seem indispensable;
why do even Shakespeare, Dante, Cervantes grow so considerably in importance?
[...] What happens in the eighteenth and in the early nineteenth century is the
emergence and/or consolidation of the nation-state which feels that it has to
legitimize itself by a number of features that some call institutional, others simply
ideal. Even in cases where nation-states do not yet exist (in fact particularly
under these circumstances), validation of an ethno-linguistic “national” group by
a personal and autonomous literature is seen as indispensable.”’

This quote succinctly summarizes the connection between consolidating the nation-state
in all its ramifications and the flourishing of Romantic poetry. Much of Haiti’s nineteenth

century is too, in fact, consumed with achieving recognition as a nation-state from world powers

and then building the corresponding institutions necessary for sustaining this claim to

31 take this description from the work by Paul Gilroy, who in The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double
Consciousness not only signals the ambiguity of the Black Atlantic which the “double consciousness” of its title
aptly implies, but who also puts forth the argument that the Black Atlantic should be considered as “one single,
complex unit of analysis in [their] discussion of the modern world....” Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity
and Double Consciousness (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993) 15. The application of Gilory’s thought as
well as deficiencies when applied to Haiti has been examined by both Sybille Fischer in Modernity Disavowed and
by J. Michael Dash in The Other America.

3¢ Romantic Poetry, ed. Angela Esterhammer (Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing Company, 2002).

37 Virgil Nemoinau, “National Poets in the Romantic Age: Emergence and Importance,” Romantic Poetry
(Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing Company, 2002) 249-255.
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sovereignty. “Even in cases where nation-states do not yet exist” readily applies to Haiti’s on-
going nineteenth-century struggles, making Haiti an ideal illustration of the point of Nemoinau’s
argument. His observations also qualify Haitian ambitions to have national poets as part of a
larger, more global phenomenon which included Eastern Europe, Scandinavia, Southern Europe,
Ireland, and Latin America. Although it is beyond the scope of this study to consider the Latin
American traditions of the same period, it is worth mentioning that Romantic poets in various
Latin American countries and colonies who wrote in Spanish have also been viewed as poor
imitators of continental writers.*® Overall, this contextualization is not meant to reduce Haitian
poetry to merely another instance of Romanticism but to place in it in a proper context of the
period. If one considers the way in which Haiti came into existence, emerging as it did from a
slave colony, it becomes apparent that Haitians use Romanticism for over sixty years of the
nineteenth century to assert equality with other nations while still accounting for national
specificities. If poetry is central to this enterprise, then similarly one could argue that after some
time when the national dream seems to fade as it does in Haiti at the end of the nineteenth
century, then poetry will also wane. Massillon Coicou, for example, after approximately 1892,
turns much more to theater as genre than he does to poetry, and poetry of any national expression
virtually disappears until the later years of the American Occupation, in the late 1920s and
1930s. As this general summary shows, Haiti’s national projects will not always be without
contentions, and the above quotes capture that since nations seek to legitimize themselves
through writing, a certain fragility is already intrinsic to the modern notion of nation itself, with

the Haitian example being even more vulnerable. After all, Benedict Anderson defines nations

¥ Gwen Kirkpatrick, “Romantic Poetry in Latin America,” Romantic Poetry (Philadelphia: John Benjamins
Publishing Company, 2002) 249-255. This study also shows that the label of imitation for Latin American poets is
also now being contested.
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as “imagined communities” which arose in response to the decline of national sovereigns at the
dawn of the modern age.”

Anderson’s text and the “ethno-linguistic” identity invoked by Nemoinau lead to a
discussion of the language issue which Chamoiseau and others have initiated in relation to
Haitian writing. Although the issue of adopting the colonizer’s language has sparked numerous
debates not limited to the Caribbean and certainly not to the nineteenth century, it is nonetheless
important to point out a few facts regarding the use and status of Haitian Creole during the
period in question. Anderson points out that language was a non-issue in new world struggles for
national liberation, with the United States and Spanish-speaking Latin America being the chief
examples.*® One could quickly argue, however, that the majority of Haiti’s population, perhaps
as high as 90%, did not speak French but only spoke and understood Haitian Creole. This
means that the number of people who did not speak the official national language was higher
than in other New World regions. The ethnic and linguistic identity of Haiti’s population makes
Haiti different from other “Creole Pioneers” Anderson studies in his chapter on New World
nationalisms and fundamentally different from the United States. *' As I explain in chapter two,
however, it is important to keep in mind that the largely illiterate population of Haiti would not
have read in French or in Creole, and, that Creole was not considered a true language in the
nineteenth century. Chamoiseau, too, cites this problem. As an oral language also spoken by
descendants of the white colonial class born in Saint-Domingue, Creole posed numerous

difficulties in writing:

%% Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origins and Spread of Nationalism (New York:
New Left Books, 1991) 7.

0 Anderson 47.

*I Anderson 47-65. In discussing the new states in the Americas, Anderson states that “All, including the USA, were
Creole states, formed and led by people who shared a common language and common descent with those against
whom they fought” (4). This is certainly less true in Haiti’s case and is at least debatable in Latin America.
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Si le créole est indéniablement la langue premicre du réel de ces lieux, n’en est
pas moins considéré comme une sous-langue, un patois, un “mauvais Frangois,”
[...] Dépourvu d’orthographe, privé d’équipements scripturaux (grammaires,
dictionnaires,) écarté de I’école et de I’administration, le créole en écriture doit se
faire intuitif [...] Par contre, 1’écrit en frangais mobilise “Le Livre” et “L’Ecole,”
lieux d’apprentissage des “régles” de ’écriture selon ’expression de Barthes.*

Considered a sub-language, Creole could not be at this time the language of modern
writers. Moreover, it was with modernity, with France’s plantation economy in colonial Saint-
Domingue that writing in French entered this Caribbean space. Print culture, via the established
colonial newspapers and the arrival of French texts, arrived in the colony and continued to be
present even after independence.

If scholars accept and articulate the expression of modernity in the Caribbean via a
number of venues, then written language and literature in French must also figure into this
equation. Several studies have explored the ways in which modernity was expressed in the
Caribbean from the sixteenth through the nineteenth century and through Western industrialism
and the plantation economy, through colonial exploration and exploitation in general, and
paradoxically, through political enlightenment ideologies. The works I have already referenced
by Fischer, Dash, McD. Beckles, and additionally by David Scott, all address the notion of
modernity in its various aspects not just in the Caribbean but in Haiti in particular.** Especially

when it comes to pointing out modernity’s contradictions, notably the reality of African slavery

with the ideals of freedom, it is frequently in Haiti and in the Haitian Revolution that these

2 Chamoiseau 70.

* In addition to the European publications which arrived in the colony, several journals and newspapers, produced
locally, circulated in colonial Saint-Domingue in the mid to late eighteenth century. These include Moniteur général
de la partie francaise de Saint-Domingue [Cap Francois] 1791-1793, and L’Observateur colonial, [Les Cayes] 1700s
among others.

* David Scott in Conscripts of Modernity: The Tragedy of Colonial Enlightenment reexamines James® The Black
Jacobins, a seminal anti-colonial text as “a particularly insightful and provocative instance — of the problem of
writing critical histories of the postcolonial present.” David Scott, Conscripts of Modernity: The Tragedy of
Colonial Enlightenment (Durham: Duke University Press, 2005) 15, 115.
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contradictions are played out. On this point, all of these scholars reference the seminal work by
C.L.R. James The Black Jacobins in which he not only argues that the African slaves were part
of a modern life when forced to enter into the international plantation sugar economy, but also as
Dash and Fischer have demonstrated, the Haitian Revolution became the point at which slave
resistance enters modern history and engages it on a global scale through the Haitian
Revolution.” James had himself dramatically written: “Men make their own history, and the
black Jacobins of San Domingo were to make history which would alter the fate of millions of
men and shift the economic currents of three continents.”*°

One of the most famous anecdotes relating writing in French to Caribbean modernity is
also found in James’ text and concerns the figure of Toussaint Louverture, the former slave,
military leader, and governor-general of Saint-Domingue whose genius was such a threat to
Napoleon that he captured Toussaint and sent him to a prison in France in 1802. Toussaint,
literate and educated through the permission of his master, had read many eighteenth-century
French works, including the Philosophical and Political History of the Establishments and
Commerce of the Europeans in the Two Indies by the Abbé Raynal. It was while reading
Raynal’s call for a leader among the slaves to launch a revolution which would liberate Africans
that Toussaint reportedly recognized himself: “Over and over again Toussaint read [Raynal’s]
passage: ‘A courageous chief is only wanted. Where is he?” A courageous chief is only
wanted.””  In this early watershed moment, he envisioned the end of slavery in Saint-

Domingue. The Creole/French and oral/written split is also evident in the declaration of Haitian

independence, commanded to be written by the illiterate and Creole-speaking Dessalines who led

4 Dash, The Other America 15 and Fischer 14.

* James 25.

" This is recounted in various sources, notably in C.L.R. James’ The Black Jacobins: Toussaint Louverture and the
San Domingo Revolution (1938. New York: Vintage Books, 1989) 25.
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Haiti to its independence after Toussaint’s departure. David Nicholls gives an account of this
event for which similar accounts are found in other sources:
The first draft of the declaration of independence had been drawn up by an
educated mulatto, Chareron, who formulated a long and reasoned defense of the
step which was being taken towards independence. After it had been read out,
Boisrond Tonnere, also a mulatto, who had been drinking heavily, stammered,
‘All that which has been formulated is not in accordance with our real feelings; to
draw up the Act of Independence, we need the skin of a white man for parchment,
his skull for a writing desk, his blood for ink, and a bayonet for pen.” Dessalines
replied in Haitian créole, ‘C’est ca, Mouqué, c‘est ¢ca, méme mon vIé! C’est sang
blanc, mon besoin.” (That is right sir, that is right, that is my wish. I need white
blood.) It was Boisrond Tonnerre who produced the final text of the
declaration.*®
French continued to be the only official language of Haiti until 1961, and aside from a
few experimental texts written in Haitian Creole, French remained the language not only of
Haiti’s Romantic poets but also of all writers throughout the nineteenth and much of the
twentieth century. Returning to the literature of the Romantic era, another study, actually on
Greek Romanticism, offers insights which may further enhance understanding of language issues
in Haiti. In yet another national context, Gregory Jusdanis reinforces the other arguments in the
study Romantic Poetry that nationalism represents people’s attempt to become modern and
“expresses the aspiration of an ethnic group to build a political community in the modern world
of nation-states.” In the next paragraph he opens with this statement: “Romanticism emerged in

49 .
” From this,

Europe alongside and of and often danced check to jowl with nationalism.
Jusdanis goes on to explain the work and contributions of Joseph Texte, the first chair of

comparative literature in France, who in his 1898 L’histoire comparée des literatures promoted

“8 David Nicholls, From Dessalines to Duvalier: Race, Colour and National Independence in Haiti (New Brunswick,
NIJ: Rutgers University Press, 1996) 36.

* Gregory Jusdanis, “Greek Romanticism: A Cosmopolitan Discourse,” Romantic Poetry (Philadelphia: John
Benjamins Publishing Company, 2002) 269-270. Jusdanis also references one of his previous works, The Necessary
Nation published in 2001, in which he states that in as disparate locations as Germany, Greece, Brazil, the
Philippines, or India, patriots used the strategies of nationalism against foreign aggressors.
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the international character of Romanticism as an agent of “compression’ and “expansion” that
would allow for fuller understandings of foreign literary works. Texte, drawing on the work of
A. W. Schelgel, had remarked the extent to which cosmopolitanism was a national characteristic
of the German people during this time. Vital to this effort, then, was practically thinking of ways
to make one’s national literature accessible to an international audience. In the case of Greek
Romanticism, the focus of Jusdanis’ study, this meant massive efforts in translating into Greek
the literatures of other nations and the translating into other languages the Greek poetry of the
Romantic period. Applying these notions to Haiti, one can see how writing in French bypasses
the need for translation, and even if only ideally so, makes Haitian works readable within and
beyond national borders.

My brief discussion of modernity, leading to this understanding of how French language
and literature first entered and then continued to exercise influence in Haiti, is not meant to turn
the focus to the complex theoretical notions of modernity itself but rather to outline a general
framework before proceeding to a study of Haitian Romantic poetry. The statements by Haitian
journalists and other writers, working in tandem with the Haitian poems I consider in the
subsequent three chapters, will fill in this framework to give a more complete picture of the
literary ambitions and ambiguities. Keenly aware that their existence as a nation and their
political ambitions were problematic, Haitians who wrote in the nineteenth century were no less
convinced that their aspirations were noble and their literary output imperative. Literature would
not be immune to the vexed and contradictory aspects of Caribbean modernity, making it an even

more fascinating subject of study.
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In this dissertation I examine each period and poet as a largely separate project, making
the general approach to my analyses one eclectic in nature. Each of the three chapters considers
Haitian poetry according to its specific historical context, and therefore different theoretical texts
and secondary sources, some from the nineteenth century, others from present-day American
scholarship, serve to elucidate the texts in question. The individual nature of each chapter means
that some of the same ideas resurface throughout. Repeating key insights is nearly unavoidable
and only reinforces the shared and prominent observations which come through studying the
poets, texts, and other factors in question.

The first chapter of this dissertation focuses on the poetry by two writers of the 1830s,
Coriolan Ardouin and Ignace Nau, whose poems about personal loss, pre-national myths and
Haitian revolutionary heroes represent a change from the celebratory and partisan poetry of the
preceding decades. Their poetic texts, along with theories of nationalism and prescriptions for
national poetry articulated in journals of the period, inaugurate the Romantic desire for history
and the liberation of poetic subjectivity which will remain influential throughout Haiti’s
nineteenth century.

I begin this chapter with an historical overview in order to demonstrate that the political
stability, geographical unity, and French recognition of Haitian independence all allow for new
concepts of nation to flourish during this period. President Jean-Pierre Boyer unified the
disparate parts of Haiti in 1820 and maintained a twenty-rule. Many of Boyer’s actions also
prompt protest in the name of national interests. The recuperation of Dessalines, a former slave
who carried the Haitian Revolution through its final phase, contested the mulatto control and
their exclusive claims to the nation. I then reference two articles occasioned by Haiti’s 2004

bicentennial. In conjunction with the theories on nationalism and literature found in the literary
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and political journals Le Républicain and L’Union, and the poetry by Nau and Ardouin, I
speculate on the ways in which silencing may already have seemed prescient to these Haitian
intellectuals.

I introduce the personal poems of both writers as they relate to Romantic notions of
subjectivity. As articles in the aforementioned journals also reveal, the issues of elitism and
imitation are nuanced in light of Haiti’s efforts to modernize literature and establish community
within and beyond national borders. In the entries to these journals several Haitians write that
they recognize the limitations of literary activity in an impoverished and nascent society, but
they nonetheless call for poets to write in the name of national interests. The construction of
national identity in Nau’s and Ardouin’s poems is expressed partly through poems about local
landscape, an additional characteristic which differentiates this poetry from that of the preceding
generations. Two poems about Haiti’s pre-revolutionary past, notably the demise of the Taino
Indian population and the African slave trade, present the horrors of colonial violence and the
imagined bond the Taino and their African successors forged in their common oppression. I also
highlight the poems about the Haitian Revolution, aspects of which may already have been
forgotten in Haiti of the 1830s. Subjectively, these texts serve as Haiti’s earliest history before
more official historical accounts came about even within Haiti.

The second chapter is a study on the poetry of Oswald Durand, Haiti’s most prolific
nineteenth-century poet whose diverse collection Rires et Pleurs (1896) contains three decades
of personal and national poems. I begin once again with historical information of this period.
This includes growing color divisions in Haiti and an overview of the racist rhetoric in Western
texts which specifically targets Haiti in the second half of the nineteenth century. Biographical

information about Durand includes his relationship with mentor and friend Demesvar Delorme
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and wife and poet Virginie Sampeur, details of which, along with the epigraphs throughout the
collection, suggest the ways in which Durand’s inspiration is indebted to both French and
Haitian literary traditions.

As a whole, I read this poetry in light of Jean Paulhan’s ideas on figures of rhetoric in
poetry. I couple this with Haitian theories of racial equality which included numerous comments
about literature as well. The stylistic and thematic variety of this collection can be summarized
by two of Durand’s longest poems. They allow for transition into the dominant themes of other
poems and through direct questions posed by the interlocutors they provoke debate about the
nature and purpose of poetry in Haiti during this time. The poet’s conception of his role as
divine emissary and national representative are Romantic notions which remain relatively
constant in Durand’s corpus over the years. Nonetheless, I strive to organize the chapter
according to themes, beginning with nature, which means also considering the more Parnassian
moments in which Durand describes women and flowers in the Haitian countryside. I then
examine the many poems about love, paying particular attention to the portraits of women and
their representation of a feminized Haitian hinterland.

“Choucoune” is not only an example of how relations of imperial power are still present
in the realm of Romantic relationships in Haiti of the late nineteenth century, but it is also a
prime example of Durand’s understated subjectivity. As evident in other poems, this very real
but also ironic posturing of humility further elucidates Durand’s predicament as Haiti’s national
poet. Durand’s poetry can be seen as an interrogation into how to reconcile the influence of
French poetry and his own poetic accomplishments with a complexly defined Haitian identity.
The debate of what constitutes poetry in Haiti becomes problematic when trying to render this

poetry a national and racial specificity. In the last thematic section, I move on to how Durand
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recasts the Haitian Revolution as an event of hemispheric significance which must nonetheless
be revisited given Haiti’s current crises. In these poems, Durand’s larger anti-imperialist stance,
especially against Spain and Germany, allows for poems to be written not just on behalf of Haiti
but also in defense of Cuba and even France. As a conclusion to the entire chapter, I cite the
journalistic comments which summarize the vast diversity of Durand’s project and the varying
ways in which he was honored at the time of his death.

