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Abstract 
 

Outlyers: Maroons and Marronage in Eighteenth and Nineteenth-Century Literature 
 

By 
 

Sarah Jessica Johnson 
 

Doctor of Philosophy in English 
 

University of California, Berkeley 
 

Professor Stephen Best, Chair 
 

My dissertation, “Outlyers: Maroons and Marronage in Eighteenth and Nineteenth-Century 
Literature,” foregrounds an archival pursuit in which recovery is deprioritized. Crucial to this study 
is an archival paradox: Maroons absented themselves from the printed record, eschewed the 
position of author, only to be figured and represented by others who, expectedly, struggled with 
the depiction of a practice they could not know firsthand. The intentional erasure of “traces” by 
maroons was necessary to the successful practice of marronage. The project is organized around 
four “maroon objects”—the portrait, the fetish, the epaulette, and the hatchet—that recur in 
historical representations concerning maroons. These maroon objects mediate maroon subject and 
text.  
 
My first chapter, “Maroon Portraits,” examines the circulating narratives of La Mulâtresse Solitude 
of Guadeloupe. Solitude sits for a portrait that is continuously painted, as artists insist on producing 
visual images in tension with the long textual record that precedes them. Chapter Two, “Maroon 
Fetishes,” reads the proliferation of fetishes in Le Macandal by Marie Augustin and other iterations 
of the story of Haitian Maroon leader François Macandal. I read for the extension of belief in a 
fetish’s power to the realm of fiction and representation. In Chapter Three, “Maroon Epaulettes,” 
I examine how Victor Hugo, William Wells Brown and George Washington Cable work through 
the maroon’s military position in the context of slave revolution. Their depictions highlight the 
maroon practice of camouflage through the representation of military uniform, epaulettes in 
particular. The final chapter, “Maroon Hatchets,” examines the severing violence of the hatchet as 
employed by authors representing the earliest moments of marronage. The chapter reads works by 
Aimée Césaire, Victor Séjour and Martin Delany, who turn to formal innovations in their 
imaginings of the individual’s path to marronage.  
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Introduction 
 

There is a particular scene described in a book that I read in researching this project that, 
if possible, would be superimposed onto every page as a watermark visualizing the human thrust 
of the dissertation. The scene contains an image that, like a snapshot, is a scene frozen in time 
suggesting movement that occurred in the past. Here is the small citation from 1783:  

Rosette, a black woman of average height with a depression in her forehead, gone 
Maroon the eighth of this month for the hundredth time, waving a knife as she fled.1 

Rosette’s wielding of this object, in this case described as “waving,” is an act of double 
transformation that reveals the insistent fungibility of both the enslaved person and their tools on 
the plantations of the Atlantic world. The object in Rosette’s hand is a knife, a cognate of the 
hatchet—one of the objects around which this dissertation is organized. The frozen moment 
described in the citation above (Rosette waving her knife) is the necessary pivot point at the start 
of so many maroon narratives. The decision to make a break for it, in pursuit of marronage, 
whether for the first or the “hundredth” time, is the individual decision that I try to keep at the 
forefront of my analyses. 
 In writing the first chapter, I came upon an image, originally, I think, a watercolor, that 
matched my own mental picture of Rosette’s scene of marronage. The image is from a UNESCO 
educational cartoon biography of the famous Guadeloupean maroon mother Solitude, discussed 
in the first chapter (see Image 16). In the small frame we see a woman from the back, her limbs 
fully-extended in motion, the green tree limbs of the forest ready to engulf her. She does not look 
back. She is off. She is gone.  
 The ever-latent capability of the slave to go maroon and of the tool to become a weapon 
is the lived reality underlying every maroon narrative discussed below. Whether this potential for 
individual revolutionary change is interpreted as an inspiration or a threat, varies depending on 
the author of the narrative. Marronage, as a solution to the problem of enslavement for those 
men, women and children who were bound as a product of racial prejudice and greed, was one 
solution among others. The practice almost always intersects with other solutions to slavery, 
such as spiritual freedom, “everyday resistance,” and outright armed conflict. Living as a maroon 
took many historical forms and was adapted to suit each environment confronted by those 
enslaved around the Atlantic world. I define marronage in its broadest sense as a practice of 
living free in small or large communities while remaining within a slave state. Maroons often 
needed to attack or pillage nearby plantations, in either collaboration or conflict with those who 
remained enslaved there. Proximity to a plantation was, in many cases, the counterintuitive 
lynchpin to sustained marronage.  
 Marronage presents an archival paradox for the scholar. Maroons primarily sought to 
promote the kinds of archival silences lamented by many scholars of slavery. The intentional 
erasure of “traces” was necessary to the successful practice of marronage. The maroon’s scarcity 
in the archive is at once systemic and endemic; it is produced by both the violence of the archive 
that has been subsequently unmasked by historians and literary scholars of African-American life 
and the maroon’s preference for oral and spatial history. My response to this paradox is to 
deprioritize recovery in my work. Instead of searching for obscure documents that might reveal 
more historical details about individual maroon communities, I seek a critical reorientation 
towards the archive of slavery that reframes absence as a resource. In this pursuit, I work 

                                                
1 Jean Fouchard, The Haitian Maroons, 253. Emphasis added. 
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alongside other scholars of slavery who have begun to think about the potential radical histories 
behind what we do not or cannot know.2 
 Take Rosette’s case again. Her name, a word that deeply personalizes and individualizes 
her for the reader, was most likely only recorded because of the chance that it might help lead to 
her recapture. The text is a tool of capture in many cases. One can only hope that this snippet is 
the last mention of Rosette, that her hundredth time was (if she so desired) the last time, if it 
meant that she permanently escaped the mark of the oppressor’s pen. The grammatical 
contortions of that last sentence reflect the ongoing adjustment I make to this approach. Working 
in the wake of a long tradition of recovery scholarship in slavery studies, I must carefully 
describe my celebration of Rosette’s disappearance. I want to emphasize that this written record 
of Rosette describes a radical embodied escape, while acknowledging that I cannot presume to 
know her individual desires. Without searching for more, I can cheer her on into the unknown. I 
cannot know her, and that is the success.  
 How then, does the scholar of literature confront the reality that, in the context of 
marronage, less is more. The fewer the [written] words the better. Readers may appreciate the 
particular difficulties this poses for a project situated in and concerned with the textual. Maroons 
absented themselves from the printed record, eschewed the position of author, only to be figured 
and represented by others who, expectedly, struggled with the depiction of a practice they could 
not know firsthand. This paradox is not a site of scholarly frustration on my part, though it could 
be. It serves for me as a launching pad from which to think about how stories of marronage—a 
practice deeply rooted in secrecy and subterfuge—still managed to have lasting impact on the 
printed worlds of multiple empires and various resistances.  
 What are the forms of literary works that attempt to represent a practice that exists 
primarily in the realms of the unwritten and the secret? My inquiries are particularly concerned 
with the historical realities of the period in question, that written records, documentation and 
archival preservation were mechanisms of control, capture and violence for enslaved persons or 
those fleeing bondage. However, the maroon—who most often appears in the archive at the 
moment of escape or in reference to that escape—offers an opportunity to reconsider the 
inconclusive nature of that story as an opening in the archive, one that some authors attempt to 
fill using the mechanisms of fiction. 
 A reader or researcher may feel disconnected from historical persons because she does 
not know what happened to them. For much of the history of scholarly work on slavery, this has 
been the lamented feature of a deadly archive. The historical texts that today comprise archival 
collections often functioned, in Saidiya Hartman’s words, as a “tomb” or a site of death.3 We do 
not know the stories of most enslaved people because society and its “History” failed them in 
many ways, including a failure of recognition. For my part, marronage as another product of that 
history offers an additional reading of archival “silences.” Silence as success. We do not know 
what happened to certain individuals because, at the very least, some maroons got out beyond the 
violence of parchment and ink. 
 My broader investigation considers absence as a potential source and seeks out the kinds 
of knowledge made available by withheld or missing information in a text. Maroons and 
marronage provide a way of seeing differently certain lacuna in historical archives of slavery, as 
well as the implications of such seemingly missing narratives on historical literary production. 