My third and final chapter explores the work and legacy of Massillon Coicou, a poet
whose political engagement resulted in his execution under Haitian President Nord Alexis in
1908. I open this chapter with observations surrounding Haiti’s bicentennial with the intent to
question how Haitian intellectuals may have viewed their own approaching centennial over one
hundred years ago. With more focused historical information on the 1880s and 1890s, I proceed
to introduce Coicou’s Poésies Nationales which contains poetry from 1888 to the year of the
collection’s publication in 1892. The lengthy preface to Poésies Nationales by fellow Haitian
poet Charles Williams defends the continuing attraction for and importance of poetry in late
nineteenth-century Haiti. Williams also includes many Greek and Roman references which will
continue to mark Coicou’s collection. The didactic nature of Coicou’s poetry and prophetic
visions of national collapse are just some of the examples which can be traced to Roman history
and literature. The section following my introduction examines the first poem, “Introduction,” a
poem similar in verse and in content to Durand’s “La voix de la patrie.” I read this poem partly
for its intertextual references to Durand’s piece and ultimately as an affirmation of Coicou’s
commitment to write exclusively national poetry with fervent patriotic sentiment. The ideas of
suffering, martyrdom, poetic futility, and national failure remain present throughout the

collection.
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I address the poems in which the threat of foreign intervention is portrayed as an
imminent reality in which corrupt Haitian officials are often complicit. Although these poems
forcefully denounce foreign intrusion in multiple ways, national viability is further threatened
through rivaling powers within Haitian society. Coicou’s indictments of American capitalism,
German gun-boat policy and constant civil wars reveal the extent to which the Haitian
experience is still inescapably linked to conflict and military aggression.

In the section on “Race, Nation, and Coicou’s génie africain,” I examine the
unprecedented importance accorded to race in Coicou’s texts. I begin by citing the poems about
the Haitian Revolution, many of which anachronistically portray black/mulatto solidarity in the
Haitian Revolution, all in an effort to forge present racial unity. Poems about the Revolution and
the slave trade also anchor Haiti’s history in that of the African diaspora, as a nation predicated
on race must display a consciousness beyond its borders.

I conclude this chapter with the poems and biographical information leading up to his
execution, notably his adherence to the political philosophy of Anténor Firmin. Close readings
of select poems, along with journalistic and other sources about Coicou’s political leanings help
document Coicou’s trajectory through literature and politics. Finally, I emphasize that while
Coicou’s death marks the end of certain literary and political era in Haiti, his notions of racial
solidarity and consciousness of African identities would resurface in Haitian literature of the
early twentieth century.

These four poets in these three periods are those whose output is the greatest and whose
work is most recognized by professors and researchers in Haiti as being expressive of Haitian
national concerns. The general genre of poetry, the sensibilities of Romanticism, and limits of

chronology (between Boyer’s consolidation of competing governments to the eve of the
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American Occupation), tie together these three chapters, with the other unifying tenet being the
Haitian Revolution itself. Anthologies and literary histories, however dismissive, date the start
of Haitian literature precisely to 1804, often starting with the Haitian declaration of
independence. Without the Haitian Revolution, it is not known if or at what point one could
speak of “Haitian” literature. The poetry of Haiti’s nineteenth century is therefore one of
Revolution, one of the many cultural repercussions, to return to Munro’s and Walcott-
Hackshaw’s study, of this monumental event. It is its own revolving topic, the one which
Haitian poets in the nineteenth century return to again and again, whether as celebration, recent

history, remote past, or renewed project.
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20 PERSONAL HISTORIES, NATIONAL PASTS, AND REVOLUTIONARY

POETRY: CORIOLAN ARDOUIN AND IGNACE NAU IN HAITI OF THE 1830S

2.1 INTRODUCTION

The rationale for beginning this study with the 1830s is both political and aesthetic. It
was during this time that fragmented Haitian territories and governments consolidated as one
“Haiti,” that Jean-Pierre Boyer conquered various governments on the island of Hispaniola, and
that recognition of Haitian independence was finally granted by France. These on-going changes
just decades after the Haitian Revolution were accompanied by an aesthetic revolution which
rejected poetry of earlier years and ushered in Haitian Romanticism which would set the stage
for later generations of Haitian writers in the nineteenth century.

As mentioned in the introduction, Haitian literature during the first two decades after
Haitian independence was primarily a commissioned activity for one of two Haitian
governments: a black kingdom in the north and a mulatto republic in the south. Most poetry,
neoclassical in style, was published in the southern republic. The literary journal I’Abeille

Haytienne (1817-1820) contained poems praising the republic’s Haitian leaders and celebrating
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the nominal independence achieved from the French in 1804. It was in the 1830s, however, and
in a politically united Haiti, that the important beginnings of a new consciousness began to take
shape. Unlike the partisan poets of Haiti’s earliest years, several Haitian poets publishing in the
journals Le Républicain and its successor L’Union between 1836 and 1839, chose to find new
inspiration in personal and national themes more Romantic in sentiment.”® Coriolan Ardouin and
Ignace Nau are among the writers who emerged with a keener awareness of what it meant to be a
national poet as well as a poet in one’s own right.

This poetry of the 1830s is typically viewed either comparatively or retrospectively, that
is to say either considered in relation to French literature or valued as an early expression of a
twentieth-century Haitian trend. Specifically, critics such as Léon-Frangois Hoffmann consider
Romantic poetry of the 1830s an initial expression of Haitian indigénisme, a movement focused
on celebrating local themes of Haitian indigenous (and essentially African) culture of the 1920s
and 1930s. °'  In one of the most widely recognized studies on twentieth-century Haitian
literature, J. Michael Dash includes a survey of the nineteenth century in which Ardouin and Nau
are once again inheritors of Romanticism and responders to early theories of literary
indigénisme. >* Although he briefly considers Ardouin and Nau, Dash is admittedly more
interested in Emile Nau’s literary prescriptions of 1836 and 1837, claiming that “the actual

53 .
” It 1s

artistic achievement of this movement is less impressive than its literary theories.
precisely because poetic texts of the period have not been studied in depth that they are not given

much consideration in literary studies. Although Romantic and Indigenous each correspond to

%% Le Républicain, deemed a “journal littéraire,” includes diverse articles on literature, history, and nationalism in
addition to French and Haitian poems. The name change to L’Union: recueil commercial et littéraire happened April
20, 1837 but was explained by the editors on August 17, 1837. It was meant to broaden the scope of the journal
beyond literature to include politics, scientific and industrial information, agriculture, and especially commerce.

> Léon-Frangois Hoffmann, Littérature d’Haiti (Vanves: Edicef, 1995).

52 Dash, Literature and Ideology in Haiti: 1915-1961.

33 Dash, Literature and Ideology in Haiti: 1915-1961 10.
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certain characteristics of Haitian literature of the 1830s, these terms are inadequate to discuss the
complexities of poetry of this period. More than a reflection of French Romanticism, and
certainly more than a mere precursor to the poetry of twentieth-century Haitian writers like Carl
Brouard and Jacques Roumain, Haitian poetry in the 1830s arguably represents the most
significant turning point in nineteenth-century Haitian literature. The themes of personal history
and more importantly of national history as elaborated in Ardouin’s and Nau’s texts inaugurate
the themes of Haitian poetry which will remain dominant throughout the nineteenth century.
This chapter explores the 1830s as a pivotal time in the development of Haitian poetry as a
national project.

Changes in Haitian society, politics, and economics were dramatic during this time.
Haitian poetry in the 1830s cannot be studied in isolation, and providing an historical context can
only enhance an understanding of the literature of the period. This chapter will therefore begin
with a review of Haitian history from 1820 to 1840, citing twentieth-century historical studies as
well as the Haitian journals Le Républicain and L’Union, both of which serve as valuable
nineteenth-century Haitian sources for the events from 1836-1839. Following this historical
information, recently published articles surrounding the bicentennial of the Haitian Revolution
will also help contextualize the current relevance of Haitian poetry from the 1830s. The personal
poetry of Ardouin and Nau will then be situated in relation to debates already occurring in Haiti
at that time around issues of literary imitation and elitism. The rest of the chapter will be
devoted to examining their national poems, first those about Haiti’s pre-revolutionary past and
finally the poems which feature the Haitian Revolution.

The aforementioned literary journals and the beginnings of Haitian Romantic poetry

developed during the twenty-five year presidency of Jean-Pierre Boyer. His rule is not only the
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longest of any Haitian leader, but it also boasts the most significant achievements of nineteenth-
century Haiti. It was under Boyer’s rule that all of present-day Haiti and the entire island of
Hispaniola were united into one political unit and that Haiti secured the long-awaited recognition
for its independence from France. In many ways, however, Haiti’s troubles were only beginning,
and several details of the period allude to the growing unrest which would eventually culminate
in a revolt against Boyer from within the country’s mulatto elite.>*

Jean-Pierre Boyer (1776-1850) was a mulatto who had served as a general of Alexandre
Pétion’s army during the Haitian Revolution. He later occupied key government posts in
Pétion’s southern republic, and having been named by Pétion to be his successor, became
president upon Pétion’s death in 1818. At this time, Haiti remained divided as King Henri
Christophe maintained an independent territory in the north. Christophe’s kingdom, however,
was already vulnerable to collapse, and activity against a repressive regime was well underway
when Boyer took office. Troops revolting against Christophe began their siege in the
northwestern city of Saint-Marc and were then joined by Boyer’s forces as they marched into the
kingdom’s capital of Cap-Haitian.  Incapacitated by a stroke, Henri Christophe committed
suicide in his citadel rather than be defeated by approaching troops. Upon Christophe’s death,
Boyer became the official leader of both the north and the south, uniting Haiti as it had been
during Jean-Jacques Dessalines’ rule just after independence from 1804-1806. With the western
half of the island now under his control, Boyer sought to take possession of the eastern half as
well and unify the whole of Hispaniola for the first time since 1697. > Santo Domingo in the

east had declared its independence from Spain in 1821, but Boyer’s military excursion in 1822

5% Unless otherwise noted, the historical information to follow is taken from David Nicholls’ From Dessalines to
Duvalier: Race, Colour and National Independence in Haiti.
> The only brief exception was Toussaint Louverture’s temporary rule over the island in 1801-1802.
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solidified the two parts of the island into one political unit. This would lessen the chances of
European forces beginning an invasion in the east and regaining territorial control.

Since 1804, two risks had concerned Haitian leaders: the general fear of invasion by a
European power and the specific threat concerning a French expedition to take back what it
viewed as a run-away colony. Neither Pétion nor Christophe had been successful in achieving
the recognition of independence which would have moved Haiti in the direction of guaranteed
sovereignty. According to historian David Nicholls, Boyer, like previous leaders, may have
briefly entertained the idea of Haiti being a French protectorate, both to secure his own power
and to protect Haiti from the control of other European nations. ° Knowing how fiercely this
would be resisted, however, by the general populace and by the government’s elite alike, he
moved toward securing recognition in the early years of his regime. A specific treaty to this
effect, along with the political and geographical unity of the island, came to be viewed as an
indispensable measure in the quest for national viability. Not only was Haiti’s very political
existence at stake, but other European nations appeared reluctant to enter into commercial and
diplomatic relations with Haiti until France had formally granted such recognition. Negotiations
led to a French royal ordinance in 1825 which stipulated recognition in exchange for 150 million
francs and trade advantages for France. Although this treaty was accepted, Boyer soon pursued
an additional series of negotiations which would reduce the amount of the indemnity to 90

. . 57
million francs.

Both governments agreed to this amount and ratified a new treaty in 1838.
This long-awaited negotiation was carefully detailed and debated in journals of the

period. Initially, the results of the agreement appeared to follow expectations, as Denmark,

> Nicholls 65.

>" Most sources cite this figure, although L’Union editors refer to the figure as 60 million. Aristide’s administration
estimated the present-day equivalent at approximately 22 billion US dollars when seeking reparations from France
in 2004.
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Sweden, Holland, and England followed in France’s footsteps and began diplomatic relations
with Haiti. Not all Haitians, however, were enthusiastic about the treaty, and many of their
reservations at the time anticipated the negative consequences which would later be presented by
some historians. Twentieth-century Haitian diplomat and essayist Dantés Bellegarde, for
example, reports that many officers in Boyer’s presidential guard viewed the move as shameful.
¥ Not only were Haitians paying for what they had already achieved militarily, but such an
agreement would only reinforce economic and political ties to France. Bellegarde also suggests
that a treaty favorable to France may have angered American officials, being the pretext to the
U.S barring Haiti’s participation in the Panama Congress of 1826 (the hemisphere’s first region-
wide conference of independent states) and its refusal to recognize Haiti until as late as 1862.
This is of course in addition to the commonly cited reason for U.S. refusal to recognize Haiti
which had to do with the existence of American slavery on its own soil. Several anonymous
entries in L’Union in 1838 and 1839, attesting to the varying opinions on the subject and
including all the specific problems mentioned, also put forth the theory that the treaties were not
negotiated at all but forced by the presence of French military squadrons in Haitian waters.
Moreover, it appears that an agreement with France did not completely end Haiti’s isolation.
Some articles lament the possibility that commercial advantages for France, which were also part
of the 1838 treaty, may have sacrificed meaningful commercial relationships with other nations.
Other articles remind readers that Haiti continued to be surrounded by English, Spanish, and

French colonies with which Haiti was prohibited direct contact, limiting inter-island trade.

Although Haiti ruled over Santo Domingo in the east, Haitian ambitions to exert its influence

%% Dantés Bellegarde, La nation haitienne (Paris: J. de Gigord, Editeur, 1938) 107.
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throughout the Caribbean (having it be free from slavery and from European influence) were put
off to a distant and uncertain future.

Although the necessity, benefits, or repercussions of the treaty with France continue to
spark much debate, the one undeniable consequence came in the form of economic devastation.
For its initial payments, Haiti was forced to secure a large bank loan from France, and Boyer’s
government also attempted to raise funds in the form of domestic taxation which fell
disproportionately hard on rural workers. Boyer’s 1826 Code Rural was designed to increase the
cultivation of crops for export. This new set of agricultural and labor laws mandated that
Haitians who were not public functionaries work the land and do so with little freedom of
mobility by remaining on assigned plantations as stipulated by the government. Ultimately the
Code failed for several reasons. One theory suggests that with the threat of French invasion
waning, the average Haitian was content to produce food for local or individual consumption. A
sparse military presence also made enforcing the laws difficult, especially given the resistance on
the part of peasants to the Code’s harsh working conditions.” In many ways, Boyer’s policies
seemed doomed either way; the unpopularity of the Code among rural blacks was countered by
support for the laws from many mulattos. A decade after its demise, contributors from the
Haitian elite criticized Boyer in L’Union for renouncing what they believed would have
benefited the Haitian economy over time.*

Boyer’s decision to relinquish the Code was followed by a search for alternative means to

boost agricultural output.  Without the labor source formally supplied by large numbers of

Africans arriving during the slave trade, Haiti had been unable since the Revolution to keep up

%% These ideas are taken from Robert I Rotbert’s Haiti: The Politics of Squalor (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1971).
50 A series of criticisms to this effect can be found in a lengthy speech by Henri Dumesle’s which was transcribed in
L’Union on April 29, 1838.
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the large plantations which had provided such wealth under France’s rule. The sugar plantations
were largely abandoned, and a shortage of labor in general meant that even the smaller plots of
land were difficult to cultivate. Throughout the 1820s, Boyer came to view immigration,
especially from the United States, as a possible solution, and he worked with American
philanthropists and abolitionists to bring an estimated 6,000 American blacks to Haiti.®’ On a
large scale, however, this plan also failed both for fault of systematic organization and for the
disillusion experienced by black Americans once they arrived in Haiti. Though they hoped to be
independent farmers, they frequently found themselves more as agricultural laborers. In
addition, their linguistic, religious, and cultural differences also led to difficult integration.
Another attempted labor source, mostly in the 1830s, came from slave ships in the Caribbean.
As part of a commercial treaty, the English agreed to bring to Haiti any ships intercepted by their
fleet. Although this measure also proved to be insufficient in solving Haiti’s economic
problems, Haitian essays and historical texts for years to come would celebrate Haiti’s symbolic
role in African solidarity and its political leadership with the abolitionist cause. As was the case
under Dessalines, any person of African descent could, under Boyer’s government, receive
Haitian citizenship, and Haiti played an important role in the 1831 and 1833 summits with
England and France to put an end to these powers’ participation in the Atlantic slave trade. The
journals Le Républicain and L’Union feature articles about Haiti’s calls for abolition, theories of
racial equality, and attacks on colonial exploitation.

The racial unity gestured to the outside world did not, however, negate the color
antagonisms within Haitian society. Along with the Code Rural and the ensuing economic

difficulties, the other problem associated with Boyer’s regime was the increase in divisions

o Chris Dixon, African Americans and Haiti: Emigration and Black Nationalism in the Nineteenth Century (West
Port, CT: Greenwood Press, 2000).
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between mulattos and blacks, and once again Boyer’s role remains difficult to pinpoint. With
sugar and coffee plantations difficult to maintain, many large property owners, who were
mulattos, lost interest in agriculture altogether and began to flee the countryside for urban areas.
This meant that the mulattos resided primarily in cities, received the education and societal
benefits enjoyed by the Haitian elite, and participated in government affairs. In The Haitian
People, James Leybrun explains that while Boyer initially attempted to employ an equal number
of blacks and mulattos in his government, this soon became impossible as fewer blacks were able
to read, and literacy was vital to most positions.”> The majority of Haitian blacks continued to
live in the countryside to pursue some sort of farming, or they served in the army for which
literacy was not a requirement.  The absence of a concordat with the Vatican may also have
had a negative effect on education, as Catholic missionaries were not present to set up schools in
Haiti as they did elsewhere in the world at this time; only about 1000 Haitian children were in
school during the 1830s and fewer than 300 people subscribed to periodicals.** This would have
made the Haitian elite, and hence the literary community, a small one indeed.

Chief opposition to Boyer’s regime came from mulattos who called for increased power
in the legislature, expanded education, and freedom of speech. Whether in terms of economic
policy or cultural practices (one of Boyer’s ministers was in charge of rooting out African
customs such as voodoo, for example), those who criticized Boyer viewed his government as too
Francophile in its inclinations. They also challenged the president’s powers to set economic

policies, enact treaties, and organize elections, seeing the legislature rather than the chief

62 James Leybrun, The Haitian People (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1966) 79-87.

% In addition to the unpaid soldiers in the National Guard (mandatory for all men of a certain age) were paid soldiers
or career soldiers from various regions. Regional military leaders, however, could draft recruits at will into the paid
army. Michel S. Laguerre, The Military and Society in Haiti (Knoxville: The University of Tennessee Press, 1993)
23-61.

54 These figures are taken from Rotbert’s text, page 74. The numbers referring to education and readership are also
confirmed in L’Union.
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executive as the true representative of national interests. In L’Union are numerous entries which
accuse Boyer of ignoring legislative decisions, revising judiciary decisions, and publishing false
reports of government actions. Hérard Dumesle, whose speeches and letters are published by
L’Union, was a mulatto poet, orator, and statesman who led the charges that Boyer’s actions
were increasingly autocratic. Dumesle, after being dismissed by Boyer as a representative in the
Chambre des représentants went on to organize the Société des droits de I’homme et du citoyen,
the goals of which were to set up a new provisional government. This organization was
successful in inciting insurrection against Boyer who fled Haiti in 1842.

This twenty-year period of relative stability and formal recognition from France allowed
for a fuller concept of nation. On a most basic level, the 1830s is the first decade to be without
the competing Haitian territories and governments, so that literature could be written against the
backdrop of a more outwardly unified political landscape. At the same time, however, many of
Boyer’s policies prompted protest in the name of national interests. On the whole, not only have
previous literary studies not accounted adequately for Haiti’s historical circumstances during this
period, but the sweeping and sometimes dismissive labels of Romantic and Indigéniste have not
really reflected close readings of the poetic texts themselves.

Haiti’s 2004 bicentennial prompted multiple reconsiderations of the Haitian Revolution
on historical, political, literary and philosophical levels. Before coming to the actual poems, it
will be useful to review two articles which will assist in better framing what Ardouin’s and
Nau’s poems, especially those about the Haitian Revolution, can bring to the current field of
Haitian studies. Susan Buck-Morss’s critical essay “Hegel and Haiti,” for example, has inspired

a reconsideration of Haiti’s role not only in world history but also in the history of Western
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thought. ®  She convincingly argues through extensive archival research that Hegel’s famous
master/slave dialectic, contained within the pages of Hegel’s 1807 Phenomenology of the Spirit,
was not metaphorical but based on Hegel’s knowledge of the Haitian Revolution. After quoting
Hegel’s own notations about the importance of newspapers and in keeping up with world events,
she concludes:
We are left with only two alternatives. Either Hegel was the blindest of all the
blind philosophers of freedom in Enlightenment Europe, surpassing Locke and
Rousseau by far in his ability to block out reality right in front of his nose (the
print right in front of his nose at the breakfast table); or Hegel knew ---knew

about real slaves revolting successfully against real masters and he elaborated his

dialectic of lordship and bondage deliberately within this contemporary context.
66

Although the details as to how she arrives at her eventual conclusion are too complicated
to be treated here, the importance of such a discovery lies with “the potential for rescuing the
idea of universal human history from the uses to which white domination has put it.”®’ In this
way, Buck-Morss’ study can be seen to coincide with other efforts by historians and cultural
theorists to counter the silence which has typically concealed the Haitian Revolution in western
studies.

To cite another recent text which will lead us to Ardouin’s and Nau’s poems, Nick

b

Nesbitt’s 2004 article “Troping Toussaint, Reading Revolution,” is in dialogue with much of
Buck-Morss’ argument and expands to focus on two additional interpretations of the Haitian

Revolution which have also received little attention: another by Hegel, Philosophy of Right, and

% Susan Buck-Morss, “Hegel and Haiti,” Critical Inquiry 26.4 (2000): 821-865.

% Buck-Morss 844.

%7 Buck-Morss 865.

% Buck-Morss quotes Michel-Rolph Trouillot from his book Silencing the Past which states that the Haitian
Revolution was unthinkable at that time in history. Sybille Fischer’s Modernity Disavowed: Haiti and the Cultures
of Slavery in the Age of Revolution (Durham: Duke University Press, 2004) is another recent book which argues
that including the previously suppressed events of the Haitian Revolution would mean a complete revision of the
Western notion of modernity.
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Aimé Césaire’s Toussaint Louverture et le probleme colonial. My mention of Nesbitt’s article
and of the works he examines is not intended to further an understanding of either of those two
texts per se but rather to point out that such reconsiderations have not, thus far, been
complemented by study of Haitian texts themselves. One could conclude that although the
“silence” on the Haitian Revolution has been endemic to both sides of the Atlantic, the
recuperation of its importance is an accomplishment which comes from outside Haiti, and even
this has come slowly. As Nesbitt points out, it was not until Victor Schoelcher’s Vie de
Toussaint Louverture in 1889 and C.L. R. James’ The Black Jacobins in 1938 that works outside
Haiti analyze the events of 1804.

Concerning works within Haiti, Nesbitt notes the obstacles to analyzing the Haitian
Revolution, as he makes this observation:

In the years following the independence of Haiti in 1804, the triumph of the
world’s first postslave republic remained a scandal [...] Haiti was quarantined by
the Western powers [...] Within this context, no sympathetic and articulate
defense of the Revolution would appear until the founding studies of Thomas
Madiou (Histoire d’Haiti 1847-1848) and Beaubrun Ardouin (Etudes sur
Ihistoire d’Haiti, 1853-1860).%

The first histories by Haitians, those by Madiou and Beaubrun Ardouin serve as valuable
resources even for contemporary scholars. However, there are even earlier Haitian texts, in the
form of essays, articles and poetry which are indeed sympathetic and articulate defenses of the
only successful slave revolution in history. The fact that Haitians as early as the 1830s took

stock of their own revolution (and to some extent, in terms different from these later historians,)

seems to remain largely unknown even by Caribbean specialists. '° The status of current

% Nick Nesbitt, “Troping Toussaint, Reading Revolution,” Research in African Literatures 35.2 (2004): 6.
7 According to David Nicholls, Beaubrun Ardouin especially is considered a proponent of the mulatto version of
the past.
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criticism in this regard will be especially important when considering Ardouin’s and Nau’s

poems about the Haitian Revolution later in this chapter.

2.2 CORIOLAN ARDOUIN AND IGNACE NAU: PERSONAL HISTORIES,

PERSONAL POETRY

Coriolan Ardouin and Ignace Nau were among a handful of Haitian poets whose writing
in the 1830s began to challenge accepted notions of Haitian poetry since independence. Jean-
Baptiste Chenet, Alibée Féry, and Pierre Faubert, along with Ardouin and Nau, are the names
occurring most frequently in the journals Le Républicain and L’Union, the weekly publications
which were important for the transmission of their work and, not incidentally, were also the
venue through which opposition to Boyer was expressed.”’ The period of the 1830s is actually
marked by great literary diversity, but it is these poets, sometimes referred to as the "cénacle
romantique," whose work is most associated with the emerging theories of literature and national
identity as put forth by the journals’ editors. I specifically focus on Ardouin and Nau, who are
most consistently remembered by later generations of Haitians in both the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries. Haitian poet Oswald Durand mentions them by name in his 1869
“Dédicace” to his collection of poems Rires et Pleurs.”” Twentieth-century poet and novelist
René Depestre acknowledges Ignace Nau. > My readings of the personal poems by these two

writers will be framed by discussions of various literary and political issues which inevitably

"I Nicholls 74.

2 Oswald Durand, Rires et Pleurs (Paris: Editions Crété, 1896).

3 René Depestre in an interview published in Optique under the title, “Introduction & un art poétique haitien,"
février, 1956.
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influenced poets grappling with the uncertainties of a shifting literary and political space.
Articles, essays, and letters in these journals in fact anticipate with stunning accuracy the
criticisms of imitation and elitism which have been used to discredit Haiti’s nineteenth-century
literary tradition.

Coriolan Ardouin (1812-1836) and Ignace Nau (1808-1845) were by all appearances
close friends and had shared much in common.”* Both were born to mulatto families shortly
after independence in what was then Pétion’s republic. Coriolan and Ignace, along with their
respective brothers, were among the elite to attend the Institution de Jonathas Granville in Port-
au-Prince. This was a small, private academy which emphasized military training, general
education, and classical studies.”” Coriolan’s older brothers Beaubrun and Celigni both became
known as Haitian historians in the 1860’s, and it is Beaubrun who published a collection of
Coriolan’s poems along with a biographical introduction written in 1865. One of Ignace Nau’s
brothers, Eugéne, was an important agronomist and scientist, and more famously his other
brother Emile was not only of the main editors of Le Républicain and L’Union but also author of
Histoire des caciques in 1854, the first Haitian work to focus on the pre-colonial history of
Hispaniola. It was Emile Nau who first published a booklet of Coriolan Ardouin’s poems shortly
after his death. Compared to their brothers, Ardouin’s and Nau’s lives were more marked by
more tragedy; each suffered the loss of companions shortly before their own early deaths.
Ardouin died at just age 23 from complications with tuberculosis, and Nau died at age 37 for

reasons which remain undocumented. Actual collections of their poetry were published in Haiti

™ The biographical information about these two poets is taken from Raphaél Berrou and Pradel Pompilus, Histoire
de la littérature haitienne illustrée par les textes Tome 1.

> Beyond this general description, I was not able to find any more specific information regarding curriculum at this
school.
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only posthumously. The exact composition dates for individual poems are not known, but all
poems appear to have been written prior to or during the mid 1830s when several of their poems
were published. Both poets published not only in L’Union but also in Parisian reviews dealing
with French colonial affairs such as La Revue des colonies during approximately the same
period. " All of Ardouin’s poems, even those printed in the above publications, appeared shortly
after his death, which is believed to have been either late 1835 or early 1836.

Although it is not known if French literature was part of the Institution’s curriculum, it is
generally thought that the work of French writers infiltrated Haiti through French journals and
texts arriving from across the Atlantic during this period. As critics like J. Michael Dash and
Leon-Francgois Hoffmann have demonstrated, it has not been difficult to trace the similarities,
stylistically and thematically, between Haitian and French poets in the nineteenth century.”” Tt is
also not insignificant that the only two French poets whose poems appear in Le Républicain and
L’Union are Alphonse de Lamartine and Victor Hugo, as it is these two poets whose poetry at
this time incarnates the important veins of Romanticism and the significance of the French
Revolution on personal, social, and historical levels. In the poetry of Lamartine, it is the
personal lyricism, connection to nature, and an array of themes like nostalgia, regret, and the
fleeting nature of human existence which resonated with Haitian poets as universally human
concerns. By the early 1830s, Lamartine’s concern with the social mission of the poet is evident,

and a progressive concept of history was capturing the attention of Haitian intellectuals. An

7% Some anthologies of Haitian literature also mention that Ardouin’s and Nau’s poetry was published in La Revue
des deux mondes and La Revue coloniale, although I have not yet found their poetry in these journals.

" Léon-Frangois Hoffmann in Littérature d’Haiti has thematically and stylistically compared the verses of several
poets from the 1830s to show similarities between their work and that of Lamaratine and Hugo. For Dash’s
comments see Literature and Ideology in Haiti: 1915-1961.
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excerpt of Lamartine’s 1831 three-part poem entitled I’Ode sur les Révolutions appears in an
early edition of Le Républicain and includes this stanza:

Marchez! L humanité ne vit pas d’une idée
Elle éteint chaque soir celle qui I’a guidée,
Elle en allume une autre a I’'immortel flambeau
Comme ces morts vétus de leur parure immonde,
Les générations emportent de ce monde
Leurs vétements dans le tombeau.
In the article which includes Lamartine’s poem, editors insist on the idea of a shared

humanity which permeates all nationalities and is a precondition of it: “I’humanité préexiste la

nationalité.””®

Haitian editors continually express Haiti’s very existence as crucial to the idea of
a complete humanity which includes all races. Developments in Victor Hugo’s poetry are also
followed with interest, and he is praised by Haitians in the 1830s because "il s’adresse aux
hommes....”” One editor introduces Hugo’s Les voix intérieures (1837) a few months after its
publication in Paris and includes these verses from the opening poem:

Ce siecle est grand et fort ; un noble instinct le méne.

Et partout on voit marcher 1’Idée en mission ;

Et le bruit du travail, plein de parole humaine,

Se méle au bruit divin de la création....

Des poctes puissants, tétes par Dieu touchées,

Nous jettent les rayons de leurs fronts inspirés.

L’art a de frais vallons nous ou les ames penchées

Boivent la poésie a des ruisseaux sacr¢s.

Haitian editors embrace the Romantic notion of the poet as divine emissary. This

century, the Haitian writer continues, is “positive” for developing these tendencies. As will be
noted in a later section that treats Nau and Ardouin’s national poems, Haitian intellectuals urged

their poets to follow modern transformations toward social and national concerns they had

observed in poets like Hugo. They believed that while the two “Haiti’s” (Henri Christophe’s

8 «“De la nationalité et de la communauté des peuples,” Le Républicain le 15 aoit 1836.
7 «poésie: Les voix intérieures par V. Hugo,” L’Union le 12 avril 1838. Italics in quote my emphasis.
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kingdom and Alexandre Pétion’s republic) after independence were identified by the sovereignty
and persona of their respective leaders, Haiti in the 1830s would be legitimated by having its
poets. Most importantly, Lamartine and Hugo are consistently identified in the journals as
French poets, and the hope is that Haiti will have poets of similar caliber it can claim as its own.
According to the anonymous contributor who introduces Hugo’s poetry, Haiti will but has not yet
fully developed an interest in poetry. Again the emphasis is placed on Haiti’s participation in
global advancements in multiple areas, which includes literature and poetry:

Nous nous intéressons bien un jour a la poésie, et autre que les chants de

I’étranger auront du retentissement chez nous, des voix, s’¢levant de notre sein

méme, s’adresseront, ce qui sera mieux, 4 nos sympathies nationales.

It is important to note that such changes and debates surrounding Romanticism and the
importance of the nation were nearly contemporary in both France and Haiti. If Haitians indeed
turned outward from current literary activity in Haiti, it is because they sensed a connection with
Romantic expression while nonetheless being committed to national prosperity. Numerous
articles from these two journals consistently contextualize what adoption of Romantic sentiment
likely represented for Haitian writers at the time. The opening issue of Le Républicain stresses
that since Antiquity, civilizations “se régénerent avec le contact,” and literature, it is implied, is
to be considered along with commerce, diplomacy, and industry, all of which need the benefit of
exchange for the larger purpose of national development. *' Speaking in general terms, one
editor cautions: “Ne copiez pas servilement de parti pris les autres nations...mais quand la vérité
vous apparait, quelle soit d’origine frangaise, anglaise, allemande, que votre nationalité lui donne

5982

I’asile. In literature specifically, Haitians naturally recognized France as an important source

%0 L>Union le 12 avril 1838.
81 “De la nationalité et de la communauté des peuples."
82 “De la nationalité et de la communauté des peuples.” Italics my emphasis.
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in their own literary development. In the article which introduces Les voix intérieures, the writer

13

states “...les grandes ceuvres littéraires de la France dont il nous est permis, au moins par la

langue et les idées, de partager les impressions [...] il faut bien alors que nous allions puiser
I’émotion aux sources francaises.”™
A large part of Romantic expression of course includes the liberation of poetic

subjectivity which would allow the Haitian poet to transcend the previous role as social
entertainer or government servant which had defined poetic function in earlier decades.
Ardouin’s and Nau’s personal poetry may seem less interesting than their more political poems,
it does account for a substantial portion of their work. As evident in the title alone, Ardouin’s
poem “Moi-méme” serves as such an example. **  This sentimental and largely autobiographical
poem begins with this stanza:

Pauvre jeune homme agé de vingt-un ans a peine [sic]

Je suis déja trop vieux. Oui, I’existence humaine

Est bien nue a mes yeux.
Pas une ile de fleurs dans cette mer immense!
Pas une étoile d’or qui la nuit se balance.
Au dome de mes cieux! (1-6)
As with early Romantic poetry in France, the revolutionary nature of Ardouin’s and

Nau’s poetry does not rest with radical innovations in form. The stanza begins with two
alexandrine lines followed by a verse with half that number, and then the sequence repeats. This
meter, along with the rhyme scheme, can also be traced to poems by Lamartine and Hugo. It is
unlikely, however, that Haitian intellectuals and poets themselves viewed such an appropriation

of structure as imitative in any negative sense. Numerous articles in Le Républicain as in

L’Union suggest an awareness of how “imitation” might interfere in the building of national

%3 «poésies: Les voix intérieures par V. Hugo,” L’Union le 12 avril 1838.
% All of Ardouin’s poems are quoted from the 1881 edition of Poésies (Port-au-Prince: Etheart).
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identity, but the consensus is generally that imitation is typically relative and to some degree is
even appropriate. As noted earlier, these early editions of Le Républicain explain that all nations
throughout history have enriched their culture through contacts with others and that one’s
nationality is never independent of all influences. 8 Although very aware of the stakes, many
Haitians in the 1830s did not believe that similarities with French literature signaled a lack of
intelligence or innovation. Rather, consciously appropriating French literary traits would
provide a recognizable framework for Haitian literary expression within and outside of Haiti.
The Haitians affiliated with these journals insist on discarding the mediocre names in French
literature and retaining the superior ones, notably Lamartine and Hugo. One writes: “[...] dans
cette infinité d’ouvrages de tous genres qui se publient journellement en France, il importe de

. . 86
faire un choix.”