                                                
2 See the work of Stephen Best, Saidiya Hartman, Gaye Theresa Johnson & Alex Lubin, Justin Leroy, Jennifer L. 
Morgan, Stephan Palmié and Cedric Robinson. 
3 Saidiya Hartman, “Venus in Two Acts,” Small Axe 12 no.2 (June 2008), 2. 
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The reader’s or scholar’s knowing is deprioritized. Her inability to know may be the result of a 
violent History machine’s failures in attention to or recognition of maroons’ stories. But, her 
inability to know may also be the result of successes in marronage. Reading for marronage, then, 
means at times approaching the archive seeking moments in which someone has escaped the 
narrative. Self-representation and self-preservation were in many cases at odds for the maroon, 
whereas the fugitive slave’s written claim for humanity and freedom had the potential to secure 
the latter. 
 The critical reorientation towards the archive that I attempt in this project, archival 
research in which recovery is deprioritized, offers a methodology for reading absence and 
fragmentation in the archive of slavery. More recently, scholars of slavery and freedom have 
chosen to embrace the ongoing tension between the desire for and failure of archival recovery.4 I 
include myself among scholars embracing “the limits of the archive,” and choose instead to think 
about what may be fruitful about the structures and forms of those limits, while remaining aware 
of their racist origins and agendas. This project takes the latter as a given and notes, when 
necessary, pernicious examples of how racism engenders certain silences. I contend that 
marronage also actively promoted silences in the archive, leaving parallel though differently-
motivated (to say the least) dead-end trails and archival lacuna. When we begin to read for how 
marronage shapes these absences, how structures within the practice foreclose on present-day 
knowledge, archival and fictional sources reveal complex examples of flight and the vast 
diversity of freedom in the Atlantic World. 

Maroons were sometimes labeled “outlyers.” The term was commonly used in colonial 
North America by the Anglophone colonists who were routinely frustrated in their attempts to 
recapture small groups of African slaves, Native Americans and outcast whites who committed 
“depredations” on the settlements and plantations. Outlyers did not hide too far away from these 
places. Often for the sake of sustenance, they needed to be close enough to trade with and steal 
from neighboring communities.  

I anchor the project in this word and its history because it contains a few features that 
underline my concerns regarding the field of maroon studies. The word’s antiquated spelling is a 
visual marker of the period with which I am most concerned, the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries. This historical period saw some of the earliest Anglophone and Francophone 
discussions of marronage. However, I also read texts from the nineteenth-century in order to 
consider the evolution of fictional representations, for they increase in number in that period, 
especially in the case of the United States.  

“Outlyers” may be a less-familiar word for scholars of maroons, especially those who 
work in the Caribbean and South America. That this word is mostly situated in the United States 
emphasizes my project’s desire to include U.S. American marronage in my analyses of maroon 
narratives and their legacies. Most often studies of maroons are restricted to national or regional 
boundaries, and most consider Caribbean and South American cases. While I feel the case study 
has immense value, especially for historians and anthropologists, a transnational survey has the 
benefit of linking the rich history of fugitive studies in the United States to studies of marronage 
elsewhere in the Atlantic World.5  

                                                
4 See the special issue of Social Text edited by Laura Helton, Justin Leroy, Max A. Mishler, Samantha Seeley, and 
Shauna Sweeney. “The Question of Recovery: An Introduction,” Social Text 125 (2015): 1-18.  
5 The last transatlantic survey of marronage is Richard Price’s Maroon Societies: Rebel Slave Communities in the 
Americas, published in 1973. Maroon Societies is a historical and anthropological text offering a primer on the 
diversity of marronage in the Atlantic World. Price’s sole chapter concerning the United States reprints Herbert 
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In addition, as the chapters below will reveal, marronage rarely respected political 
borders. Knowledge and discussion of marronage traveled with individual maroons moving from 
Jamaica to Cuba as political alliances shifted, in the countless news reports of maroons 
collaborating with slaves in Haiti that spilled into the U.S, and via rumors whispered between 
slaves, maroons and pirates, who all navigated various ports of the Gulf of Mexico and 
Caribbean. Outlyers is admittedly a somewhat vague and awkward English word, but in this 
project, it functions as an important signpost of the diversity of maroon practices and the long 
and long-ignored history of North American marronage.  
 In this project, I examine the relationship between historical information about maroons 
and historical representations of maroons through four objects present in both knowledge sets: 
the portrait, the fetish, the epaulette and the hatchet. These objects of marronage and their 
intangible literary counterparts orient my reading practice of deprioritized recovery. Subjectivity 
mediated through objects is not counterproductive to antislavery or humanist endeavors. Rather, 
this method functions in an analogous way to the empowering disembodiment at work in the 
fetish objects that abounded in Atlantic World slave societies. Reading for the object’s power to 
mediate shrinks the distance between non-maroon author and maroon subject, while making no 
claims to know the historical maroon who held the historical fetish.  
 Marronage is structured around secrecy, that the most important knowledge will 
disappear into the bush. Secrets appear at least to be ephemeral, while certain objects are less so. 
The four objects of concern here recur in maroon narrative after maroon narrative. Keeping an 
object in view while moving between materials that claim either historicity or fictionality, orients 
the reader interested in the question of maroon representation. In each chapter, the object 
mediates between subject and text.  

The mediation takes a different form in each chapter and poses a specific set of questions 
concerning maroon representation in this literary history. For example, the portrait’s engagement 
with visual genealogies has led to generations of questions concerning maroon motherhood and 
inheritance. The fetish’s assembled nature poses questions concerning the collaborative assaults 
on colonial power that did not involve armed conflict. The epaulette’s semiotics are destabilized 
by the maroon, opening up a reexamination of visible maroon leadership. Finally, the hatchet’s 
tendency to sever exposes the ways in which marronage unfinished remains ongoing, leading to 
questions of the futures of black radical practice. I have contextualized these objects within 
specific maroon narratives in order to explore more deeply the questions of representation posed 
by marronage. 
 

In Chapter One, “Maroon Portraits,” I examine the evolving representation of Solitude, a 
maroon woman who lived in Guadeloupe around 1800. In her case, visual representation comes 
to fill the void of the textual. Examining the relationship between the textual archive and more 
recent visual portraits reveals Solitude’s complex relationship to the archive through which we 
first learn about her. Hers is an example of a maroon portrait whose absence from historical 
narratives has led to earnest reimaginings of what she may have looked like. Solitude’s maroon 
identity as a mother promotes an ongoing elaboration of her narrative at the national level. The 
gaps in her story created by her marronage allow for her story to be continuously debated and 
represented. 

                                                
Aptheker’s 1939 article on “Maroons within the Present Limits of the United States.” Aptheker’s article was, until 
very recently, the most comprehensive account of the practice in the United States. Scholars can now read Sylviane 
Dioup’s 2014 book, Slavery’s Exiles, for further historical research on the topic.  
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Solitude sits for a portrait that is continuously painted, as artists into the present day insist 
on producing visual images in tension with the textual record that precedes them. For example, 
in this chapter, I read the earliest description of Solitude, in Auguste Lacour’s 1858 Histoire de 
Guadeloupe, for its influence on André Schwarz-Bart’s 1972 novel La Mulatresse Solitude. The 
former depicts Solitude as pregnant at the time of capture; her punishment is stayed until she 
gives birth, at which point the account shifts its attention away from the maroon mother. Her fate 
is unknown. Lacour’s and Schwartz-Bart’s texts offer starkly contrasting representations of 
Solitude’s personality. In the former she is a violent revolutionary, in the latter a meek trauma 
victim.  

The second half of the chapter analyzes the attempts at resolving this conflict in 
representation through visual portraits of Solitude that confront the unknowns of her story. In 
particular, I discuss Jacky Poulier’s 1999 sculpture, found today overlooking the traffic circle on 
the Boulevard des Héros in Point-à-Pitre, Guadeloupe, in contrast with Louis Alquin’s statue 
from 2007 in Bagneux, France. I conclude by reading an educational comic produced by 
UNESCO that celebrates Solitude’s life. This text is intended for a global audience and weaves 
together all the aforementioned textual and visual materials, using in particular Poulier’s statue 
of Solitude as the model. Solitude is known through an archival glimpse that ends in an ellipsis. 
It is not completely clear what happens to her after she is tortured. As a result, the unknowns of 
her story have been imagined in intimate detail. 

In chapter two, “Maroon Fetishes,” my analysis concerns the maroon obi man as a figure 
very much distinguished by his fetish objects. I reread the circulating narratives of François 
Macandal, an infamous poisoner executed in 1858 by the colonial government in Saint-
Domingue. Macandal is an example of the maroon obi man whose literary history reveals 
longstanding narrative entanglements of marronage and obeah and voudou. Here, I am interested 
in the extension of belief in a fetish’s power to the realm of fiction and representation.  

The particular fetish objects of this historical discourse are the genre of plantation objects 
in the Caribbean and United States that were manipulated by slaves and escaped slaves, often 
through the assemblage of multiple objects from the natural and manufactured worlds around 
them. These composite objects, through the act of assemblage, became wholly-new entities 
understood to have the power to transform the interior and exterior worlds of those in plantation 
society. 