Moreover, Haiti’s youth means that all that the literary, institutional,
economical, and cultural traditions which characterize national identity occur over time and as a
process of development, hence the question, “la France du 7¢éme ou le 8¢me siecle, vaut-elle
Haiti aujourd’hui? les nations ne grandissent pas en un jour...” *’

The hyphenated word “moi-méme” in Ardouin’s title not only centers with extra
emphasis the personal nature of Ardouin’s poem, but it also highlights the simultaneous situating
of the subject in both the specific and the universal, in an individual difference that retains
human sameness. This similarity becomes a cornerstone of Haitian arguments against racism
and the continued practice of slavery. In this poem, similarity is also an anchoring point for a

subject whose existence is constructed by opposition and negation. At barely twenty-one years

of age, the subject is already “too old,” and although he clearly sees the bare essence of human

% Le Républicain, le 15 aoit 1836.
8 Le Républicain le 15 octobre 1836.
%7 Le Républicain le 15 octobre 1836.
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existence, this understanding includes the utter emptiness of life. Several verses in the stanzas
which follow continue to sketch the barren internal landscape which connotes the poet’s misery.
The body of this 36-line poem references several details about Ardouin’s life, especially
concerning the death of an older sister the very day of his own birth: “ Car tu me réprouveras,
mon juge, 6 Providence,/ Car un papillon noir, le jour de ma naissance,/ Posa sur mon berceau”
(16-18). Throughout the poem, this curse of suffering which has been present since birth is part
of the human experience, but the specific details make it particular to Ardouin. The details cited
about family deaths and personal illness make this the most autobiographical of Ardouin’s
poems, and the pervasive despair is certainly more characteristic of Ardouin’s than Nau’s poetry.
It is no wonder that the turbulence in Ardouin’s life, the sickness and tragedy, bred an attraction
to the melancholy and elegiac expression of Romanticism.

Interestingly, however, all of these traits could also be situated within a biblical
universalism of the human condition. Preceding the poem’s beginning, for example, is a quote
from Job, the Old Testament book which recounts the suffering of a righteous man who is
unable, despite his faith in God’s providence, to understand the reasons for the physical and
mental anguish which plague his life. Job is unaware that Satan has asked permission from God
to test Job’s faith by inflicting physical and emotion pain. He is also unaware that God has
agreed to allow Satan to do anything to Job except take his life. The subject in Ardouin’s poem,
like Job, hopes for a death to alleviate his suffering, but this wish is not fulfilled within the space
of the text. The poem ends with a wish for death, equated with happiness. The subject declares
that no angel will come to rescue him and then concludes:

Non, de tout cela rien! Vivre ou mourir, qu’importe
Vivre jusques au jour ou la tombe I’emporte [sic]

Jusqu’a ce que le cceur
Plonge sans remonter et se noie et s’abime,
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Alors c’est le repos éternel et sublime,
Alors c’est le bonheur! (25-30)

The reference and similarity to Job also works to connote the superiority of the poet, for
while his experiences may represent those of humankind, Job, in the Biblical account, is also
chosen by Satan for his extraordinary faith. Although overall the themes in Ardouin’s and in
Nau’s poetry may seem rather commonplace, we can note for example that this banal title, in
privileging the individual, nonetheless marks a sharp departure in the traditional focus of Haitian
poetry. Emile Nau’s essay simply called “Littérature,” appearing in the November 16, 1837
edition of L’Union elaborates further on why poetry of this nature, particularly this double
impulse of the personal and the universal, symbolizes an important step, a liberating force, in
Haiti’s literary development. Nau’s central argument hinges on the premise that the verse
written in Haiti since independence and still being written in Haiti at that time, verse which lacks
poetic subjectivity, can no longer qualify as poetry. There is such an unfortunate abundance of
‘oraisons funebres’ and other types of public and commissioned poetry in Haiti as to border on
ridicule. There is also, Emile Nau states, the false equation between one who writes verse as a
mere exercise and a true poet:

on se croit pocte pour avoir fait des vers, et une fois qu’on se 1’est imaginé, il
n’est rien au monde de plus difficile que de s’en départir [...] cette idée d’écrire
ces lignes nous est venue apres avoir lu, en plusieurs occasions, une foule d’essais
poétiques; ces poésies, en général, se remarquent par I’absence d’inspiration et
d’imagination, a laquelle supplée la mythologie... de la mythologie au dix-
neuviéme siécle! De la mythologie en Haiti!™®

While this type of poetry may have been pleasing to the French king, Nau declares, it

serves no purpose in modern Haiti. Although the personal nature of poetry, as illustrated just in

the one poem we’ve seen so far, could easily be targeted as merely derivative of French poets, it

88 1 Union le 16 novembre 1837.
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is interesting to note the way in which Emile Nau, in this same essay, addresses the topic that
other editors and contributors have debated, that of imitation. Lamenting that “I’imitation de la
maniére et du faire des poétes européens est plus ingrate et plus stérile ici qu’ailleurs...” his
earlier comments about mythology in Haitian poetry frame the topic much differently than one
might anticipate. ® Citing Racine as an example, Nau claims with exasperation the inutility and
the inappropriateness of classical poetry and mythological allusions in Haiti of his day. Not only
is Nau in this way speaking against imitation of French classicism (as opposed to French
Romanticism), but more covertly, he is criticizing poetry which pleases or praises a current king,
president, or other Haitian leader. The rejection of writers like Racine is then a political one as
well as a generational one, as Haitian intellectuals in the 1830s are looking for features to
distinguish themselves from the poets born in colonial Saint-Domingue. In this way, the debate
is a bataille des anciens et modernes reproduced in Haiti. Several interspersed comments in
L’Union qualify these writers as belonging squarely in the seventeenth century with no relevance
for nineteenth-century Haiti, and Old Testament Biblical references do not carry the same
association with this previous generation of Haitian writers. ~ As one of L’Union’s anonymous
contributor notes “D’ailleurs, pouvons-nous étre indifférents au mouvement littéraire de I’Europe
[...] surtout a la littérature frangaise...” Calling Romantic poetry “I’école poétique moderne,”
(my emphasis) he insists that “il est nécessaire que [’on fasse connaissance avec les

2% It can be said that the choice for Romanticism was also then a choice to be

romantiques.
modern, a way to modernize and to revolutionize literature in Haiti, cultivating a personal and

national expression which would also be recognized and have relevance outside of Haiti.

%9 L’Union le 16 novembre 1837.
% L’Union le 27 juillet 1837.
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The transfer in poetic purpose and inspiration, from government leader to the life and
thoughts of the poet himself, was a hallmark of these first Haitian Romantics. The following
quote, while cited by Michael Dash, for example to illustrate Nau’s prescriptions for a national
literature, also stresses the importance in cultivating poetry as personal expression:

Vous ne serez gottés et n’aurez de succes qu’a la condition qu’il se trouve dans
vos poésies VOS croyances et vos sentiments personnels, qui, ne peuvent se
rattacher qu’aux croyances et aux sentiments de votre époque et particulierement
de votre pays.... !

According to this new notion of what it means to be a poet, Haiti at the present time, Nau
deduces, has few real poets at all. An additional quote near the end of this essay stresses similar
points: “Nous dirons enfin a nos poctes ou a ceux qui aspirant a 1’étre:/la source de I’inspiration
est en vous et chez vous.”” Since the date of Emile Nau’s essay and the writings of Ardouin and
Ignace Nau are relatively contemporary to one another, it is difficult to know if, as most critics
have believed, these served as prescriptions which Ardouin and Nau as poets attempted to
follow, or if the poems they were already writing inspired Emile Nau to counsel others to do the
same. Especially given the close personal connections between and among the Nau’s and the
Ardouin’s, and between the editors of L’Union and these poets, it is necessary to view these
theories in conjunction to the poetry written. Emile Nau, for the sake of making his point, likely
exaggerates when he claims there are no real poets yet in Haiti. In reality, the poetry in Haiti in
the 1830s was quite diverse; Nau and Ardouin, in their exploration of personal and national

themes, constituted more the exception than the rule. Their poetry, however, not only

corresponded to what Emile Nau and others were calling for, but their poetry, Romantic in style

! Dash quoting from Nau in L’Union le 16 novembre 1837. Italics my emphasis.
92 L>Union le 16 novembre 1837.
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and sentiment, signals the lasting direction Haitian poetry will take throughout the nineteenth
century.

It was mentioned earlier that the educational situation in Haitian society of the 1830s
meant that the intellectual community involved in the publication of L’Union was indeed a small
one. It is not surprising that members of this cénacle, and poets among them, would seek
commonality and would search for literary connections of sorts, with those who shared their
sensibilities within Haiti. Ardouin’s poem, titled and dedicated “A Ignace Nau,” is an expression
of such a search. This text singles out Ardouin and Nau, even within a circle of poets, as sharing
similar life experiences and literary visions. Nau, whom Ardouin calls friend, is the only poet by
name to appear in any of Ardouin’s poetry:

Mon ami, quand 1’orage gronde,
Quand I’éclair éblouit nos yeux

Et qu’une obscurité profonde
Confond la terre avec les cieux,
Sous le nuage qui les voile

Il ne scintille aucune étoile,

Et les oiseaux n’ont point de voix!
La foudre éclate dans les bois! (1-8)

The menacing storm and darkness function here as rather typical symbols of confusion
and turbulence. The separation between earthy and cosmic realms is initially masked, and the
noise of the storm is accompanied by an unnatural silence of the birds. The first seven verses
form one syntactical unit in this description, before the last verse “La foudre éclate dans les

"’

bois!” introduces a break in the scene. An explosion of light, a natural element connecting earth
and sky, can be read as the ability innate to poets to cut through the chaos and the blurred
meaning of events. The second stanza sets up a similar scene, this time using the waves of the

sea. The final stanza of this three part poem restates in more direct emotional terms this same

troubled serenity, before projecting once again the idea of an eventual light. The lot of Ardouin
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and Nau, however, identified with and as poetes’ is nonetheless a vision of suffering and silence:
“Attendons qu’il nous luisse un rayon d’espérance/Et poctes, souffrons dans ’ombre et le

"’

silence!” closes the text.

Overall, Ardouin’s simply constructed seven-line poem called “A un ami” is similar
enough in the image it conveys of the poet’s suffering as not to merit a separate analysis. It
reinforces the idea of poets as connected to the world of nature and as set apart from the rest of
society:

La foule est insensible au vieux toit qui s’écroule

A D’oiseau qui s’envole, au murmure de I’eau

Pour elle le monde est toujours assez beau;

Mais nous qui ne briilons que de la pure flamme,

Mon ami, notre monde est le monde de 1’ame;

Tout n’est que vanités, que miseres et douleurs;

Le cceur de I’homme juste est un vase de pleurs. (1-7)*

The presence of poems such as these demonstrates that the idea of the poet not only as
divine emissary but also that as a marginalized figure had taken hold with these two Haitian
writers. If poets operated under the principle that “quand la verité vous apparait ... que votre
nationalité lui donne I’asile...” then the fact that this vision of the poet is similar to one we
might see in French Romantic poets of the same period is a positive sign of Haitian poets’
similarities with poets abroad and literary interconnectedness. On one level, unique personal
factors of suffering and pessimism lent themselves to Romantic expression of solitude and
melancholy. On yet another level, the poets’ sense of isolation can also be traced to

marginalization that Haitian poets must have experienced: separated from Haiti’s largely

illiterate society, differentiated from the neoclassical poetry from earlier decades, and

% Ignace Nau’s poetry is found in a variety of sparse sources. I have compiled the poems and included them in the
appendix of this dissertation. Any subsequent footnote references by “Nau” refer to Ignace’s brother Emile and the
texts he authored.
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geographically distanced from the French Romantic writers they were reading and admired.
Benedict Anderson, in his seminal work Imagined Communities, argued that the creation of an
imagined, national community was greatly facilitated through print capitalism.”*  For these
reasons, these more personal poems, however commonplace they may seem, further express the
dilemmas of Haitian poets and their search for community, for this simultaneous linkage, as
Anderson describes it, both within and beyond national borders.”> The journals themselves,
besides establishing community among the Haitian French-reading public was also one of the
few spaces where Haitians could experience international interaction. Le Républicain and
L’Union contained constant information about world events, drawing on journalistic sources
from Europe, the Caribbean, and the U.S. It is overwhelmingly obvious from reading L’Union
that the economic and diplomatic isolation of Haiti was devastating to Haitian intellectuals. In
the articles preceding the introduction of Hugo’s Les voix intérieures, for example, editors
lament the limited contact with Europe and the virtual lack of all political and commercial
connection between Haiti and neighboring islands as well as with the U.S.  Such concerns
perhaps outweighed, at least at certain moments in their poetic careers, the need to promote local
concerns or exhibit traces of an undeniable Haitian identity.

When it comes to literature, Haitian poems and essays are literally placed side-by-side
French texts in L’Union. It remains a little known fact, however, that Nau and Ardouin’s poems
were also published in Parisian reviews like La Revue des Colonies, a publication edited by
Cyrille Bissette, a Martinican merchant of mixed European-African descent who spent most of

his life exiled in France. *® Anna Brickhouse, in her book Transamerican literary relations and

% Anderson 35.
% Anderson 33-35.
% Cyrille Bissette, ed., La Revue des Colonies [Paris] 1834-1842.
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the nineteenth century public sphere includes a chapter devoted to the Revue.”” She qualifies it
as the most radical abolitionist publication in France at the time and the first to call for the
immediate emancipation of slaves in the colonies. She introduces the journal with this
description:
As its name suggests, the Revue des Colonies was devoted explicitly to material
of and about the colonies of western imperialism, largely those of the Americas.
Published during the 1830s and early 1840s, the French- based journal was
sponsored by a small group of Caribbean intellectuals calling themselves the
Société des Hommes de Couleur. The Revue thus provided a collective forum for
the literary and political dissent of its Caribbean contributors ... [it] offered an
extended series of juxtapositions that encouraged its readers to see the junctures
of history and literature, politics and artistry...”*

The inclusion of Ardouin’s and Nau’s poetry in a colonial French review is, at least on
the surface, somewhat puzzling. Because Nau and Ardouin are included but nonetheless
identified as “Haitian,” Haiti’s status in the review seems ambiguous, situated between that of
colony and nation. One’s “colonial” status, however, at least when applied to some writers, was
for Revue’s editors less about the national than about the racial identity of the writers included.
In addition to texts from English, French, and Spanish colonies worldwide, other writers of
African or partly African descent were also included regardless of where they were from. Stories
by the Louisiana mulatto Victor Séjour were featured, for example, as was the poetry of
eighteenth century American slave and poet Phyllis Wheatley. Even more paradoxical is the fact
that although Nau and Ardouin’s inclusion seems largely based on race, their poems, especially

those included in the journal, rarely dealt with racial issues. Such racial absence, however, was

not uncommon among those texts featured in the journal. As Brickhouse points out,

%7 Anna Brickhouse, Transamerican literary relations and the nineteenth century public sphere (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2004).
% Brickhouse 86.
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Bisette’s interest in Wheatley’s poetry along with the other early "littérature des
Negres" covered in the journal was in part the same as that of his source in
Grégoire: to show that people of African descent were capable of producing
literature and thus, according to an Enlightenment equation of literacy with
humanity, worthy of both freedom and civil rights.”

In at least a portion of their verse, and especially in a journal which consisted of
contributions worldwide, it is Ardouin’s and Nau’s association with Haiti which served to further
Haiti’s claim to sovereignty in a world which had yet to acknowledge Haiti’s independence. '*°
Haiti having poets, as Emile Nau prophesized that someday they would, was part of Haiti’s claim
to legitimacy. These editors believed that literary development, along with economics, history,
institutions, and traditions was essential in the construction of national identity. '*'

Other poems are, however, more patriotic in nature. Given Haiti’s political uncertainty
with recognition, not only did Haiti need its poets for national legitimacy, but poets began to
claim national belonging as part of their own literary identity. The relationship though between
being Haitian and being poet was not always easily reconcilable, and in their poetry are
discernable traces of this tension. Ignace Nau’s excerpt subtitled “S’ils savent les oiseaux”
illustrates that an understanding of poetry is not without complications or sacrifice. This text,
part of a larger untitled poem, is a dialogue between the poet and Marie, the poet’s beloved and a
recurring figure in Nau’s poetry. In this portion of the text, in which the poet muses about the
innate knowledge held by these “bards of the sky,” Nau ultimately suggests a likeness between

bird and poet as intermediaries between physical and spiritual realms.