The chapter begins by elaborating on the particular fetish at hand, as informed by the 
writings of William Pietz. I then turn to Macandal’s case and read accounts of his life from the 
eighteenth through the twenty-first century. In particular, I am concerned with how his long 
presence in literature comes to find a late manifestation in the 1892 novel, Le Macandal: Épisode 
de l’Insurrection des Noirs à St. Domingue, published in New Orleans, Louisiana by Marie-
Josephine Augustin. Le Macandal is deeply concerned with the material history of Macandal’s 
life. However, in the tradition of many “eyewitness memoires” from the time of the Haitian 
Revolution, Augustin seeks her reader’s sympathy for the white family forced to flee the island. 
Still, her story’s aims are subverted by the capacious nature of its titular object, le macandal.  
 Historically, maroons adapted their methods of combat to their environment. They 
employed tactics such as camouflage and ambush so that one party was highly-visible and the 
other practically “unseen.”  Chapter Three, “Maroon Epaulettes,” examines how three novelists, 
Victor Hugo, William Wells Brown and George Washington Cable, sought to represent 
examples of the aforementioned kinds of maroon resistance in the context of global 
Revolutionary-Era military conflicts. However, in their attempts, these authors veer away from 
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the logic of camouflage and ambush in order to depict the maroon leader wearing colorful 
European-style military uniforms. These uniforms become a site of slippage manipulated 
differently by each author.  

Central to the ensuing problems of representation in these texts is the epaulette, whose 
semiotic function on the uniform is incongruous with long-trusted maroon tactics of camouflage, 
disguise, and ambush. Though epaulettes primarily function as a kind of visual “technical 
language,” this chapter reads them for their function as interpretive texts within the literary.6 I 
also address in each example how the spectre of Toussaint L’Ouverture, the most infamous 
“black general” of all, looms large. 

This chapter tracks the evolving signification of the maroon general figure. In Victor 
Hugo’s 1826 Haitian Revolution novel, Bug-Jargal, the French-soldier protagonist mocks the 
uniformed maroon leader Biassou. However, his failed attempts to read the maroon’s epaulettes 
for rank reveal the latter’s strategy of illegibility through mottled political representation. In 
Clotel; or, The President’s Daughter (1853) by William Wells Brown, the maroon general’s 
uniform is self-fashioned such that it is legible within the swamp to other maroons. The leader, 
named Picquilo, represents the hopes and fears of many who saw in America the potential for 
another mass slave uprising or revolution. In his 1880 novel, The Grandissimes, George 
Washington Cable creates a maroon figure, Bras-Coupé, who functions as a catch-all for forms 
of slave resistance. The uniform is explicitly a costume, discarded as easily as the ideals of the 
American and Haitian Revolutions.  

The final chapter, “Maroon Hatchets: Georges and Blake,” examines the severing 
violence of the hatchet as employed by authors representing the earliest moments of marronage. 
The fungibility of the object—its potential to change from tool to weapon—is essential to the 
escape of the slave-turned-maroon. To open, I examine the word “marroner,” the neologism of 
Aimée Césaire’s poem, “Le Verbe marroner, à Depestre, poète Haitïan.” It is an instructive 
literary verb—invented by one poet for another—that signifies the literary act of yoking of 
revolutionary content and form. I read marroner as a grammatical argument for the possibility of 
poetics within the practice of marronage and for marronage within the practice of poetics. I 
retrospectively apply this word to two nineteenth-century texts depicting the hatchet-wielding 
ambush of the slave-turned-maroon figure: Victor Séjour’s 1837 short story, “Le Mulâtre” and 
Martin Delany’s 1858-1861 novel, Blake, or the Huts of America. 

Séjour and Delany turn to formal innovations in their imaginings of the individual’s 
decision to escape enslavement and go maroon. As Césaire will do in the next century, these two 
authors represent the maroon’s moment of transformation as a way of expressing their own 
imaginings of antislavery and anticolonial futures. Both the authors and their protagonists enact 
the verb marroner. They break rank and form in ways that underscore the unfinished nature of 
marronage. In their severed endings, these texts exhibit what Cedric Robinson has called “one of 
the weaknesses of Black radicalism in most of its forms,” that it “lacks the promise of a certain 
future.”7 However, this uncertainty about the future is often the product of an unfinished fight. I 
explore how, in the open-ended nature of each text’s revolution, we can read for the ongoing 
“questing for freedom” that is central to the Black Radical Tradition.8   
 
  

                                                
6 Elaine Freedgood and Cannon Schmitt, “Denotatively, Technically, Literally,” Representations 125 (2014), 1. 
7 Gaye Theresa Johnson and Alex Lubin, Futures of Black Radicalism, (New York: Verso, 2017), 7. 
8 Ibid. 
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Chapter 1 
Maroon Portraits: La Mulatresse Solitude 

 
The year 1998 marked the 150th anniversary of the abolition of slavery in the French 

overseas departments, or départements d’outre-mer (DOMs). These formerly slave-holding 
colonies are today designated French land and retain a status, on paper, that is comparable to that 
of Hawaii and Alaska in the United States. The DOMs are technically no different than the 
regions of mainland France; their residents are owed the same rights and benefits afforded all 
French citizens. Yet, as Yarimar Bonilla has recently rearticulated, “as their name suggest, the 
departments of the outre-mer remain marked as both geographically and categorically distinct: 
outside of, and separate from, the (unmarked) departments of the French Republic.” That 
Martinique, Guadeloupe and French Guiana held abolition celebrations is a fact of the central 
difference between the DOMs and the mainland. Slavery was the colony’s reason for being. The 
ability to profit from slave labor in the production of sugar and other cash crops explains the 
French presence in the region. The descendants of these slaves commemorate the end of 
enslavement on the island with annual recognition of why they, as black people, come to live and 
die on a Carib island in the Caribbean Sea.  

The 150th Anniversary celebrations and commemorations pivoted away from the 
celebration of white French abolitionists to focus on antislavery activists who were enslaved or 
formerly enslaved at the time of their resistance to colonial powers. Many local artists and 
activists pushed, through events and installations, narratives that deemphasized the role of 
France, the mère patrie, in the liberation of those enslaved in Martinique, Guadeloupe and 
Guiana. Each island celebrated and commemorated in its own fashion, each refocusing this 
narrative in a unique way.  

The island of Guadeloupe gravitated towards the celebration of certain named individual 
heroes in these fights.1 This tendency contrasted with Martinique where multiple lieux de 
mémoire commemorate “the maroon” as a historical type with a particular form of rebellion.2 
The anonymity of these statues, in part a feature of the “type,” suggested a pervasiveness of 
maroon forms of rebellion and its foundational place in the island’s formation and collective 
identity. On Guadeloupe, however, the three statues erected at this time depict persons who 
could be named: Ignace, Delgrès, and Solitude. Their stone likenesses were erected along a 
single road renamed the “Boulevard des Héros.” Of the three Guadeloupean figures, Solitude is 
the one of whom the least is known. As this chapter will explore, she falls somewhat between the 
two types of commemorative statues and figures mentioned: the single individual hero and the 
anonymous but implicitly numerous maroon.  
 On the one hand, Solitude is part of a recoding of the Guadeloupean landscape that 
replaces colonial markers and heroes with antislavery black ones. Laurent Dubois explains this 
shift thusly,  

if a generation of Antillean activists, historians and writers have agitated for new 
monuments in Guadeloupe, it is partly as a way of responding to a landscape in which the 
Schoelcher, the great (metropolitan, and white) liberator of the slaves of the Antilles, is 
ubiquitous in the names of streets, towns, schools, and in numerous statues on the islands. 

                                                        
1 Catherine Reinhart, “Slavery and Commemoration: Remembering the French Abolitionary Decree 150 Years 
Later,” In Memory, Empire, and Postcolonialism: Legacies of French Colonialism. Edited by Alec G. Hargreaves. 
(Oxford: Lexington Books, 2005). 
2 See, Pierre Nora, Les Lieux de Mémoire, (Paris: Gallimard, 1984).  
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Without disregarding the important role player by Schoelcher, Antilleans have sought to 
locate the roots of their own liberation in the history of the island itself, among its African 
slaves.3  

On the other hand, Solitude’s symbolic function runs the risk of conscription into what Claire 
Tancons calls, “Guadeloupean nationalist revisionism under protracted anti colonialism—
nowhere more visually prominent than in Guadeloupe’s public statuary.”4 The statue at its 
moment of erection reflected a radical reclaiming of colonial landscape, as well as an attempt to 
reconcile the anti-state position of maroons with nationalist narratives and a desire for 
independence (Image 1).5  

 
Image 1: Jacky Poulier's statue of Solitude 

Solitude as a symbolic figure is able to toe this anticolonial, anti-national line in part 
because so little is known about her. She is first mentioned on paper as a maroon woman in an 
1858 account of the island’s revolutionary period (roughly 1790-1802) and has since come to be 
viewed by some as a spiritual ancestor.6 In brief, the 1858 account (discussed further below) 
recounts how Solitude was captured along with many other maroons in 1802 while resisting 
French forces who had returned to the island intending to reinstate slavery.7 She is described as 

                                                        
3 Reinhart, “Slavery and Commemoration,” 36.  
4 Claire Tancons, “Women in the Whirlwind: Withholding Guadeloupe’s Archipelagic History,” Small Axe 16, no. 
39 (2012): 163. 
5 “Monument à la Mulâtresse Solitude Les Abymes, Guadeloupe.” Digital Image. Memoire et Histoire de 
l’Esclavage: Lieux et Evenements. January 2018. http://www.esclavage-memoire.com/lieux-de-
memoire/monument-a-la-mulatresse-solitude-les-abymes-guadeloupe-63.html.  
6 Solitude as spiritual ancestor was one of the topics discussed at a conference in Gosier, Guadeloupe on October 7, 
2016. The conference, “Les représentations de Solitude: mythes, imaginaires et inspirations pour l’évolution de la 
femme guadeloupéenne,” was organized by Juliette Sainton and Maryse Isimat-Mirin. 
7 Auguste Lacour, Histoire de la Guadeloupe. (Basse-Terre: Société d’histoire de la Guadeloupe, 1979). 
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angry and vocal, threatening violence to her enemies. The text lingers on Solitude’s pregnancy, 
expressing horror that she will soon be a mother. Ultimately, her punishment is delayed until she 
gives birth. The text states that she is then tortured.  

The 1858 documentation of Solitude’s story occurs almost fifty years after the events of 
her life. Such a lag in the record suggests that her narrative persisted in oral histories, at least 
during the time of her life. In subsequent centuries, her figuration has taken a circuitous path, 
winding out of this single archival text, through novels that elaborate on her personal history and 
into the realm of visual representation. This last venue has led to a visually consistent portrait of 
Solitude based on the 1999 statue by Jacky Poulier erected in her honor at a traffic circle on the 
aforementioned Boulevard des Héros.8 Solitude’s status as a historical figure and héro has 
evolved from that of an archival trace into a visibly recognizable icon.  

Solitude is an example of the kind of woman who functions symbolically on the level of 
the nation. However, it is only possible for her to be considered in this way, as a foundational 
figure or “national hero,” in the wake of feminist histories and the aforementioned revised 
commemorations of the abolition that promote actions taken by the enslaved. Even so, this 
chapter urges a new level of analysis that thinks particularly about how Solitude’s maroon 
identity and her history as a maroon promotes a particular kind of ongoing elaboration of her 
narrative at this national level. It is the gaps in her story created by her marronage that allow for 
her story to be continuously rehearsed, debated and represented.9 Unlike other historical women 
who in the twentieth century have finally received national recognition and recognition as 
founders of the nation—who are finally understood as essential to our understanding of how 
various nations came to be (Sacajewa, Sally Hemings, Sojourner Truth, to name a few U.S. 
American cases) —maroon women like Solitude are known through glimpses, with elliptic 
endings to their stories. As a result, the unknowns of her story can be both universalized or 
imagined in intimate detail. She sits for a portrait that is continuously painted as artists insist on 
producing visual images of Solitude that exist in tension with the textual record that precedes 
them.  

I insist on the object of the portrait, defined here as a painted, printed or sculpted 
representation of the likeness of a subject, as a way of thinking through this history of 
representation. The implied embodiment of sitting for the portrait underscores the corporality of 
these representations as well as the historical focus on Solitude’s pregnancy and her body’s 
reproductive relationship to the nation. Performance theory and feminist analysis of history 
employ an analytic of rehearsal to consider repetition with a difference in underrepresented 
narratives. In the case of the maroon mother, a focus on the portrait captures the relationship 
between the multiple media functioning in these various “rehearsals.”10 The long arc of 
representing Solitude is one in which the visual comes to fill the void of the textual. In this 
chapter, I bring together these media in terms of a relational argument, not simply to compare 
them. By lingering on how the visual relates to the textual in terms of depictions of Solitude over 
time, we gain not only an understanding of Solitude’s complex relationship to the archive 
through which we “know” her, but also a methodology of how to think through portraits of 
maroons whose absences from historical narratives [whole or partial/their absence or the 

                                                        
8 Laurent Dubois, “Solitude’s Statue: Confronting the Past in the French Caribbean,” Outre-mers 93, no. 350-351 
(2006): 37. 
9 See the introduction to Tanya L. Shields, Bodies and Bones: Feminist Rehearsal and Imagining Caribbean 
Belonging. (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2014). 
10 Shields, Bodies and Bones, 114-116. 
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absences within their stories] have been sources of investigation, error, imagination and 
evolution.  

This work is indebted to the kind of visual interrogations of scholars including Kim F. 
Hall, Hugh Honour, Simon Gikandi, Roxann Wheeler, and Marcus Wood, whose visual analyses 
span “the image of the black in Western Art” from antiquity to the twentieth-century.11 Their 
careful attention to visualizations of the runaway, the servant in the shadows, the dark-skinned 
laborer, are models for the kind of lingering with the image that this chapter seeks to enact. I take 
further lessons from the work of visual artist Kara Walker on the importance of lingering so as to 
read for the visual sub-text of historical artworks. Her oeuvre reworks historical forms for a kind 
of graphic “accuracy,” most famously in her now-iconic plantation silhouettes that depict in stark 
black and white the varying gradations of quotidian violence endemic to plantation 
relationships.12 The recent work of Agnes Lugo-Ortiz & Angela Rosenthal, who think at length 
about the near oxymoronic work of slave portraiture, is also foundational to this chapter.13 The 
argument for how each term—portrait and slave—reveal the instability of the other through their 
juxtaposition undergirds much of my thinking on Solitude’s visual presence and its persistence 
over time. 

This chapter pursues in part what might seem like a foolish or unattainable goal. It seeks 
to read the portraits we do not have. One way to begin this work, is to account for the ways in 
which generations of concerned parties have confronted this impossibility. How might we talk 
about portraits of people that are not available to us? How might we engage with the “likenesses” 
of those for whom we have no visual record?  

Any consideration of the face of a mother is a consideration of oneself or the children of 
that mother. Her face can explain theirs.14 How did I come to look this way? How did I come to 
be this way? In her face can often be found a kind of answer. It is the gesture of the infant who 
reaches up to touch the face they unconsciously recognize, but it is also the gesture of the 
imaginative work of the visual artists who give Solitude a face. Though she is not necessarily 
embraced by all as a maroon mother, those who do elaborate on Solitude’s story imply that her 
children are infinite, ubiquitous and yet unborn.  

Furthermore, because of Solitude’s incorporation into nationalist [metropolitan and 
anticolonial] narratives and symbols, her function in society is at times problematic because the 
claims made upon her are physically impossible. What does it mean for the enceinte Solitude to 
be interpreted by some as “pregnant with a nation?” She is tasked with the impossible 
reproductive labor of “birthing the nation” through her physical combating of colonial forces and 
her giving birth to successive generations of new citizens of said nation. In the former slave 
colonies that saw mass slave insurrection facilitated by marronage, the birth of a potentially new 
black state is perceived sometimes as in tension with the maroon community as a collective 
defined through its rejection of the state. The question posed by Solitude is a theoretical and 

                                                        
11 See Hall, Honour, Gikandi, Wheeler, and Wood. 
12 Kara Walker, Narratives of a Negress, (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2003). See also DuBois Shaw on Walker’s 
work.   
13 Slave Portraiture in the Atlantic World, Edited by Agnes Lugo-Ortiz and Angela Rosenthal, (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2013). 
14 That motherhood need not take the form of giving birth to or raising a child has been forcefully articulated in 
queer studies, black feminist studies, and slavery scholarship. Of particular relevance to this inquiry are works 
including, The Mother of us All by Karla Gottlieb; Ain’t I a Woman: Black Women and Feminism by bell hooks; The 
Goddess and the Nation: Mapping Mother India by Sumathi Ramaswamy; Interrogating Motherhood by Jasodhara 
Bagchi. 
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political one to be asked of marronage in general, can maroon practices give birth to a state? 
Another way of asking this is, what is the form of the relationship between a black nation state or 
département and the maternal maroon figure whom it retroactively recognizes as a mother? 