S’ils savent les oiseaux, ce que c’est que la vie,
S’ils ont le sentiment de la joie infinie,

% Brickhouse 101.

1% 1n La Revue des colonies, Ardouin and Nau’s poems are usually introduced with their names and the qualifier
“un jeune haitien,” or “poéte haitien.”

1911 ¢ Républicain le 15 octobre 1836. One subscriber puts forth the question: “les sciences et les lettres font-elles
fleurir les états, contribuent-elles a I’agrandissement des peuples?”’
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S’ils sont les messagers ou les bardes du ciel

Qui viennent nous chanter le poéme éternel,

Si I’arbre, si la fleur, si ’eau de la prairie,

Si I’haleine des vents leur gardent des douceurs

Et des enivrements inconnus a nos coeurs. ..

Alors, mais non sans vous, je voudrais étre oiseau (1-8)

The main interest in this poem, however, is not in such a comparison, but in the last few

lines in this section which includes these verses. He says to Marie:
Révons, révons au bruit de ces chants du moulin,
Dont la brise des nuits nous porte le refrain,
Ecoutons soupirer I’écluse des savanes
Et palpiter au vent I’oranger et les cannes
C’est un bonheur aussi de réver au bonheur! (11-15)

An initial reading may suggest that the poet chooses Marie and life in the Haitian
countryside over poetic ambitions: by choosing Marie, he implies that poetic pursuits and life
with her are inherently incompatible. However, by inserting within the space of the poem such
specific references to the Haitian landscape, Nau suggests that the nature of Haiti can figure into
poetry, an initial step toward distinguishing Haitian poetry from that of France. Perhaps he is
thinking of his own brother when in this same vein Emile Nau, in his considerations on how
Haiti can develop a national literary tradition, wrote:

...il s’¢éléve parmi nous quelques hommes de talent original [...] puisées a la
source de notre vie, de nos moeurs, de nos passions et réfléchissent nos localités
[...] ceux-la seront nos poctes a nous et il deviendra des lors nécessaire de les
désigner d’une maniére spéciale pour les distinguer de la foule de qui vivront de
la vie et des sympathies européennes. Dites-moi, comment ne pas les appeler nos
poétes nationaux?'%?

Nau’s poems about nature are just the beginning of an exploration of Haitian terrain

which Oswald Durand will develop in the following decades.

1921 ¢ Républicain le 15 octobre 1836. Italics my emphasis.
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One of Nau’s most nostalgic poems is “Basses-Pyrénées,” as it is titled in L’Union.
Biographical information about Nau in anthologies briefly allude to a trip Nau made to France at
some point during his lifetime and a stay there lasting nearly two years. The title, then, appears
to have an autobiographical basis and is by all accounts the first Haitian poem with exile as its
main theme. The first several stanzas of the poem describe the sentiment and actions that led up
to such a dramatic departure. The beginning of the poem describes with regret the day he set
sail:

Comment donc ai-je fait pour vous abandonner?
Quel besoin, quel esprit a donc pu m’entrainer
Loin de vous, mes foyers, loin de vous, mes campagnes?
Quel attrait si puissant peut-elle avoir, la mer,
La mer sans frein, la mer qui se dresse dans 1’air
Plus haut que les hautes montagnes? (1-6)

The title “Basses Pyrénées” tells us where the poem was written, and the poem overall
conveys that this trip to France essentially constituted an abandonment of the homeland. It is
only later that the speaker wonders what could have possessed him to want to leave; at this time
of writing, the trip was one of incomprehensible compulsion. Such a retrospective and regretful
beginning suggests that his original outlook, perhaps one of expectation, contrasts with his
current realization. As later stanzas show, he can remember a series of subtle signs, like the
forewarning in the birds’ melancholy song prior to departure, which communicated in vain the
unnaturalness in leaving Haiti. It is only the last two of the eight stanzas which are written in the
present tense, as the poet, now writing in France, awaits his return home. The descriptions hones
in on the lonely experience of the poet as Haitian abroad, as a stranger in this unnamed country
of France:

Et me voila jeté, moi, triste passager

Sans amour, sans amis, sur un sol étranger,
Attendant du retour I’heure lente et tardive
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Ce ciel est trop désert, ce soleil sans rayon,
Ces champs, de mon pays, la-bas sous 1’horizon,
N’ont point la nature si vive. (37-42)

If we read this poem as another search for community, it ends in solitude and
disappointment. The experience of this Haitian in France, even as poet, is a lonely enterprise.
Nature in France is different, even inferior. In this way, “Basses Pyrénées” is not just the title
but indicates a lower position in the poet’s esteem. Words such as “entrainer” and “jeté” express
the overall passivity of the subject, whose journey was nonetheless part of the poet’s destiny. It
is exile that leads to nostalgia and national pride, to remembering the homeland, not only as
“foyer,” but as a “source de rayonnement: a central point from which to transmit ideas and a
source of poetic inspiration:

Qu’il est resplendissant et d’azur et de feu
Le ciel de ma patrie, et si vaste et si bleu!
Puis, quand notre soleil voyage dans I’espace
Et, de ses rayons d’or remplit I’immensité,
Quel oeil d’aigle oserait fixer la majesté

De son orbe qui roule et passe! (43-48)

The limitlessness in Haiti’s natural beauty will in fact be a main focus in Nau’s poetry
and a distinctive marker of national expression. Interestingly, this same poem in La Revue des
colonies and in subsequent publications of Nau’s poetry is entitled “A ma patrie.” The visit to
France incites a feeling of patriotism which would only have come through departure and which
would only be possible for one who has a country.

2

Similarly, in the poem “Pensées du soir,” it is in France where recognition of Haiti’s
beauty is realized, as Haiti’s nature increasingly takes on a superior quality. This is the only one
of Nau’s poem which bears a specific date and place. Writing on a boat sailing to France in

1836, the poet in “Pensées du soir” declares:

Ah! Vous ne savez pas ce que c’est que la nuit!

60



La nuit dans la campagne ou I’on n’entend de bruit
Que I’effort des moulins, que les chants de la danse
Et I’accent du tambour, perdus dans la distance....(13-16)

The poet seems to address foreign readers when he describes the details of a Haitian
night. The speaker goes on to remember not only nature and Marie, but music, the scent of
sugar cane, and the sounds of Creole, all undeniable references to a Haitian setting. In both
poems by Nau, elements from the homeland are remembered and recovered in the text which
time and distance have lost. Even the nostalgia felt toward the homeland, however, comes once
again from the privileged position of exile; poets’ separation from the rest of society could again
be said to imply an elitism in their projects. Returning to this issue of elitism, it is significant
that the opening pages of Le Républicain directly address this problem. Referring to this very
journal as a type of book, one of the editor’s concedes:

Ce livre, selon le plan qu’il se sera tracé, sera circonscrit dans un certain nombre
de lecteurs, ils I’admireront, le sauveront, mais tout le monde ne le lirapas. Ilya
quelque chose dans ce mot livre, un je ne sais quoi de sérieux et d’imposant qui
ne sympathise point avec les masses ... quelle que soit son utilité pour une partie
du peuple [...] s’il n’est au niveau de toutes les intelligences, il a beaucoup fait,
mais il n’a point parfaitement accompli les besoins généraux de la société... '

In this honest recognition of the limited influence of literary activity, the journal is
posited as a partial accomplishment of more lofty goals. It is important to point out that such a
problem was not unique to Haiti. Anderson specifies that in the early years of print capitalism in
Europe, obviously earlier than in Haiti, that is to say in the 1500s, the literate population was at
the onset quite small.'” Even by 1840, he notes, almost half the population in France and

Britain remained illiterate. ' In the Western Hemisphere, between 1776 and 1838, in Spanish

America for example, what Anderson calls “national print languages” were only used by a

1931 ¢ Républicain le 15 aoit 1836.

104 Anderson 38.
195 Anderson 75.
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fraction of the population.'” In spite of these obstacles, literate and French-speaking Haitians
felt compelled to participate journalistically in the public sphere. This Haitian editor, Dumai
Lespinsasse, a life-long lawyer, journalist, and editor of future newspapers in Haiti goes on to
declare that this journal will be, for those who contribute to it, a way to serve their country. A
people making progress, he argues, must begin to cultivate scientific and literary activity,
regardless of the portion of the society who will directly partake or benefit from these endeavors:
Travaillons a nous rendre dignes de cette tache, ne laissons point se perdre dans
nos mains, le bel héritage qui nous a été transmis. Les sciences, les arts, et la
philosophie dominant aujourd’hui le globe, cédons au torrent ascension du si¢cle
[...] I’avenir de notre pays n’est pas un mystére. Haiti est une terre promise
...ayons foi en cette patriotique prophétie. Les lumiéres et le dévouement a la
patrie, voila notre boussole, notre culte [...] chacun y apportera son modeste
tribut...et toutes les pensées, tous les efforts convergeront vers un seul but, la
prospérité nationale et la propagation des lumiéres...""’
Emile Nau, again in his essay on literature, acknowledged the many obstacles in Haiti to
a flourishing literary development. “Public misery,” he states, keeps any individual in Haiti from
completely devoting himself to artistic activity. He adds:
Apres la misére et I’indifférence publique, 1’isolement, 1’absence de 1’émulation,
la rareté des bons livres, et 1a un certain courage, non pas a vaincre les obstacles
mais a lutter contre eux; celui qui n’a pas succombé¢ dans cette lutte, [ ... ] avec
une force de volonté et une indépendance d’intelligence qui sont d’admirables
ressources en toute sorte d’analyse... '
In spite of the debates of the period, Haitian intellectuals in the nineteenth century were
in many ways less concerned about the type of writing prevalent in Haiti than they were about
writing at all. Returning to the issue or importance of personal poetry, Ardouin’s poem “La

Plaine,” for example, which was never completed, describes the worldly misery which serves as

a backdrop against the poet’s plight. Despite the adverse conditions, the poet/bird takes off and

106 Anderson 46.
1971 ¢ Républicain le 15 aotit 1836.
18 e Républicain le 15 aott 1836.
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sings. Another untitled, unfinished poetic fragment puts the dilemma in the form of a direct
question as to what poets under adverse conditions should do:

L’oiseau dont ’oiseleur a dépouillé le nid

Et qui voit le barbare enlever son petit

Demande-t-il au ciel de ternir son plumage

Ou ne chante-t-il pas, triste sous le feuillage?

Il chante! Le vallon I’entend chanter encore! (1-5)

The second stanza affirms victory despite the obstacles. As Lespinasse’s quotes make
clear, despite the elitism inherent in writing poetry in Haiti at this time, and a literary heritage
tied to France, poems such as the ones viewed here nonetheless served as a prerequisite to and a
component of the development of a national literature. The essence of a national consciousness
rested first and foremost with important individual poets writing amidst so much literary and
political change. In the aspects we have seen thus far of Ardouin’s and Nau’s poetic projects,
there are traces of an awakening to a national reality which supersedes allegiance to one leader or

government, and this is first manifested in an attachment to Haiti as a physical reality.

2.3 PRE-REVOLUTIONARY PASTS AND THE MAKING OF NATIONAL MYTHS

It is consistently with Haitian history, however, that editors in both publications place an
emphasis when it comes to elaborating distinctive markers of national identity. Returning again
to the first issue of Le Républicain, dated August 15, 1836, one reads in E. Z Demiveux’s article
“De la nationalité, de la communauté des peuples, that “une nation se justifie par I’histoire et se

b

légitime par la philosophie.” Addressing all Haitian readers, he also writes “Inspirez-vous de
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votre histoire, conservez religieusement les traditions de la patrie.” '’

Two of Ardouin’s poems,
one about the Taino Indians of Hispaniola and another about the African slave trade, serve to
elaborate a national past rooted in pre-revolutionary events and peoples. Combining myth and
history, these poems resurrect easily forgotten elements which nonetheless contribute to building
a national identity. They provide an otherwise young nation with notions of antiquity, typically
sought, according to Benedict Anderson, in the creation of an imagined community. '

If poets of this time are known as “indigenous” for their focus on local themes (de votre
pays, as Emile Nau specified), it would seem that this label, in addition to an interest in African
culture and Haitian landscape, should also encompass texts inspired by Amerindian history.
Several articles in Le Républicain and in L’Union indeed indicate a curiosity about Haiti’s first
inhabitants. Emile Nau in particular contributes several articles in these journals about the
history of the Taino Indians, eventually developing his work in Histoire des caciques d’Haiti.'"!
First published in Haiti in 1854, this text focused on the Taino chiefs and is the first Haitian work
to elaborate a history of Hispaniola’s pre-Columbian population.  Although historian David
Geggus explains that there was probably little actual cultural transmission between the Indian
and African cultures in Hispaniola, as the island’s Amerindian population was largely decimated
by the time the slave trade began, Taino Indian culture and history held an important place in the

Haitian imaginary after independence.''?

The word “Haiti,” chosen by Dessalines to rename
colonial “Saint-Domingue” is the Taino Indian word for “high ground,” and in Haiti’s first

constitution, Dessalines guaranteed Haitian citizenship automatically to all people of both

' E.Z Demiveux, Le Républicain le 15 aoit 1836.

"% Anderson 35.

! Nau, Histoire des caciques d’Haiti.

"2 Geggus, Haitian Revolutionary Studies 209-211. Geggus states that the Taino population probably accounted for
less than one percent of Haiti's inhabitants in the early nineteenth century.
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African and Amerindian descent. As Sibylle Fischer points out, the link between the Taino and
the Africans who came after them was one established through the struggle for liberty and
justice.”'!?
Ardouin’s poem “Floranna la Fiancée” is a two-part poem about the wedding celebration
of a maiden in the court of Anacaona, the Taino princess and poetess who was one of the last
Taino rulers during the Spanish conquest of Hispaniola.''"* The first part begins by situating
Anacaona in somewhat mystical and nocturnal setting. There is relative calm as Anacaona looks
out to the night-time sky:

Anacaona, la Reine

Voyant que le ciel est pur,

Qu’un souffle berce la plaine,

Que la lune dans 1’azur

Se perd, voyant sur la gréve

La mer que nul vent souléve,

Mourir tranquille et sans voix ; (1-7)

In addition to rhyme, multiple examples of assonance and consonance lend these verses a
higher level of musicality and fluidity than in other poems by Ardouin. This idealized scene
provides an opening into a type of mythical description of Taino culture in which nature is
paramount. Several entries in L’Union refer to the Taino as “les naturels d’Haiti” both because
they were the island’s original inhabitants and because they were believed to have been lovers of
nature. It is with the descriptions of nature in the poem, however, that an almost eerie stillness

creeps in. Many of the words subtly express a tranquility endued with sadness and a sense of

loss. The two verses beginning, “Se perd” and “Mourir” emphasize the fading of sight and

' Fischer 242.

1% Other than the texts mentioned here, for information about Anacaona see a work by Kathleen Deagan and José
Maria Cruxent, Columbus's Outpost among the Tainos: Spain and America at La Isabela: 1493-1498 (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 2002) 207.
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sound. The moon disappears and the waves are not raised up by the wind but die “without a
voice.”

In the next stanza, as the Queen Anacaona calls in the maidens of her court, innocence
and intimacy with nature are the primary characteristics of those in the entourage of Anacaona,
whose name itself meant “la fleur d’or.” Their metaphorical description as flowers conveys
their beauty and fragility:

Elle appelle ses compagnes
Les roses de ses campagnes
Les colombes de ses bois!
Elles viennent sur la mousse
Formant un cercle de sceurs ;
Chacune est naive et douce,
Et toutes, brillantes fleurs
Que perle une aurore humide
Regardent d’un ceil timide
La Reine Anacaona ;
Soir voluptueux ! les brises
Des senteurs les plus exquises
Parfument Xaragoa ! (8-20)

Xaragoa was one of the five Taino Indian kingdoms over which Caonabo and Anacaona
ruled, its borders carving out a small section of territory located in the southwest of Hispaniola in
a region that now includes Port-au-Prince. In L’Union, it is Anacaona’s kingdom which is
described as having the people “les plus civilisés, les plus doux” of the island. ''* Although the
setting is still somewhat vague, these details shed a bit more light on place and especially time.
The poem contains no chronological markers, but generally speaking, Anacaona became “queen”
as she is referred to here, only after the murder of her husband Caonoabo. In this scene, she does

appear to rule alone, suggesting a time after Caonoabo’s death but prior to her own capture. In

spite of her own beliefs in peace with the Spanish and the hospitality she encouraged on the part

151 e Républicain le 1 mars 1837.
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of her people, the result was slaughter of her people and her own death and capture several
months after the murder of her husband. Although the readers must supply the missing details,
this part of the poem hints ever so slightly at the loss of these “naturels.”

German philosopher Johann Gottfried von Herder, whose late eighteenth-century works
greatly influenced theories of Romantic nationalism in Europe, explored the history of mankind
as a series of life cycles of particular cultures, all of which express a total humanity. As Frank E.
Manuel explains in his introduction to an English translation of Herder’s Reflections on the
Philosophy of the History of Mankind,

...the musical analogy came to Herder’s rescue. There were an infinite number of
variations on the theme of man; each one had a finite existence, but as each came
into being and was fulfilled in time, total humanity grew even richer.”''®

This necessarily implied for Herder the individuality of each “Volk,” or agglomeration of
people, as equally valuable and instrumental in its contribution to world history:

Herder not only gave status to the culture of primitives, winning the appreciation
of explorers like Johann Forster for his capacity to look at these peoples from
within instead of regarding them as mere objects to be converted or civilized, he
also places a new value on the earliest form of expression of all peoples, the
mythic.'”