The work of representing Solitude as a universal mother, in addition to being an 
expression of imagination, and often love, is a political act because it makes visible those named 
by Arlette Gautier, as the “soeurs of Solitude,” or sisters of Solitude, the Guadeloupean women 
who resisted enslavement and fought for liberty and death.15 In Guadeloupe, these politics are 
urgent. “The representation of Guadeloupean women,” Claire Tancons has recently argued, “is 
especially under threat of symbolic disappearance, since Guadeloupean identity often rests on 
colonial associations with metropolitan France and sublated approximations to neighboring 
Martinique.”16 Many have chosen to distinguish Guadeloupean women through the figure 
Solitude, and in so doing have elaborated on her story, on the archival paragraph in which she is 
first mentioned. Simultaneously, Solitude as universal ancestor is increasingly interpreted as 
representative, though not unproblematically so, of all Guadeloupean women whose lineages 
have survived slavery, marronage and colonialism. 

But first, a fundamental question: What is an example of a historical maroon portrait? 
Could it be the brief descriptions of the features and appearance of escaped slaves found in 
runaway slave advertisements? These are texts that, in capturing through description the 
“likeness” of the escaped slave, sought to capture physically the person gone maroon. As Marcus 
Wood has pointed out, the human details of what many enslaved persons looked like can be 
found in these texts. For an example found more squarely in the visual realm, what about the 
many images of the Jamaican rebel maroon, Three-Fingered Jack, that were drawn for the 
purposes of advertising the many pantomimes of his story produced for the English stage in the 
late 1790s? It is possible that these images were based on Jack Mansong or other historical 
maroons, though it cannot be said for sure. In these examples, the “portrait” still remains located 
or rooted in the textual.  

The restriction to textual portraits is often apparent in the case of portraits of runaways or 
maroons because by the time there is a “need” for the runaway’s portrait, by the former owner or 
governmental official, they have already gone. The portrait that could have been used to identify 
and capture the runaway has not been made in advance or in anticipation of an escape. (This 
“problem” has since been resolved by a meticulous practice of photographing outlaws and 
potential fugitives as part of intake procedures at most jails, prisons and detention centers. As a 
result, today’s “outlyers” can be known by a face, their mug-shot or prison ID photo. For a recent 
discussion of the sounds of such photographs, see Listening to Images by Tina M. Campt).17 The 
closest example of a slave portrait made preemptively for identification purposes is the silhouette 
of Flora, an enslaved woman, in 1796. Now titled Flora’s Portrait, the silhouette accompanied a 
bill of sale and was intended to capture Flora’s features as an identifying document confirming 
the likeness of the woman.18 

The interests of this chapter require a further narrowing of the analytical category of 
“slave portraiture” recently elaborated by Lugo-Ortiz and Rosenthal. The analytic of Maroon 
portraits and the arguments made below concerning them are informed by slave portraiture but 

                                                        
15 Arlette Gautier wrote the first history of enslaved women in Guadeloupe in 1985, naming the volume in homage, 
Les Soeurs de Solitude: la condition féminine dans l’esclavage aux Antilles du XVIIe au XIXe siècle. 
16 Claire Tancons, “Women in the Whirlwind,” 146. 
17 Tina Campt, Listening to Images, (Durham: Duke University Press, 2017). 
18 Slave Portraiture in the Atlantic World, Lugo-Ortiz and Rosenthal, 19-22. 
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do not operate under the same critical paradoxes. As Lugo-Ortiz and Rosenthal explain, the slave 
portrait is rare, but this rarity reveals a productive tension between the two terms that can “throw 
both into question” (23). Their collections of essays appear to be wrestling with a kind of 
“capture” that results from sitting still. The captured image in this context is productively 
problematic, leading them to ask,  

What is, then, the ‘likeness’ of the slave? What does it mean to capture a slave in 
portraiture? Does the genre actually allow for an enslaved subject to figuratively escape 
its bondage…Or, on the contrary, could it be possible that within the very dynamics of 
portraiture it is the notion and the practice of ‘the likeness of the slave’ that works as a 
subtle means for the reassertion of subjection? (19) 

The maroon, in both initial flight and long-term practices of marronage, does not figuratively sit 
still for the western art of likeness making. In fleeing the colonial society, the maroon most often 
escapes its visual forms of representation. Still, the retrospective capabilities of the textual 
remain. Importantly, the aforementioned literary forms in which one might find descriptive 
portraits of maroons are texts that engage in religious and colonial ethnographic tendencies as 
well as enlightenment-era classification impulses. They are not examples of the sentimental, 
memory-making or self-making forms of other colonial portraiture. In other words, the sitting is 
involuntary. In order to briefly elaborate on the importance of the involuntary nature of historical 
maroon portraits, I offer an odd example from the U.S. American context before turning to 
Solitude and the imaginative and subjunctive work of twentieth-century artists. 
 
 
A “hasty sketch”: Osman’s Dismal Portrait 

 
In September 1856, the publication at that time called Harper’s New Monthly Magazine 

published a piece called “The Dismal Swamp,” illustrated by Harper’s roving sketch artist, Porte 
Crayon.19 Pencil-in-hand was a pseudonym for David Hunter Strother, a regular contributor to 
the magazine. His account of the swamp is full of “gauze-like drapery of tangled vines,” “black, 
slimy water,” “gigantic skeletons of cypress” and “a lazy, loathsome buzzard” to boot.20 He is 
accompanied by two black men, Jim Pierce, “a tall wiry black,” and Ely Reed, “with nothing 
about him sufficiently striking to justify either a description or a sketch.”21 Still, Porte-Crayon 
seeks out and finds one more. That man is a maroon, possibly named Osman. The encounter is 
voyeuristic. Crayon spies Osman through the reeds without himself being spotted. The men do 
not make eye contact or speak to each other. Osman passes with ease through the “tangled 
undergrowth” that Crayon struggles with until “nearly exhausted.”22 The brief moment 
culminates in Crayon returning to the road to sketch an image of the man in the swamp (Image 
2).23 

                                                        
19 David Hunter Strother, “The Dismal Swamp,” Harper’s New Monthly Magazine, September 1856. 
20 Ibid., 443, 444, 446. 
21 Ibid., 446. 
22 Ibid., 453. 
23 Osman, David Hunter Strother, “The Dismal Swamp,” Harper’s New Monthly Magazine, September 1856. 
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Image 2: Osman 

The image is reproduced in the article and is larger than any other portrait in the piece. It 
is of a similar size to two landscapes earlier in the article, “lake drummond” and “horse camp.” 
Osman’s portrait is primarily landscape.24 He is shown pulling aside said undergrowth, his head 
turned at angle as if to listen in alert hesitation. He seems aware of what is before him and behind 
him. His gun is in-hand but not in a position to shoot or aim at the viewer. He is surrounded by 
serpentine vines, and his hands are echoed in the mossy fingered branches in the background 
above his head. 

Scholars have not noted the rarity of the kind of event Crayon describes in the article—
the artistic encounter that leads to visual rendering of a Dismal Swamp maroon. While textual 
descriptions abound of encounters with various outlying populations in the swamp, Crayon’s 
experience is exceptional for producing an image. It is quite tidy as well: An artist ventures into 
the Dismal Swamp, hopes to see one of the formerly enslaved persons who lives there in secret, 
comes face to face with one such person, escapes the encounter unnoticed and immediately 
sketches a portrait of the man. Porte Crayon is a journalistic personage whose work is to offer 
sketches of America to the armchair-tourist reader of Harper’s. Production of visual narrative is 
his primary assignment and his reason for being in the swamp. As a result, Osman is included in 
the article because his sketch exists.   

Those who are skeptical of the encounter’s happening at all are perhaps justified. The 
scene is a brief spectral moment in the text. Osman does not speak or even see Crayon. From the 
perspective of the maroon, if a white man passes through the forest, sees you and does nothing, 
did it even happen? Contemporary sources and subsequent historical and archeological work 
                                                        
24 Strother, “The Dismal Swamp,” 445 and 449, respectively.  
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suggest that maroon communities in the swamp were quite extensive and that men like Osman 
did exist there in large numbers. Concerns that he may be more type than individual are therefore 
understandable. Crayon knew about the maroons and perhaps was determined at the outset of his 
trip to draw one, even if he didn’t end up “thirty paces” from one.   

Despite the explicit goal of likeness, (realism being part of Crayon’s and Harper’s 
illustrations’ claim to mimetic fame) the sketch of Osman is an example of the “entanglements 
and/or frictions between the conventions of portraiture and typology,” and in this case the 
ambiguity of the image—inextricable from the text—makes it impossible to say which it is.25 Is 
the sketch, titled simply “Osman,” a portrait of an individual maroon made immediately after his 
departure? Or is it the production of a “type” as suggested by the enthusiastically generic text 
accompanying the image that describes “a gigantic negro [whose]…purely African features were 
cast in a mould betokening, in the highest degree, strength and energy”?26  

The former, a portrait, implies a kind of stolen likeness, one not consented to, because 
Osman “did not discover” Crayon hiding nearby. The latter figures himself the one making an 
escape for, after the encounter, he “drew a long free breath, got back to the causeway with all 
haste…to make a hasty sketch of the remarkable figure.”27 Osman is not a voluntary sitter—
common enough in slave portraits or portraits that feature slaves. What’s more, he is not really a 
sitter either. Is this an argument against this sketch being a portrait? Or does the lack of a sitter 
characterize the historical maroon portrait? The scene from the Harper’s article offers neither a 
portrait nor a type of the maroon. Marronage as a practice is conducive to neither—its secrecy 
occludes most individuals and its diversity as a practice frustrates typology. 

Yet there are exceptions. Solitude’s life is less secret than that of most maroons. An 
“infamous woman,” she appears in the archive at the moment of her encounter with the state and 
its violence apparatus of punishment. As a result, she is described in terms of her crimes, her 
rage and her rebellion. The brief narrative of a revolutionary maroon woman, angry, pregnant 
and eventually tortured contains a past, present and future. She fought the French and became 
pregnant previous to the moment described, in which is she has been recently tortured, only after 
having given birth to a child who will live on, however long, as her descendant. Solitude, with 
her brief personal history, contrasts starkly with Osman who exists outside of time. He has no 
history in Porte Crayon’s description. Still, Solitude’s narrative is not concerned with how she 
appeared nor does it try to describe her individual facial features, let alone provide a sketch to 
accompany it. She is all text, whereas Osman is essentially all image. Solitude in the archival 
text is not given a portrait nor is she described as a type. This middling kind of representation 
leaves open the door to artists who desire the former, a portrait of the maroon mother. However, 
before turning to the images that fill the void of the text, what exactly was written about 
Solitude?   

 
“her hatred and fury” 
 

The following quotation is the sole paragraph depicting the woman named Solitude who 
fought against the reinstitution of slavery on the French colonial island of Guadeloupe. The year 

                                                        
25 Slave Portraiture in the Atlantic World, Lugo-Ortiz and Rosenthal, 11. 
26 Strother, “The Dismal Swamp,” 453. Osman’s representation falls into the category of artistic type rather than 
ethnographic type. Rather than classify the specific origins of Osman’s features, the textual description likens him to 
statuary. 
27 Ibid. 
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described is 1802, the end of the period of Revolution in Guadeloupe. It was a year that saw 
armed resistance by former slaves and soldiers of color who fought the French forces that 
returned to re-enslave them: 
 

On a vu que les femmes et les enfants arrêtés sur les habitations avaient été envoyés à 
Palerme. Ces prisonniers d’un genre tout nouveau étaient au nombre de quatre-vingts. 
Leur existence, depuis leur arrestation, avait été affreuse. Il ne se passait pas d’instant 
qu’ils n’entendissent débattre la question de leur vie ou de leur mort. Le mulâtre Jean-
Christophe insistait pour qu’on les fusillât, disant faussement que ce seraient de 
justes représailles ; que là où les blancs dominaient, c’était le sort qu’ils faisaient subir 
aux femmes de couleur. Les négresses et les mulâtresses surtout se montraient acharnées 
contre les femmes blanches. La mulâtresse, Solitude, venue de la Point-à-Pitre à la 
Basse-Terre, était alors dans le camp de Palerme. Elle laissait éclater, dans toutes les 
occasions, sa haine et sa fureur. Elle avait des lapins. L’un d’eux s’étant échappé, elle 
s’arme d’une broche, court, le perce, le lève, et le présentant aux prisonnières : “Tiens, 
dit-elle, en mêlant à ses paroles les épithètes les plus injurieuses, voilà comme je vais 
vous traiter quand il en sera temps !” Et cette malheureuse allait devenir mère ! Solitude 
n’abandonna pas les rebelles et resta près d’eux, comme leur mauvais génie, pour les 
exciter aux plus grands forfaits. Arrêtée enfin au milieu d’une bande d’insurgés, elle fut 
condamnée à mort; mais on dut surseoir à l’exécution de la sentence. Elle fut suppliciée 
le 29 novembre, après sa délivrance. 
 
We have seen that the women and children captured on the plantations had been sent to 
Palerme. There were eighty of this new kind of prisoner. Their existence, since their 
arrest, had been ghastly. Not a moment passed that they were not heard debating the 
question of their life or death. The Mulatto Jean-Christophe insisted that they kill them, 
saying falsely that where the whites dominated it was the fate that the women of color 
were made to suffer. The negresses and the mulatto women in particular demonstrated 
themselves to be relentless against white women. The mulatto woman Solitude, who came 
from Point-à-Pitre to Basse-Terre, was then in the camp at Palerme, She let erupt, at 
every occasion, her hatred and fury. She had rabbits. One of them having escaped, she 
arms herself with a rod, runs, stabs it and raises it up, presenting it to the captives: 
“Here, she said, mixing into her words the most injurious epithets, here’s how I will treat 
you in time!” And this miserable woman was going to be a mother! Solitude did not 
abandon the rebels and stayed close to them, like their evil spirit, to excite their most 
heinous crimes. Finally arrested in the middle of an insurgent band, she was sentenced to 
death, but they had to stay the execution of her sentence. She was tortured November 29, 
after her delivery. 

 
The above account was published in 1858 in the final volume of August Lacour’s Histoire de 
Guadeloupe.28 Lacour wrote the tome in the wake of emancipation, which was made official by 
the French government in 1848. A powerful planter on Guadeloupe, Lacour conducted many 
interviews that are presumed to be the sources of the volume’s eye-witness accounts of the 

                                                        
28 Auguste Lacour, Histoire de la Guadeloupe, Vol. 3. (Basse-Terre: Société d’histoire de la Guadeloupe, 1979), 
311. 
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conflict.29 Among the various anecdotes in the four volume Histoire, the story of Solitude stands 
out for detail and emphasis, And this miserable woman was going to be a mother! The 
motivating factors for the inclusion of this paragraph appear to be a mix of disbelief and shock-
value. Solitude is singled out as a particularly “evil spirit,” an antagonist of the white prisoners.  

Not very much more is known about the provenance of these evocative lines. Historian 
Laurent Dubois has discussed the status of Lacour’s tome, suggesting that his account of 
Solitude “likely came from some of the whites, or their descendants, who had been held prisoner 
in Palerme’s band. (These whites were, spared and eventually released.)”30 However, as Dubois 
points out, Lacour relies on oral histories for his own history and is therefore subject to 
inaccuracies stemming from the biases of his informants. The historical text in which Solitude is 
first described is unsurprisingly as much a constructed narrative as those that will succeed it. It is 
a starting point, an ephemeral point of entry into her story, but by no means the present-day 
authority on who Solitude was. Solitude’s fate in the excerpt is not precise. She may not have 
died from the torture. Her sentence seems to be reduced from condamnée à mort, or the death 
sentence, to torture. In noting this shift, the archive resembles an ellipsis…the sentence is 
continued by others whose work is discussed below. This authority has been taken on by 
(presumed) subsequent oral histories and, later, twentieth and twenty-first century tellers.  

In the context of the rest of Lacour’s history and other similar accounts of the period, 
Solitude’s vitriolic participation in the rebellion may be more typical than exceptional. The 
Histoire states that the women of color were especially relentless in their aggression towards 
white women: “Les négresses et les mulâtresses surtout se montraient acharnées contre les 
femmes blanches.” And Lacour offers Solitude as a pregnant example of the angry and bitter 
black woman. More importantly, as demonstrated by Bernard Moitt, the participation of women 
in the fight was widespread, and “at Guadeloupe slave women also served as messengers, 
transported ammunition, food, and supplies, cared for the sick, acted as cover for men under fire, 
and chanted revolutionary slogans which kept spirits high among the insurrectionary forces of 
Delgrès, Palerme, and Ignace.”31 Lacour recounts shouts of “Viva la mort!” or “long live death” 
yelled out by men and women alike when encountering near-death experiences on the battlefield 
or other arenas of conflict.32 Indeed, Guadeloupe has a notable history of women in rebellion, 
with as many of one of three maroons being women, according to Arlette Gautier.33 Solitude, as 
represented in Lacour’s mention, is both typical and exceptional—typical for a Guadeloupean 
enslaved woman or maroon in her rebellion and atypical for a mother in her violence and 
insubordination. It may be the latter divergence from the norms of motherhood and femininity of 
the mid-nineteenth century that pushed Solitude from the realm of typical anonymity to notable 
infamy. 