Clearly, as evidenced in L’Union articles as in Ardouin’s poem, the loss of the Taino and
their culture, which Haitians believed to have included poetry, was to be lamented. Readers of
the 1830s knew that such a tranquil scene ended in genocide:

Qu’est devenue cette poésie? Elle a disparu comme ses auteurs...tous ces chants
¢taient traditionnels et inscrits dans la mémoire, car [...] Nous ne savons rien

absolument de leurs bardes et trés peu de leurs traditions ; Tout un peuple et toute
une poésie retranchée de la terre !''®

16 Frank E. Manuel, introduction, Reflections on the Philosophy of the History of Mankind, by Johann Gottfried
von Herder, trans. Frank E. Manuel (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1968) xiv.

"7 Manuel xiv.

M8 e Républicain le 1 mars 1837.
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Although this part of the poem, as well as the next part, centers much more on
description than action, the text serves as a reminder of the fleeting presence of Anacaona and
her people. As Herder had also argued, the Taino, like every Volk, possessed its own
distinctiveness, its own cultural markers in the way of folk poetry, religion, traditions, etc.

Part II begins by summarizing the chief traits of these women in their innocence and
beauty. The youth and femininity of Anacaona’s entourage metonymically expresses the virtue
and simplicity of the Taino as it is desired to be conveyed by the poet. The following section
heightens the tragedy that is known to have befallen Anacaona and the Taino culture; the reality
of the future as opposed to the dream is crueler given the vulnerability and innocence of this
portrayal. Now in alexandrine verse, the focus shifts to Floranna, the youngest of Anacaona’s
maidens.

Innocence et beauté! ---Toutes a la peau brune,
Luisante comme I’or a I’éclat de la lune !

Moins fraiche est la rosée et moins pur et le miel
Moins chaste, la clarté des étoiles du ciel !
Floranna, la plus jeune et la plus ingénue,

Laisse voir sur ses traits son ame toute nue. (21-26)

Floranna is not, to my knowledge, mentioned in any of the historical accounts of the
Taino people. In the text, she is not only the youngest present, but the most ingenuous. The
poem continues with the physical descriptions of Floranna in anticipation of her wedding day:

Car la vierge rougit d’ivresse et de pudeur,

Car les pulsations de son candide cceur,

Disent que Floranna, d’une douce pensée,

Comme I’onde des mers, cette nuit est bercée |[....]

De 1a, ces battements précipites du sein,

Et ce regard voilé qui se leve et qui tombe

Et cette réverie ou son ame succombe ! (27-30, 40-42)

Generally, the purported virtue of women and their importance in national culture can

also be found in Herder, who argued that the “delicate civility, and love of ornament and
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decoration” make women discernible from men. In reading Herder’s text, women seem among
the constant universals in all cultures. Their “gentle endurance,” in marriage and motherhood are
commendable in every culture. Specifically, however, one may wonder why such a poetic
rendering of an unknown Taino fiancée would be the subject of Haitian poetry at all. Again, the
poem can be better appreciated by bringing other knowledge to mind, details about the Taino
which would hardly be known to readers outside Haiti today, but given the multiple contexts in
L’Union they would have been available to readers in the 1830s. Not only was Anacaona
believed herself to have been a poetess, for example, but the poetry of the Taino Indians in
general was called “aretyos” and was often composed spontaneously for special occasions such

. 119
as weddings and funerals.

With the break in the two parts of this poem, perhaps we can read
this first section as Ardouin’s description of Anacaona and her court, and the second part as an
imagining of this poetry itself, a rendition so to speak of Anacaona’s poetry, which may have
preceded or accompanied such a ceremony.
Floranna’s anticipation brings a flurry of emotions, even fear. The poem ends with the
hope that her sleep will be full of reverie and her waking will bring happiness:
Quand elle dormira, mille songes dorés
Lui monteront la féte, et les guerriers parés
Et ses joyeuses sceurs, abeilles des allées,
Lui composant un lit de ce que les vallées, [...]
Oh ! qu’un ange debout la contemple et la veille !
Qu’elle réve en silence, et qu’elle se réveille
A la voix des oiseaux chantant I’aube du jour,
Heureuse ainsi, vivant de rosée et d’amour ! (43-50)
The poem ends with the dream of the wedding and not with the actual celebration. Since

the references to Xaragua and Anacaona mean we cannot separate this peaceful scene with what

we know the historical reality to be, perhaps the poem can also be read allegorically, as an

e Républicain le 1 mars 1837.
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idyllic, pre-Colombian Haiti, or more specifically, at least a Haiti prior to the complete
destruction of the Taino culture and people. In this way, the description here is of the tranquility
which would precede the violence, the dream before reality. Not only does that initial scene
imply an impending loss, but additional meanings of various words coincide with such a reading:
“bercer” from the first stanza can also suggest trickery, just as “soulever” can suggest taking
away. Floranna is the most “ingénue,” meaning she is also the most free. Moreover, the idea of
death, first mentioned in the word “mourir” in the first stanzas reappears with “embaumer,”
“langueur,” and “succombe” in the last verses. Especially combined with the idea of sleep,
angels, and “la veille,” the ending implies more than the simplicity of dream. These ideas
especially ring true if we consider that Anacaona’s last days were spent organizing a welcome
ceremony for the Spanish (was the ceremony a wedding?). Hoping for peace, Anacaona is
instead deceived by the Spanish, captured, and hanged. In addition to all of this, it is difficult to
ignore the presence of warriors at the ceremony in these verses, poised for potential battle, and
the multiple descriptions of the girls and the scene as golden, given that the Spanish came to
Hispaniola in search for gold. Overall, the femininity and passivity of this scene will be
contrasted to the virility and military prowess of Haiti’s black revolutionaries. As will be more
apparent in a later section of this chapter, it is not so much that African slaves are not “natural,”
but that they are the modern inheritors of these pre-modern Taino. More than the European
colonizers and conquerors who destroyed them, the African slaves turned Haitian revolutionaries
are legitimized as the new people of this land..

The primary importance of such a poem, however, is less in a historical, mythical, or
allegorical meaning than in its mere symbolic presence in Haitian poetry. Regardless of its

actual content, merely in naming Anacaona and Xaragua, the poet evokes the memory of these
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people and the link between two cultures separated in time but connected through shared
experience and poetry. It is partly for this reason that I have included it in this analysis.
Although it is only one poem about the Taino Indians, it is important to keep in mind that with
all nineteenth-century Haitian literature, other texts may have written which simply have not
been available or are still being discovered. The poem by Ignace Nau about the slave ship,
mentioned above, is another example. Moreover, a poem such as this demonstrates what themes
do not continue beyond this period: Haitian literature will rarely, beyond the 1830s, focus on the
Taino Indians.

As noted previously, the Taino and the African slaves have in common the oppression
by European colonial powers. The fact that these people had poetry vindicates them from
European prejudice. As Emile Nau stated in Histoire des caciques:

La poésie était en effet une culture et une passion pour ce peuple qui appelle
“fleur d’or” I’une de ses reines, parce qu’elle était pocte. Ce nom, ce mot a lui
seul révele que les Haitiens avaient réellement le sens poétique, I’imagination
délicate et impressionnable [...] Cela serait a peine croyable d’un peuple sauvage,
sans Iirrécusable témoignant de I"histoire. .. '

More powerfully, of course, it is poetry which links the Taino to the Haitians in the
1830s. Haitian poetry as a genre finds a local justification, rooted in Caribbean tradition.
Haitian poets and historians like Emile Nau in early nineteenth century could therefore view
themselves as successors to the Taino historically as well as aesthetically, recuperating the
cultural losses of this civilization. “Laisser périr la pensée d'un peuple,” Emile Nau lamented,
“est ce qu’il y a de plus impérissable, est un crime plus barbare encore que de détruire jusqu’au

- - 121
dernier rejeton de ce peuple.”

120 Nau Histoire des caciques 64.
121 Nau Histoire des caciques 65.
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Despite the many historical references and essays by Emile Nau and others published in
L’Union, there is to my knowledge only one other poem which features the Amerindians of
Hispaniola. This is Ardouin’s short poem, “Une matinée,” which begins with a quote about
Eden from Genesis. The poem contains a warning to an Indian girl that a Spaniard is
approaching:

Cora ! Ta pirogue rapide

Arrive et t’appelle a son bord !

Apporte a I’Espagnol avide

Ces paillettes et ces grains d’or. (15-18)

With so few remnants of Taino culture having survived long-term in Haiti, and with 90%
of the population of exclusively African descent, it is not surprising that poems with Amerindian
themes did not survive in Haiti into the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Another factor may
well be the little mentioned fact of the loss of the Eastern half of the isle after Boyer’s abdication
in 1843. Though rarely given much critical attention, the period of the 1830s included Haiti’s
reign over what is now known as the Dominican Republic. Few entries in L’Union allude to the
east, although a Dominican city is listed as one of the places where the journal can be purchased.
According to Haitian professors Raphaél Berrou and Pradel Pompilus in their anthology of
Haitian literature, Coriolan Ardouin spent a few years on the eastern side of the island. '**

Sybille Fischer in her work Modernity Disavowed: Haiti and the Cultures of Slavery in
the Age of Revolution includes a chapter on nineteenth-century Dominican literature, discussing
literary activity of the Dominican Republic during Haitian rule. Overall, she concludes that

“cultural life is difficult to assess” and is ‘full of silences, unchartered spaces.” '** There was no

newspaper activity in the east until after 1844, but Fischer does note that remnants of popular

122 Berrou and Pompilus 132.
' Fischer 181-182.

72



124
’ Il’l

poems and quotes could have indicated that a “Haitian-Dominican culture was emerging.
the east, Fischer explains, this would have been in the form of poems which were pro-Haitian or
pro-Boyer in sentiment, as all other writing was either highly censored or non-existent. In the
west, however, poets like Ardouin and Nau may have accounted for the Dominican presence
through themes like nature and the Taino which would have applied to both parts of the island, to
the landscape of the entire area, and the history of Haitians and Dominicans alike. Once
separated from the east, there would be even less of a reason to continue to write about the
Taino, and poems more focused on the Haitian Revolution and African culture would thrive as
markers of national identity. Dominican literature in the nineteenth century, on the other hand,
was according to Fischer very reluctant to identity with its African past and almost never
mentions slavery. The Indian tradition, however, continues to prosper in Santo Domingo
throughout the nineteenth-century, where
Against all evidence to the contrary, Spain and the Indians come to be considered
the ancestors of the mulatto nation through fantasies that variously and in
disregard for their mutual exclusivity imagined Dominicans to be the heirs of the
Spanish Golden Age, Catholicism, and American indigenous cultures. '*°
Fischer explains that Anacaona and Caonoabo keep reappearing in Dominican literature
as part of the “nostalgic celebrations of the noble indigenous race.” '** Like Ardouin’s “Une
matinée,” there are also texts which describe how “the utopia of a new Garden of Eden gives
way to the degradations of conquest and genocide.”'?’ Anacaona specifically, in fact, is even

more of a Dominican icon than a Haitian one. Captured near what is now Port-au-Prince, she

was executed near the Dominican capital. Eventually, Hispanism and indigenism became the

124 Fischer 182.
125 Fischer 152.
126 Rischer 154.
127 Fischer 160.
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two prevalent cultural ideologies in the Dominican Republic'®® The literary and cultural
connections between Santo Domingo and Haiti are largely a mystery, and perhaps these
“Haitian” writers, living in the west and writing in French never intended to bring Spanish Santo
Domingo into the literary fold. The similarities, especially concerning a utopian vision of Taino
Indian culture, however brief, nonetheless deserve further exploration during this period in
history. Whether the reasons were political, racially motivated, or linguistically impeded,
Haitian writers contributing to L’Union and the poetry available by Nau and Ardouin does not
address any contemporary conflict or reflect any events concerning the eastern part of the island.
As will become more apparent in the following section, it is pre-Colombian and Revolutionary
history and myth which are of most concern.

Unlike poems inspired by pre-Columbian Taino culture, themes relating to Africa and
slavery, the other vein of ‘indigénisme,” did proliferate in Haiti throughout the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries. Berrou and Pompilus introduce Ardouin’s “Le départ du négrier” in their
anthology as the first poem in Haiti as well in the Caribbean at large to deal with “d’inspiration
africaine.”'®’ “Le départ du négrier,” however, is actually the last of five sections which make
up the longer poem, “Les Betjouannes,” as it appears in Ardouin’s collection, Poésies, as well as
in L’Union. “Les Betjouannes” presents a series of related tableaux, weaving together the story,
dance, love, and capture, of an African girl named Minora. Although this title is elusive, since
“Betjouannes,” does not currently exist as a French word, it is apostrophized in the poem as “les
filles d’Afriques.” I will return to a possible explanation of this term when considering other

references in a later part of the poem.

128 Fischer 152.
12 Berrou and Pompilus 159.
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In Ardouin’s collection, the poem is preceded by two epigraphs: the first from the Old
Testament Book of Judges, and the second from work of Ignace Nau:
Quand vous verrez que les filles de Silo sortiront pour danser avec
des flOtes, alors vous vous élancerez des vignes et vous enléverez
Pour chacun sa femme, et vous vous en irez au pays de Benjamin.
Les Juges, dernier chapitre'*’
Un négrier sur I’Atlantique
Courait sans lumiére et sans bruit.
Ignace Nau, Poeésies inédites
Referencing an episode from the Old Testament (as opposed to the New) carries
relevance in that much of the Hebrew Bible is about the nation of Israel. This quote from Judges
refers to a decision made by the Israelites after defeating the tribe of Benjaminites in battle.
According to the Biblical account, the Benjaminites had suffered the loss of many human lives,
especially women, and consequently, their very survival as a tribe was threatened. In spite of the
recent conflict between the two tribes, the Israelites did not wish one of the twelve tribes of Israel
to be completely destroyed. Because they had previously taken an oath not to give their own
wives to the Benjaminites, the Israelites decided to capture a group of women from the land of
Canaan. This was to take place during a festival in the town of Shiloh. This Old Testament
story refers to a time when various judges ruled, prior to Israel’s formation as a nation united
under one King. Preservation of a national future, however, comes at the expense of the girls of
Shiloh, about whom few details are given.
Nau’s citation indicates that he, like Ardouin, also broached the subject of slavery in his

poetry, though I have not uncovered this particular poem by Nau in the available collections or in

journals of the period. On one level, the textual proximity of these two citations works to bring

1% This is how Ardouin quotes these Old Testament verses. However, this verse may also be found in Judges 21:21,
The Holy Bible: New International Version (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Bible, 1978).
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together the similarities between these two pre-national histories. Separated by time and space,
the two stories have in common the fact that they resurrect episodes fundamental to
understanding each nation’s past. The relationship between these two stories also becomes clear
upon reading verse from the first scene, the poet’s initial section, “La Danse”:

Comme une fille demi nue

Laisse les ondes d’un bassin.

La lune que voile une nue

Laisse 1’océan indien.

Joyeuse la mer sur la gréve

Vient soupirer avec amour;

Le pécheur en sa barque réve

A ses gains ou pertes du jour.

Au loin les brunes Amirantes

Avec leur sandales, leurs dattiers,

Brillent sur les eaux murmurantes

Ainsi que I’1le des palmiers [...]

Spectacle ravissant! Nombreuses

Comme les étoiles des cieux,

Les Betjouannes gracieuses

Dansent a fasciner les yeux ! (I, 1-12, 17-20)

Here it becomes clear that Ardouin will counter the silence and darkness of the sailing
slave ship in Nau’s quote by retelling the story of the girls in Shiloh in the context of modern
slavery. In both the history of Israel and the history of Haiti, the perspectives of these victims of
capture and slavery are rarely divulged. Ardouin’s poem imagines an untold part of the story,
giving voice to those whose tragedy is not typically recounted. In this first part, subtitled “La
Danse,” the Betjouannes gracefully dance in the moonlight. As in the following sections, the
nearly baroque descriptions of this luminously nocturnal scene place the events in the realm of

dream, reminiscent in many ways of the delicate, sensorial, and idyllic rendering in “Floranna, la

fiancée.” As in that poem, women are associated with a pre-modern innocence and untainted
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nature; women'’s relationship to landscape and oneness with nature will be further explored in the
next chapter on Oswald Durand’s poetry. Also as in “Floranna,” a subtle hint at an impending
change appears. The girls at this point remain unaware that danger may be lurking:

Les sons du tambour retentissent

Et vont dans la forét bien loin

Se perdre; les bois rugissent

Aux alentours: mais c¢’est en vain. (I, 21-24)

This first section ends with what is seemingly an all-knowing voice commanding the girls

to dance while they still remain together:
Dansez, jeunes filles d’Afrique!
Tandis que vous chantez en choeur.
Dansez, la danse est poétique,
La danse est I’hydromel du cceur. (I, 33-36)

The second section is “Chant de Minora” which focalizes on one of the Betjouannes. It
is essentially the lament of Minora who is unable to find her lover. In this part, the drum sounds
are heard but not heeded: “Qu’importe a moi le tambour?”” Minora asks. She speaks to the river,
asking it if it knows the whereabouts of her departed lover. The course of the river, “qui a vu
tant de cieux” can reach faraway lands of which she herself has no knowledge. Although once
again the scene is relatively calm, the missing lover, the return of the drum, and Minora’s
momentary separation from the group, all signal the end of the joyful dance, freedom of
movement, and harmonious community.