The lines tell the story of Solitude as an angry spirited woman, unafraid of violence and 
unabashed in her language. Her rage is apparent. She is loyal to the antislavery cause and vocal 

                                                        
29 See, Laurent Dubois’ “Solitude’s Statue: Confronting the Past in the French Caribbean,” Outre-mers 93, no. 350-
351 (2006): 27-38. 
30 Dubois, “Solitude’s Statue,” 31. 
31 Bernard Moitt, “Slave Resistance in Guadeloupe and Martinique, 1791-1848,” in More Than Chattel: Black 
Women and Slavery in the Americas, Edited by David Barry Gaspar and Darlene Clark Hine, (Bloomington, IN.: 
Indiana University Press, 1996,) 242. 
32 Moitt, “Slave Resistance in Guadeloupe and Martinique,” 242. 
33 Arlette Gautier, Les Soeurs de Solitude: la condition féminine dans l’esclavage aux Antilles du XVIIe au XIXe 
siècle, (Paris: Éditions Caribéennes), 1985, 344. “En Guadeloupe le marronage des femmes sembles plus important: 
il atteint environ un tiers du marronage total.” 
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in her contempt for the camp’s white prisoners. Though she is one of many women helping fight 
French forces in 1802, Lacour singles out her story, expanding it through intimate details of the 
rebel camp and of her movement as a maroon. The image of the rabbit who “escapes” only to be 
impaled by Solitude is, according to the narrative, her own metaphor. She inverts the historical 
comparison and declares that the former planters will be the rabbits this time—not Solitude or 
the other rebels and runaways she knew.  The narrator demonstrates clear contempt for Solitude, 
describing her as explosive with a filthy mouth, more evil spirit than human. The speaker can 
hardly believe that she will be a mother. A singular exclamation deems her unfit:  And this 
miserable woman was going to be a mother! In spite of itself, the text is prescient. Solitude will 
become a mother—to both the unknown child mentioned and the many Guadeloupeans who will 
claim her as a spiritual ancestor.  

Solitude gives birth to her baby before she is tortured. Though the reasons for delaying 
Solitude’s punishment are not given by Lacour, most scholars have assumed it was because 
someone was going to claim or possess her baby. The text suggests that her punishment is 
delayed until after the delivery, but this detail belies a potential mystery. If Solitude’s sentence 
was reduced from death to torture, it is surprising that the punishment is delayed until after 
delivery. The beating and torture of pregnant slave women was common practice in the 
Anglophone and Francophone Caribbean as well as the United States. Various accounts describe 
one of the most common solutions to the problem of the “insubordinate” pregnant slave woman: 
“digging a hole in the ground and having a woman lie face down with her swollen abdomen in 
the hole before a beating began. The practice afforded some protection for the fetus while 
allowing a pregnant woman to suffer the full measure of punishment that owners and overseers 
considered her due.”34 This practice and the selective whipping of only the shoulders of pregnant 
women sought to insist on punishment without endangering the future “asset” that was the 
unborn [slave] child.35  

The aforementioned “precautions” are not taken in the case of Solitude. The text suggests 
that she remained imprisoned until she gave birth, and only then was she punished. Many 
inaccessible details of the exact circumstances of the case could help explain the unexpected 
variation. Still, a series of important, if unanswerable, questions arise from the information that 
we do have: How far along was Solitude? Was her pregnancy so imminent that a pre-birth 
beating was deemed too risky for the birth? Was the decision to reduce her punishment made 
after she gave birth? Was it presumed during labor that she would be put to death afterwards, and 
that after the birth, for whatever mysterious reason, the sentence changed? Did she successfully 
plead her case for life? Did someone else intercede? It is possible to conclude that Solitude was 
either supposed to be killed after giving birth (the relevant parties in power desiring the slave she 
would bring into the world) but that something changed in the wake of the birth to reduce her 
sentence. Otherwise, why the delay? 

The morbidity of lingering on such gradations of evil is unavoidable in considering the 
significance of Solitude today. She is known through the parts of her story that make her 
somewhat exceptional, the parts that may spark disbelief. Her pregnancy and its conclusion are 
essential to her iconicity, as the latter half of this chapter will discuss by attending to her visual 
portraits. That she had her child, was tortured, and not necessarily killed by said torture, are 

                                                        
34 Marie Jenkins Schwartz, Birthing a Slave: Motherhood and Medicine in the Antebellum South, (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard UP, 2006), 136. 
35 Anthony W. Neal, Unburdened by Conscious: A Black People’s Collective Account of America’s Ante-Bellum 
South and the Aftermath, (Lanham, MD.: University Press of America, Inc. 2010), 28. 
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narrative openings for not only a life that may have seen final emancipation in Guadeloupe but 
also a second generation, a future.  

 The brief description of Solitude ends with the newborn child and as a result, it ends at 
the beginning of a story. Even though the excerpt, a salacious aside, really, in Lacour’s account, 
concludes with Solitude’s defeat, these same words form the beginning of a maroon narrative 
that will be taken up by many writers and artists after Lacour. As will be discussed in a 
subsequent chapter, because of the often communal and intergenerational nature of maroon 
communities, narratives of marronage often leave an untied narrative thread in the form of 
uncaught younger maroons who live on in the communities. Marronage does not end in the way 
that fugitivity can end in a “free state.” It is an ongoing practice taken up by subsequent 
generations. 

 In Solitude’s story, her child is presumably born unfree, outside the maroon community 
and in the gaol, the belly of slave society. Still, the mother’s resistance and determination to 
“carry” the child into battle, and the child’s successful, if captive, birth argue for a lineage of 
future Guadeloupeans who may be related to Solitude. The child’s fate is unknown; they are not 
definitively known to have died before themselves having a child. The potential for children and 
grandchildren has allowed many to think about Solitude’s lineage as one that persists. The story 
of Solitude and her child is ongoing. One response to Lacour’s words has been to give Solitude 
an expanded personal history and a face. From these words that give no physical description of 
Solitude, a portrait has been collectively made over time by novelists and artists, and by those 
around the globe who find inspiration in the narrative of a woman, named Solitude, no longer 
alone. 
 
“Avec la permission, maître: mon nom est Solitude” 
 

The 1972 novel, La Mulatresse Solitude, by André Schwarz-Bart imagines the life of 
both Solitude and her mother Bayangumay. His book reignited interest in the maroon woman, 
who up until that point seems to have persisted in oral histories. Despite the novel’s insistent 
fictionality, it has come to function sometimes as an authority on the details of Solitude’s life. 
The novel is sometimes read as a historical source and has provided the detailed story for 
subsequent artists interested in representing Solitude. Every source discussed below, even those 
that also rely on Lacour for information about Solitude, cite the narrative invented by Schwarz-
Bart as offering certain facts of Solitude’s history. The assertion that Solitude was hung after her 
delivery is one described with great beauty in the novel—though it conflicts with Lacour’s text. 
In another example, the dates Schwarz-Bart gives in the novel, 1750 for Bayangumay’s capture 
and 1772 for Solitude’s birth, are perhaps to “blame” for why various sources describe Solitude 
as 30 years old at the time of her capture during the rebellion in 1802. 

The novel begins not with Solitude, but with her mother. Part 1 tells the story of 
Bayangumay, a Dialos woman in West Africa. In 1750 she is captured, sold into slavery and 
forced on the middle passage to Guadeloupe. She gives birth in 1772 to the mulatto girl Solitude, 
then called Rosalie. When Solitude is a young girl, Bayangumay successfully escapes as a 
maroon, leaving the child enslaved and alone. She is quickly moved, because of her light skin, to 
the plantation house where she must serve the white girl children. Rosalie then is renamed “Deux 
Ames” (the second of three names she claims in the novel) because of the two colors of her eyes, 
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suggesting that she has two souls.36 After numerous sales and her movement from plantation to 
plantation, she renames herself “Solitude.” 

While owned by the Chevalier de Dangeau, she is deemed by many to be without a soul, 
living the peaceful insanity of a “zombi-corne.”37 Shortly thereafter, once the revolutionary 
tumult begins, Dagneau abandons the plantation. Solitude then wanders in her madness from 
scene to revolutionary scene, searching most of the time for her mother. After seeking refuge in 
the woods, Solitude is eventually taken in by a suspicious maroon community. She gains their 
trust by killing (though involuntarily) a colonial soldier. Her madness or zombi-state functions 
for Schwarz-Bart as a plot device, for it allows Solitude to be tossed with the revolutionary 
winds; because of her wandering and incoherent nature she can offer a kind of window into 
various scenes. There is not, the novel implies, a straightforward logic to her chemin, her 
trajectory. Nor does she stay close to the rebels because she is a radical. In Schwarz-Bart’s 
telling she is a maroon by happenstance—finding that for a while it is a safe community for a 
wanderer. 

In 1802, during the height of the violent conflict, Solitude and a small group of maroons 
find shelter with a lone outcast runaway in the woods. They live with Maïmouni “un petit mort 
Congo,” and Solitude becomes pregnant with his child. In the world around their secluded camp, 
the French attempt to round up and reenslave blacks on the island. This man dies next to Solitude 
in a raid, after which she flees to join Delgrès and acts with others to fight in opposition to the 
colonial force. It is at this moment that Schwarz-Bart’s narrative reunites with the archival text. 
In the novel, Solitude is a prisoner who is pregnant and, in keeping with Lacour’s account, she is 
first made to give birth to her child before she is punished.  