Changes in events are complemented by changes in form. The relative uniformity of the
poem’s first two sections, in quatrains of crossed rhyme and mostly octosyllabic verse, gives way

to the gradually increasing metric variety in the third section subtitled “Le Bain.” Minora’s

monologue from the previous section ends to return briefly to the girls as a collective. After only

71



one stanza, however, Minora is quickly separated again; she is the last to enter the river to bathe,
and she comes out alone moment later in response to the return of the drum:
Un bruit lointain s’¢éléve
Il s’éteint. Est-ce qu’un réve?
Le bruit s’¢leéve encore et de nouveau se perd!
La Betjouanne timide
Abandonna toute humide
Le fleuve qui s’en va plus limpide et plus clair. (II1, 21-26)

Minora’s question “est-ce qu’un réve” reflects not only her own concern about the real
danger behind the recurrent sound of distant drums, but since in this stanza it is not clearly
Minora who is speaking, the question could also be that of readers about the reality of this distant
slave past. The danger itself indeed becomes “more clear,” as the dream within this dream-like
sequence gradually turns into nightmare. The accelerated rhythm of this fourth section, “Les
Bochimens,” coincides with imminent and more certain danger; urgency is conveyed through the
imperative, “fuyez fuyez,” echoing yet standing in contrast to the “Dansez Dansez” which
concluded “La Danse.”

Fuyez, filles tendres
Fuyez de toutes parts!
Les Bochimens avides
S’¢élancent. Leurs regards
Sont des regards d’hyénes,
Ils viennent vagabonds,
Par les chemins de plaine,
Par les chemins de monts!
Tout en eux est farouche.
De misérable peaux
Les couvrent... (IV, 1-11)

The arrival of the Bochimens is a sudden and terrifying intrusion. I did not find any
evidence that the “les Bochimens,” the Bushmen or San of south central and eastern Africa, had

any participation in the Atlantic slave trade. The term ‘Bushmen’ came from a Dutch term

meaning “bandit” or “outlaw,” but contrary to what the poem suggests, the San were collectively
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known for their longstanding resistance to colonial and local powers."*' It is therefore likely that
the term ‘Bochimens’ in Ardouin’s poem is used more figuratively, meaning that those who
captured the Betjouannes were “bandits,” general “barbares,” as the poem refers to them.
Perhaps already by the nineteenth century, Haitians had heard of ‘bushmen’ in a pejorative sense,
with little real knowledge of Africa. In Ardouin’s text, the Bushmen are also compared to
hyenas, intelligent predators native to Africa whose dominance in the food chain is surpassed
only by that of the lion. According to myth in some parts of Africa, men would turn into
“hyenas,” at night and ferociously hunt their prey.

Consideration of the term “Bochimens” invites the reader to reflect upon the multiple
proper names which make up the poem. The poem fits into a pre-national history of Haiti
specifically because of Africa as the context, but beginning with the title, most of the proper
names in the text do not refer to any people or geography directly part of Haiti’s slave history.
Returning to the title, “Les Betjouannes,” the best meaning and explanation for this term,
according to Kirsten Fudeman, can be discerned with knowledge of Bantu languages. '** “Be” as
a prefix in Bantu languages is a marker for human plural, while ‘tjouan’ could be read as the
phonetically similar ‘tswan’ that we find for example in the name of the country Botswana.
Made feminine in French by adding the second ‘n’ and then, ‘e,’ the term likely refers to women
of the Botswana area. This explanation seems solid, given that “Bechuanland” was the former
name for Botswana when it was still a British protectorate, and that other references, to the
Bushmen, for example, also involve southern Africa. Southeastern African references exist as
well: the word Amirantes in the first section “La danse” refers in reality to a group of islands in

the Indian Ocean. At least in part, this makes the scene exotic. The ambiguous way that the

! Sandy Gall, The Bushmen of Southern Africa (London: Chatto and Windus, 2001) 49-76.
132 Kirsten Fudeman, personal interview, 7 February 2006.
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poem evokes “Les brunes Amirantes,” means that they are either another name for “Les
Betjouannes,” les filles d’Afrique, or that the name refers to another group of girls on the
Amirantes Islands. The Indian Ocean is also mentioned by name in this first stanza, and
although the French did engage in slave trade in Eastern Africa and French colonists held slaves
in various parts of the Indian Ocean, this region is separate from that of the West African coast
and the Dahomey kingdom from which most Haitians are believed to have originated. '**
Although most of the poem’s references do have a historical or geographical basis in
name, such a conflation of places and peoples works to inscribe the text more in the realm of
myth. In addition to all the terms mentioned so far, there are many others, including the Sotor
which is an ancient Egyptian reference, the mimosa plant which is native to much of Asia, the

Middle East and Africa, and the “simoun” winds from the Sahara desert. 134

This imagined
setting and story may, as previously suggested, reveal the lack of real connection or knowledge
Haitians in the 1830s had of Africa, these ideas based on scattered European accounts or perhaps
oral histories. The effect, however, perhaps intended, is that such a widespread geography
mirrors how extensive slavery’s reach was, encompassing much of the African continent. In the
same vein, the story of Minora and “Les Betjouannes” extends to multiple societies, not just to
Haiti, whose historical legacy includes slavery.

The poem concludes with “Le départ du negrier,” which describes the slave ship as it

leaves African shores. Minora has been captured by the Bushmen, forced into ‘exile’ with

others. The slave ship, a cruel bird of prey, snatches up its victims:

133 Robert Louis Stein, The French Slave Trade in the Eighteenth Century: An Old Regime Business (Madison:
University of Wisconsin Press, 1979) and Deryck Scarr, Slaving and Slavery in the Indian Ocean (New York: St.
Marin’s Press, Inc., 1998).

1% Sotor also spelled Soter in English likely refers to Ptolemy Sotor, Egyptian ruler from 323 BC-283 BC and
founder of the Ptolemaic dynasty. R. W. Beachley states that under the second and third Ptolemies Greek and
Egyptian merchants acquired contact with the East African coast. The Slave Trade of Eastern Africa (New York:
Harper & Row Publishers, Inc., 1976) 2-6.
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On les embarque péle-méle
Le négrier, immense oiseau
Leur ouvre une serre cruelle
Et les ravit a leur berceau. (5-8)

The “Betjounnes,” or “les filles d’Afriques,” are no longer mentioned by name, referred
to instead in the anonymity of simply “them,” while the slave ship increasingly takes on a life of
its own. The rather unpoetic “c’en est fait,” begins the poem’s last stanza:

C’en est fait! le navire
Sillonne au loin les mers;

Sa quille entend 1’eau bruire
Et ses matelots fiers

Aiment sa viole blanche

Qui dans les airs s’étend

Et son grand mat qui penche
Sous le souffle du vent.

Car a la nef qu’importe

La rive qui I’attend;
Insensible elle porte

Et I’esclave et le blanc! (22-33)

The present tense of verbs throughout the poem and in this part especially coincides with
the breadth of the slave trade which is not only far reaching in space but also in time. The
destination of “La rive qui I’attend,” in fact cannot be so easily specified, given that slavery and
the slave trade were still occurring throughout the Caribbean and North and South America into
the 1830s. In this way, what comprises part of Haiti’s pre-national past simultaneously reflects
current happenings in countless other destinations. Finally, the poem’s ideological scope is
equally as broad, as this practice harms not only the enslaved Africans but the white colonists as
well. The syntactical position of insensible means that it applies on the one hand to the ship,
whose indifference to where the voyage leads essentially implies the indiscriminate nature of

slavery. On the other hand, it also communicates that the white man and the slave are rendered

numb, morally dead, by this horrible enterprise. In both instances, this ending insists on the
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damaging ramifications of a system to which many Haitian intellectuals expressed their
opposition in the pages of L’Union.

Minora, in this last section, is described for the last time on board the ship as “Cet ange
qui nous vient dans nos réves du soir.” In his section entitled “The Quarrel with History,”
Edouard Glissant observed that in the Caribbean:

The past, to which we were subjected, which has not yet emerged as history for
us, is however, obsessively present. The duty of the writer is to explore this
obsession, to show its relevance in a continuous fashion to the immediate
present.'

“Les Betjouannes” is in fact situated following a short prose piece called “Tradition
africaine,” and just prior to an article about the continued atrocities of the Atlantic slave trade.
The framing of this text then too situates it between African past and Caribbean present, between
tale and current events, between the realm of history and that of myth. Partly because of its
“generalizing tendencies,” (like those we see in “Les Betjouannes,”) Glissant describes myth as
something which “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

»136 " PEor both “Floranna la Fiancée” and “Les

their world. It explores the known-unknown.
Betjouannes,” Glissant’s words about the writer in a balkanized, fragmented region of the

Caribbean, also ring true for Haitian poets in the 1830s writing about remote times and places:

“It is the writer’s duty...to restore this forgotten memory and indicate the surviving links

135 Edouard Glissant, Caribbean Discourse, trans. Michael Dash (Charlottesville: University Press of

Virginia, 1989) 63-64.
136 Glissant 71, 83.
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between the diverse communities of the region, to demonstrate the continuity, across time and

137
space.”

24  POEMS ABOUT THE HAITIAN REVOLUTION

This quote about the writer’s role to restore forgotten memory equally applies to poems
about Haiti’s founding event. The articles we referred to at the beginning of this chapter,
especially those dealing with the connection between Hegel and Haiti, not only signal the on-
going significance of this event in a variety of fields and prompt a reconsideration of the earliest
Haitians texts. Writing in even closer proximity to this event, what can Ardouin’s and Nau’s
poems, ones which predate even Haitian historical texts tell us about how Haitians conceived of
their own revolution? As mentioned earlier, Haitian intellectuals beginning in the 1830s began
to call for the documenting of evidence of both a literature and a history believed essential in
constructing national identity. An exceptional history, furthermore, which centers on the Haitian
Revolution, will be one of the marks of national distinction:

Il y a dans I’histoire de chaque peuple une page ou il aime a se contempler, parce
que c’est la que prennent date de vieux souvenirs de nationalité ....Notre pays
n’échappe point a cette observation générale. Lui aussi, il a dans sa vie un
¢pisode magnifique [...] le baptéme politique...le moment qu’il prend rang dans
la famille des nations.

More than any other time in Haiti’s history, it is not surprising that works about the

Haitian Revolution would appear around this crucial time of negotiating recognition of Haitian

7 Glissant xI.
138 “De a nationalité et de la communauté des peuples.”
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independence. As with the bulk of the other poems in Haiti throughout the nineteenth century,
these poems are not remarkable for literary innovation per se but rather for the historical and
ideological information they convey. They not only elaborate a history linked to Haitian national
identity which centered on successfully abolishing slavery in France’s most prosperous colony,
but these poems tell us which history, in collaboration with the editors of L’Union, these poets
are interested in portraying. Stephen Bann in “Romanticism and the Rise of History,” argues
that historical consciousness is the product of the Romantic period and that historical

9

representation in the nineteenth century had an imaginative, subjective element.'” To some

degree, understanding histories of the nineteenth century involves “suspending the universal
operation of the dichotomy between ‘truth’ and fiction:*”
Another way of presenting this significant change in emphasis would be to stress
that there are two quite separate, though obviously interrelated, definitions of
history with which we have to reckon at this stage—and up to the present day.
One is intrinsic, and the other extrinsic. The intrinsic definition refers to the
development of history as a professional, and increasingly scientific, discipline,
which sets itself apart from the activity of amateurs, however, well-meaning, and
rejects the wider world of historical representation as simply unworthy of interest.
The extrinsic definition refers to something that is more difficult to pin down,
because it is precisely the inundation of literary, visual, and spectacular forms of
expression with a historical tincture. '*
Bann is not dealing with poetry, but his comments about history during the Romantic
period will be useful when bringing historical elements from the poems to literary analysis.
Two of the three poems I will focus on in this section, “Dessalines” and “Au génie de la
Patrie,” both by Ignace Nau, were published in L’Union between 1836 and 1838, around the time

of France’s recognition of Haitian independence. The third, Ardouin’s “Le Pont Rouge” was

published posthumously but must obviously have been written prior to 1836, the year of

139 Stephen Bann, Romanticism and the Rise of History (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1995) 4-6.
140 Bann 25-26.
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Ardouin’s death. The precise dates of composition for many of their poems, however, remain
unknown, and it is therefore not possible to ascertain if the idea of writing specifically for
national concerns evolved for these poets at a certain time, or if their personal and more
politically oriented poems coexisted throughout their brief writing careers. Their poems about
the Haitian Revolution do appear to be, in any case, the first literary texts in Haiti to go beyond
the mere celebration of Haitian independence to be found in other Haitian poems both prior to
and during this time. In general, critics have accorded little attention to this significant
departure, and Ardouin’s “Le Pont Rouge” and Nau’s “Dessalines,” boasting a token presence in
Haitian anthologies, typically receive only cursory comments in overviews of poetry of the
period. Léon-Frangois Hoffmann’s Littérature d’Haiti, compresses poems with such “patriotic”
themes under general headings like “culte des ancétres” which runs throughout the nineteenth

141
century.

Such a reduction tends to exaggerate a purported obsession with leaders of the
Haitian Revolution and thereby underestimates the dual significance such revolutionary poems
carried in Haiti of the 1830s. These poems, especially with an emphasis on the role of black
slaves in establishing a Haitian national history, were both politically significant during a period
of mulatto hegemony under Jean-Pierre Boyer’s rule and set the course for Haitian poetry in the
direction of national commitment.

b

Ardouin’s poem “Le Pont Rouge,” as previously mentioned, was likely written in the
1830s and was first published as part of a brochure by Emile Nau in Port-au-Prince in 1837 and
subsequently compiled by his brother Beaubrun in an 1881 edition. Ardouin’s death in 1836,

however, places its composition clearly before the recognition of Haitian independence by

France in 1838 and squarely in the midst of Boyer’s twenty-year rule. The story the poem tells

4! Hoffmann 115.
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unfolds within alternating temporalities: the poem’s title, “Le Pont Rouge,” recalls the site just
outside Port-au-Prince where Dessalines was assassinated by mulatto opponents in 1806.'** This
in turn serves to evoke the memory of Dessalines’ declaration of Haitian independence after the
defeat of French forces two years prior in 1804. Ardouin’s poem unfolds within multiple
temporalities, as Dessalines’ demise at the Pont Rouge serves in turn to evoke the prior memory
of Independence and Revolution:

C’est 1a qu’il est tombé dans toute sa puissance

Celui dont le bras fort conquit I’Indépendance !

Que lui faisaient a lui sa gloire et son grand nom ?

Sous son pied d’Empereur il foula cette gloire

Et du sang fraternel il a taché 1’histoire

De notre Révolution ! (1-6)

Dessalines is not referred to by name until the last stanza, but here he is identified by the
Emperor title he claimed for himself and as the leader associated with Independence and
Revolution. An association between these two terms is reinforced through a shared position at
the end of a line of verse and emphasized through capitalization. Though the consequential
relationship between these two terms may seem obvious in retrospect, it is important to point out
that for several decades of the late eighteenth century, the goals for various aspects of social and
political change in Saint-Domingue (for more autonomy as a colony, for mulatto rights, for the
abolition of slavery) did not include complete independence from France. The turning point

came about only in the last phase of the revolution, when mulatto and black forces united in

order to combat Napoleon’s intention to reinstate slavery which had been abolished by the

21t is believed that Dessalines intended to divide land more equitably among blacks and mulattos, which would
have meant confiscating land owned by the anciens libres in Saint-Domingue from before the revolution. Nicholls
38.
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4.

Convention in February, 179 As historian David Nicholls notes, “complete independence

became the goal of the black and mulatto generals fighting under the leadership of

»1# " Dessalines’ glory is encapsulated in this history, a word which the poem

Dessalines.
specifically includes, of Revolution and Independence.

The poem does not make a distinction between Dessalines as the founder and ruler of the
Haitian Republic in 1804 and the Emperor title he adopted a year later. Though no specific
hypothesis for this move on Dessalines’ part seems to have been put forth by historians, the title
nonetheless conveys supremacy beyond that of king and is one which would match that of
Napoleon whom Dessalines had just defeated. The poem’s mention of this detail may also serve
to emphasize Dessalines’ unrealized ambitions to establish an empire, ideally political but at the
very least ideological: the self-declared “avenger of America” made a brief incursion into the
eastern part of the island and abolished slavery there and is known to have regretted the inability
to extend abolition to other French Caribbean colonies.'® Moreover, Dessalines’ 1805
constitution defined the scope of Haiti’s “Empire,” which included islands of the Haitian coast
and the eastern half of Hispaniola.'*® As the next part of the poem more fully illustrates, Haiti’s

national struggle is framed and defined within the larger context of freedom from the institution

of slavery which Haitians even into the 1830s still wished to export. Articles in L’Union

'3 1t should be pointed out, however, that lieutenant-governor of Saint-Domingue abolished slavery in the island
colony in August 1793, several months before the Parisian decree. Attempts to reinstate slavery in the other French
Caribbean colonies were successful. A significant but ultimately unsuccessful revolt occurred in Guadeloupe in
1803.

"** Nicholls 33.

1> The well-document quote by Dessalines “I have avenged America” is one of the opening quotes in Laurent
Dubois’ historical study Avengers of the New World (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard, 2004). Referring
to Martinique, Dessalines is known to have said “I am not able to fly to your assistance and break your chains. Alas,
an invincible obstacle separates us...But perhaps a spark from the fire which we have kindled will spring forth in
your soul...” Nicholls 35.

"6 Fischer 276.
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document the mission to eliminate slavery in the Caribbean, regenerate the black race, and place
Haiti at the center of a new Antillean federation.'*’

In this first stanza, however, the description of Dessalines reads ambiguously. The
powerful Emperor has conquered Independence and has marked history, what had undoubtedly
been primarily a Western-narrated history up to this point, but has a bloody stain been left on the
past? The last verse qualifies this history as a national one, but has Haitian history been marred
by a reputation of violence? Multiple readings of “il foula cette gloire” also lead to divergent
interpretations: Dessalines may have merely disregarded personal glory in the pursuit of national
independence, or trampled glory with ruthless actions, white genocide, suppression of mulatto
claims to property, and civil war.  Finally, the meaning of “du sang fraternal” is the most
puzzling of all, possibly suggesting that it was by the strength of his brothers that Dessalines was
victorious. In this way, the “fraternal” nature of this revolution could refer to the larger anti-
colonial and race-based struggles which Haitian slaves, under Dessalines’ leadership, were the
first to undertake. Conversely, these verses could also lend the reading that Dessalines
committed fratricide, sacrificing whatever lives were necessary to achieve his goals. As the
poem points out, Dessalines was an Emperor and not an elected official. Despite national pride,
current historical studies elucidate Dessalines’ despotism and imposition of forced labor to

48

maintain the plantation system.'*® The beginning of the next stanza seems to confirm this

ambiguity, while also shifting the portrait of Dessalines in the more positive of the two
directions:

Pourtant il était beau, quand tirant nu son glaive, '*

17 See articles in L’Union from le 18 octobre 1838, among others.

18 Michel Trouillot, Haiti: State Against Nation: The Origins and Legacy of Duvalerism (New York: Monthly
Review Press, 1990) 43-45.

14 Emphasis added.
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Il s’écria : ton jour, 6 liberté, se leve !

Cri de lion qui fit tressaillir les déserts !

Cri sublime ! Et soudain les vils troupeaux d’esclaves
Deviennent les guerriers qui brisent leurs entraves

En s’armant de leurs propres fers ! (7-12)

Dessalines’s greatness lies in defining moments in which his efforts combine with the
mobilization of slaves to achieve freedom through their own efforts. This is the first time in
Haitian literature, as it was in history, that this intensely dramatic transformation is portrayed,
one which makes warriors out of those whose status had been dehumanized, when a previously
directionless mass achieves political agency, joining, in verse ten, their hero-warrior. As
explained in this chapter’s introduction, Haitian poets from 1804 to 1825 were more interested in
praising their current leaders than in focusing on revolutionary heroes; moreover, Dessalines
would hardly have been acknowledged by writers in Pétion’s mulatto republic. Various word
forms containing the root cri are repeated throughout the text to express the utter rupture
associated with such a vociferous proclamation, the breaking of silence as slaves make history.
The fact that this transformation takes place entirely from self-determination, as already noted by
Hegel, also marks a practice which will later be heralded by Fanon and other Caribbean writers
for whom granted freedoms from colonial powers are less meaningful. Haitian poets in the
1830s not only trace the exceptional nature of this colossal event, but in doing so point out that
liberty as an ideal sees the light of day not in revolutionary France but in the slave society which
will become the Haitian nation.

Nau’s poem continues with yet another temporal shift, going back to the events of
Toussaint’s kidnapping and this crucial time when the struggle for freedom from slavery was

almost lost. With Toussaint Louverture no longer leading the revolutionary forces, the

reintroduction of slavery and pre-eminence of French rule seemed likely to follow:
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Le blanc disait: « Toussaint expire!

« L’aigle est tombé¢ dans nos filets !

« Rage impuissante ! vain délire!

« Ils redeviendront nos sujets!

« Et nous rirons de leur défaite

De leur orgueil, de leur espoir !

La liberté n’était point faite

Pour ’homme qui porte un front noir. » (13-20)

Ardouin’s poem, like Nau’s poem to be studied shortly, highlights the achievements of
Dessalines over those and after those of Toussaint Louverture. It seems significant that both
poets would choose this hero, given that it is Toussaint who is much more frequently written
about in nineteenth and twentieth-century texts within and outside of Haiti. It is Toussaint, for
example, and not Dessalines, who is the subject of a poem by William Wordsworth, a play by
Alphonse de Lamartine, multiple poems by Haitian poet Oswald Durand, as well as the
aforementioned biography by Aimé Césaire. It is, as Césaire writes in all capital letters,
« TOUSSAINT, TOUSSAINT LOUVERTURE ,» who is included in the verses from his Cahier
d’un retour au pays natal.'”® When examining history, however, it would seem that Dessalines
as the heralded national figure would represent more the rule than the exception; it was
Dessalines who renamed Saint-Domingue Haiti, created its flag, and commissioned the
vehement declaration of independence, severing ties with France and resisting the two
hegemonic systems of slavery and colonialism. As Hardt and Negri point out in a chapter on
colonial sovereignty of their work Empire, Toussaint’s actions and speech revealed his ambitions
to remain within the French colonial system, seeking liberty and equality in “an interconnected

151

world” but not necessarily national independence. They refer to Toussaint’s writings, and

150 Aimé Césaire, Cahier d’un retour au pays natal, ed. Irele Abiola (1935; Columbus: Ohio State University Press,
2000).
151 Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Empire (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2001) 118.
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while recognizing the possibility of rhetorical strategy, observe that “At times, however,
Toussaint writes as if the very idea of freedom had been created by the French, and as if he and
his insurgent companions were free only by the grace of Paris.”'>> Ardouin’s verses, at least,
clearly elucidate the opposite. The imagined mocking tone of the whites’ intentions seeks to
portray spiteful cruelty and a refusal to extend liberty to others based on race, “pour I’homme qui
porte un front noir.” Beginning this poem by highlighting the primacy of the slaves’ initiatives
and then following it with the hypocrisy of French Revolutionary ideals render Haiti’s
achievement even more revolutionary. By recuperating this war as one which fought for racial
equality, the radical significance of the Haitian Revolution extends its import beyond just
national independence. Stephen Bann states that the “desire for history” is inevitably involved in
a dialectic of loss and recovery, and that various thinkers in the nineteenth century concurred that
every nation needed a certain knowledge of the past.'*

Details in these last two stanzas also contextualize and rationalize any revolutionary
violence with which Dessalines was associated, indicating that Haitians in the 1830s already
sensed the need to justify the slaves’ revolt and Dessalines’ actions. His appearance after
Toussaint’s departure reverses the power dynamic, and in a twist of poetic justice, it is now the
whites, terrified and powerless, who are hanged at the gallows:

Dessalines apparut superbe, grand, immense!
Lui-méme les pendit a 1’ignoble potence,
Qu’éleverent pour nous leurs criminelles mains! (21-23)
It is undoubtedly Dessalines’ legendary violence during and after the Revolution (his

order to massacre some 3000 whites remaining on the island) which have precluded acceptance

of him as a legitimate national hero. In the poem such actions are justified in light of white

12 Hartdt and Negri 118.
'** Bann 64-65, 67.
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“criminal” behavior. The poem’s description of whites’ defeat is followed by a final description
of Dessalines’ death which circles back to the beginning of the poem. In the third and final part
of Ardouin’s “Le Pont Rouge” Dessalines is inscribed in a divine order, a sacred vengeance with
a larger purpose which outlasts the tragic moment of his death at the bridge. The last four verses
read:

Et s’il s’ensevelit sous un triste linceul

C’est qu’il faut que d’un ciel la clarté se ternisse.

Que le flot se mélant au sable se brunisse,

C’est que la pure gloire appartient a Dieu seul. (29-32)

The mention of God in this last verse harkens back to the poem’s epigraph, two verses
from the book of II Kings in the Bible: “Comment les forts sont-ils tombés? Comment la gloire
des armes a-t-elle péri?” Dessalines is romanticized as a national martyr. The Old Testament
book, a history of Israeli kingship, also centers on the relationship between prophecy and the
fulfillment of that prophecy through historical circumstances. While both Ardouin and the Old
Testament writer recount the impact that decisions of leaders had on a national history, a higher
power in both texts works to fulfill national destiny and divine mission. The response to his
tragic death, even thirty years after the event, can be for a call to remember Dessalines’ role
within a larger context. In concluding a discussion of this poem, it bears pointing out, however,
that the fact that Dessalines was ambushed by radical mulattos at the Pont Rouge is completely
omitted from the poetic account. This is perhaps to reinforce the desired unity between blacks
and mulattos with which Dessalines is in many ways associated both during and after the
Revolution. It was under Dessalines’ command that mulatto and black troops joined forces to
complete independence. After independence, he is chiefly known for declaring all Haitians

“black” in Haiti’s constitution, and for planning to redistribute land more equitably between

blacks and mulattos, seeking, as Nicholls explains, to eliminate color prejudice from the
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13 Dessalines’ murder, however, shows that beyond the military victory this unity was

country.
never fully achieved. Black/mulatto divisions contributed to Dessalines’ demise and increased
after his death: As already mentioned, Haiti fragments into Pétion’s mulatto republic in the
south and Henri Christophe’s black kingdom in the north, a political and geographical separation
along black/mulatto lines which would last for twenty years. Dessalines remained symbolic of a
possible but unfulfilled national unity. In the 1830s, political reunification had been achieved
but black/mulatto relations under Boyer were growing increasingly tense; the dream of unity to
be recaptured in Dessalines’ memory represented a powerful hope in national viability.

Nau’s poem actually entitled “Dessalines” will serve to reinforce many of the ideas
already put forth in the preceding analysis. This poem appeared in the January 3 issue of
L’Union in 1839 and immediately follows both an article about the ratification of treaties
between Haiti and France in the previous year and an anonymous poem entitled “L’An 1838.”
On first page of this year’s edition, Nau’s poem opens by making a joint appeal to the reader and
to the poet to discover “ourselves” in the name of Dessalines. The poetic subject is very much
affected and responds by calling on this past leader to provide national awareness and artistic
inspiration:

Dessaline!... A ce nom, amis, découvrons-nous! [sic]
Je me sens le cceur battre a fléchir les genoux
Et jaillir a ce nom un sang chaud dans mes veines. (1-3)

This poem bears a composition date of December 31, 1838, and in anticipation of

independence day of January 1, it continues with a future projection of what will happen

‘tomorrow’:

Demain, quand le soleil reluira sur nos plaines,
Quand son disque demain ira de ses rayons

154 Nicholls 37-38.
93



Réveiller ’harmonie et I’encens de nos monts,
Qu’au bruit de la fanfare et de ’artillerie

Le peuple saluera le jour de la Patrie,

Suspendez vos plaisirs, recueillez votre ceeur,
Songez a nos héros, songez a I’Empereur. (4-10)

The military fanfare vocabulary throughout the poem and especially in this first stanza
indeed suggests that this poem was written for national celebration. In this way, it seems very
much in line with much of the commissioned poetry in Haiti prior to and during this time.
Unlike what one might expect, however, from partisan poetry, the poem is not celebrating the
achievements and greatness of the current leader. Boyer, for example, and his successful
negotiating of French recognition of Haitian independence are never mentioned. Rather, the key
to self discovery is located in a national, even if somewhat imagined, ideal past. The
“tomorrow” then is less literal and refers instead to a future time which will rejoin these past
accomplishments. The prefix “re” in words like “réveiller” and “reluira” suggests a repeating, a
renewal of actions and states which have already come to pass. The ideas of discovery and
awakening not only imply taking up a previous activity, a passing to action after a period of
inaction, but also convey a sense of making known or exposing what has been hidden from
view. In this way, the implication becomes that something located in the past and projected into
the future is missing, perhaps deliberately so, in the present time. The article in L’Union which
precedes Nau’s poems indicates that its editors were celebrating not so much French recognition
per se, but rather Haiti’s renewed and self-appointed mission to both reclaim national identity
and advance African causes. An anonymous editor writes:

Notre attention est plus particulierement dirigée chez nous; car par le cours

naturel des choses, Haiti devrait étre a la téte de la civilisation africaine et devrait
prendre I’initiative, et en tout ce qui concerne I’avancement de la race a laquelle
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elle appartient ; mais pourquoi n’en est-il point ainsi ? C’est que, il faut le dire,
nous avons méconnu notre mission. '

Earlier this editor also points out that the newly established relations between France and
Haiti, as guaranteed by this treaty, is the one bright spot in an otherwise miserable year. The
subtle incitements against Boyer’s regime frame a poem which, in calling for an awakening to
national consciousness in an uncompromising leader like Dessalines, indeed works to introduce
an element of Haitian identity which many believed had been suppressed under Boyer’s
practices. All the while conveying national unity in both poems, it is, at the same time,
Dessalines’ undeniable slave and African identity which is also remembered:

Quand cet aigle africain paru sur nos compagnes [...]

A voir I’aigle promis que longtemps il réva,

D’un seul cri, d’un seul bond, I’esclave se leva

Et surprenant I’impie au milieu de ses fétes

Rompit son joug de fer contre ses milles tétes. (11, 16-19)

As in Ardouin’s poem, Dessalines’ mythical heroism is linked to the formidable actions
of the slaves, especially since these verses could also give the reading that the slave was formerly
Dessalines himself. In continuing to reflect on the differences between Toussaint and
Dessalines, the choice for Dessalines once more proves paramount. Historian David Geggus
points out that Toussaint Louverture, born Toussaint Bréda, was part of the “slave elite’ on the
large Bréda plantation, that is to say a coachman who was permitted and encouraged to pursue

% Freed around the age of thirty, he became part of the free-colored class and

literacy. '
temporarily owned and rented his own slaves. While Toussaint was able to speak, read, and

write fluently in French, Jean-Jacques Dessalines, on the other hand, who had been a field slave

until he joined the revolutionary forces, spoke only Creole, was illiterate, and, according to

1331 *Union le 3 janvier 1839.
1% Geggus 16.
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Geggus, “had none of the liking for the white society which Toussaint and the former domestic
Christophe, shared with the anciens libres.” "7 As explained in this dissertation’s introduction,
Dessalines’ declaration of independence was an oral one in Creole, later to be written down in
French by his French-educated secretary, Louis-Boisrond Tonnerre. Somewhat
anachronistically, the poem describes the scene of Dessalines’ dictation as one which came in
response to the people’s commands. The following inscribes the orality of peasant folklore into
this literary history:

-“Purifions le sol des péchés de I’impie,”

Dit le peuple, et la torche alluma I’incendie,

Et Jean-Jacques, semblable a quelque esprit de Dieu,

Dicta I’indépendance a la lueur du feu ! (26-29)

Dessalines as hero and leader among slaves becomes a more powerful means of
connecting his memory with the peuple, the predominately black rural population of Haiti in the
1830s. As we’ll see in Chapter 3, it is during the 1840s and 1850s that the noiriste/mulatto
versions of histories and politics fully develop, recovering Dessalines in their political discourse
as soon as the year after Boyer’s downfall:

The frustrations of the black population, which had manifested themselves
spontaneously and violently in the years following the fall of Boyer, increasingly
affected the ideology of the period [...] Noiriste writers praised Dessalines and
called for the complete rehabilitation of the liberator of Haiti. '**

Dessalines’ presence in the poetry of the 1830s, even from a strictly chronological
standpoint, straddles a fine line between representing national unity and recuperating a contested

159

black figure. ™~ Modern enough to have pronounced the founding of the Haitian state (compared

7 Geggus 26.

'*¥ Nicholls 10 and 87.

139 Nicholls explains that by the 1870s, the National Black Party and the Liberal (mulatto) Party claim a black and
mulatto legend respectively, with separate historical versions, heroes, etc: Culminating the divisions that had

96



to maroon leaders like Mackandal, for example) but less cosmopolitan than Toussaint
Louverture, the use of this national figure is the compromise between legitimacy and
subalternity. To summarize, Dessalines as a figure represents an urgent call for authentic
national identity which can only be complete when resurrecting this forgotten African element.

I have already alluded to how the connection between national present and national past
is accomplished in this poem partly through the link between peuple and esclave. The word
“peuple” which appears several times over the course of Nau’s poem is gradually identified with
the slaves of the revolutionary era. In the first stanza, this “peuple,” refers to those who will
welcome the upcoming celebration, a present national community which is nonetheless
indissociable from the memory of “Dessalines.” In the second stanza, the arrival of the
Dessalines, referred to as the “aigle africain” is accompanied by the rising up of the “esclave.”
It is in the third stanza that the link between “peuple” and “esclave” then is directly made, as it is
from slaves that this people is born: Et ce peuple nouveau qui d’esclaves naquit, /Fier des
libertés que sa force conquit.” Beyond positing the locus of Haitian identity as definitively slave,
the valiant character of a people and potential for national renewal and future accomplishments
are all emphasized. “Ce peuple nouveau” underscores the youth of the Haitian nation as well as
the novelty of a phenomenon in which slaves create nations. The choice and place of verbs like
rompre denote the utter break with past notions of nation and reinforce the exceptional nature of
the Haitian Revolution.

These poems represent in turn a break in literature which is not only one between
generations of poets, but even among contemporary ones. Some poets continued to write

celebratory poems for official government occasions, or wrote commissioned poetry for funerals

already been in the making for decades, “...these two parties battled for supremacy in the electoral, military and
intellectual fields.” 108.
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and other ceremonies. In light of these poems about the Haitian Revolution, the question
remains, however, as to why mulatto poets like Ardouin and Nau would write about a figure like
Dessalines, or why they would articulate the Revolution as one of slaves with no mention so far
of mulatto struggles for equal rights or their own military victories. Why would mulatto poets, at
a time in which they were gaining French recognition but still seeking it internationally (from the
United States, for example), not promote more compromise internally and externally, hail
Toussaint or even Boyer over Dessalines, urge peace with whites, celebrate the sharing of
universal freedoms, portray Haiti as another emerging new world nation, another group of
“Creole Pioneers?”'® Th