However, Schwarz-Bart writes Solitude’s death into the ending: “Solitude fut exécutée au 
lendemain de sa deliverance, le 29 novembre 1802.”38 The novel’s final chapter describes her 
long walk to the gallows, the crowds who look on, aghast at her ghostly presence. She gives 
them for “un bref instant l’ombre d’un sourire noirâtre et doux,” before letting out in her last 
moment “un curieux rire de gorge,” a strange laugh.39 It is this laugh, the narrator remarks, that 
would conclude “toutes les histoires, ordinairement, tous les récits de veillée, tous les contes 
relatifs à la femme Solitude, de Guadeloupe…”40 Schwarz-Bart’s ellipses suggest Solitude’s 
persistence as legend and mythic figure of local lore. He ends his version of the story with her 
death—the narrative of a mother who dies and a child born into the world without that mother.  

There is an apparent discrepancy in scholarship concerning Schwarz-Bart’s source 
material that may help explain Schwartz-Bart’s characterization of Solitude. Laurent DuBois 
writes that Schwarz-Bart read and expanded upon the Lacour paragraph. However, other scholars 
refer to Schwarz-Bart’s source as two lines in Lara Oruno’s book, also called, Histoire de la 
Guadeloupe, published in 1921: “La mulâtresse Solitude allait être mère; arrêtée et emprisonnée, 
elle fut suppliciée dès sa délivrance, le 29 novembre 1802.”41 This line is also part of the book’s 

                                                        
36 André Schwarz-Bart, La Mulatresse Solitude, (Paris: Éditions de Seuil), 1972, 72. See also, Clarisse Zirma, 
“What’s in a Name: Elective Genealogy in Schwarz-Bart’s Early Novels.” Studies in 20th Century Literature, 17, no. 
1 (1993): 97-118. 
37 Schwarz-Bart, La Mulatresse Solitude, 88. 
38 “Solitude was executed the day after her delivery, November 29, 1802.” 
39 “a brief moment the shadow of a dark sweet smile” 
40 Ibid., 151. “all the stories, customarily, all the late-night narratives, all the tales concerning the woman Solitude 
from Guadeloupe” 
41 See Zirma and Bruner. “The mulatto woman Solitude was going to be a mother; arrested and imprisoned, she was 
tortured after her delivery, November 29th, 1802.” 
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epigraph.42 The Oruno lines contain very little biography and certainly no active action on the 
part of Solitude. Schwarz-Bart’s Solitude and her back story are most likely to come from 
Oruno, and Oruno was likely paraphrasing Lacour.  

Schwarz-Bart’s use of Oruno might help explain the notable discrepancy between the two 
solitudes—between the passive, meandering, nonviolent character of the novel and the woman 
capable of angrily spearing rabbits and yelling expletives at white captives. Perhaps Schwartz-
Bart did not have access to Lacour, or perhaps he did not want to write a female protagonist 
whose violent rebellion would lead to a combatant’s execution, as opposed to a martyr’s. 
Whether or not Schwarz-Bart intentionally diverged from the archival text or simply elaborated 
from one small line, his choice to write a novel of Solitude’s life comes to inspire renewed 
interest in Solitude in the late-twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. His fictional text is an 
important node in the history of Solitude’s representations.  

The novel plunges Solitude into a written public sphere, one with concrete details 
(invented by Schwarz-Bart) such as names, dates, and family trees that facilitate Solitude’s 
incorporation into a national narrative of resistance. She can (in the wake of the text) represent a 
nation (in the wake of colonization) increasingly desirous of black heroes. The resulting public 
narrative of Solitude mixes details from Lacour’s account with those from Schwarz-Bart’s novel. 
Schwarz-Bart’s dates and personal history for Solitude are reasserted as her true past, while the 
story of an armed fighter, unafraid of going into battle against her oppressors while pregnant, the 
figure presented by Lacour, is also deemed true. Artists who desire to represent Solitude, as will 
be discussed below, refer to both sources in discussing and depicting the maroon mother. The 
visual supplements the textual but is not inextricable nor faithful to it.  
 
Statues of Solitude 
 

Two statues have been erected commemorating Solitude as a mother. The first, 
mentioned above, was erected in 1999 by Jacky Poulier and sits at the center of a traffic circle on 
the Boulévard des Héros in Les Abymes, Guadeloupe (Image 3). She is made of stone, life-like 
and larger than life. Her size and the details of her face and body reject the archive’s effacement 
of her past and her future. It figures her in realistic detail, as if she might have been carved from 
a model or the photograph of Solitude that does not exist. She is proclaimed, via the text on the 
placard that accompanies the work, to be a “héroïne de la résistance à l’oppression et figure 
emblématique du marronage au Guadeloupe.”43 In this piece Solitude is contextualized in the 
specific terms of local history on the island. She is claimed as a hero of Guadeloupe’s specific 
slice of Revolutionary history. Poulier’s statue, whose details are discussed below, asks the 
viewer to confront, through Solitude’s prominent pregnancy, the historically specific nature of 
her life’s story.   

The second statue discussed below was finished in 2007 by the Belgian artist Nicolas 
Alquin and is situated in Bagneux, France, a sister-city to Grand-Bourg, on the Guadeloupean 
island of Marie-Galante. Alquin takes a different approach from Poulier in the representation of 
Solitude and uses abstraction and negative space to imagine the woman whose likeness is 
unavailable in the present day. He carves the giant figure of a pregnant woman out of wood, then 
uses that piece as a mold to forge two identical iron castings. Solitude’s body appears in recess in 
the material creating an impression that appears to indicate where a woman once was. The 
                                                        
42 The first half reads, “pour toi, sans qui ce livre ne serait pas, ni ma vie.”  
43 “Heroine of resistance to oppression and emblematic figure of marronage in Guadeloupe.” 
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sculpture, in effect a large mold, uses the absence of space to universalize Solitude. In an 
interview, Alquin describes Solitude as “notre mère à tous,” (a mother to us all). His piece 
eschews the details of the human form as a way to infinitely expand the possibilities of who 
Solitude might have been, suggesting the potential for a personal relationship with every viewer.   

As the next sections will discuss, both artists respond to the problem of a faceless mother 
whose fighting has been linked to the successful abolition of slavery in Guadeloupe. Both 
Poulier and Alquin try to visualize Solitude in such a way that most viewers might relate to her. 
Through realism and life-like detail, Poulier’s piece suggests that Solitude should be familiar to 
the viewer, resembling a woman in your neighborhood or a family member. You might, in other 
words, recognize her on the street. By contrast, through abstract representation, Alquin seeks to 
make the figure of Solitude capacious, creating an opening such that all slave mothers may be 
enfolded into her shape. The problems with both approaches are discussed below as the chapter 
observes the difficulty of the maroon portrait and why statuary is the form it takes in this case.  
 
Solitude, 1999: “héroïne de la résistance à l’oppression” 
 

The statue is situated on a busy ronde-point or traffic circle on the Boulévard des Héros. 
It is a circular grassy area with an elevated mound in the center. Solitude’s statue sits on a stone 
platform and faces the drivers on one side. Flowers adorn the base of the platform which bears a 
commemorative plaque. The cars drive endlessly around and around this busy intersection, 
making dizzying circles around the woman standing so still. A red flag of rebellion moves in the 
wind and the nearby tall trees also tremble. Solitude is the most stable aspect of the scene. 

Poulier’s piece is positioned and elevated in such a way that Solitude appears to look out 
over the traffic, a posture described as “defiant” by many observers.44 Her physicality and 
pregnancy are emphasized by her dress with its multiple layers of bustled fabric, her prominent 
nipples and her low hanging pregnant belly. She stands with her left foot forward, resting back 
on the right foot. Her arms, one of the most striking features of the statue, are akimbo, her fists 
resting on her low back or kidneys. Her shoulders are held back and her head is erect. She looks 
straight ahead with a far-off gaze. The implicit movement of the body is a forward one: her chest 
and belly protrude forward. She is titled at a slight angle forward over her hips.45 (Image 3) 

                                                        
44 See Shields. 
45 “Statue de la mulatresse Solitude à Lacroix aux Abymes,” Digital Image, Commémorations de mai 2012 en 
Guadeloupe, January 2018, https://guadeloupe.coconews.com/actualite-guadeloupe/commemorations-de-mai-2012-
en-guadeloupe.html.  
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Image 3: Solitude atop the Traffic Circle 

Her clothes reveal perhaps a sculptor’s eagerness to depict in stone a costumed female 
form. Her dress is somewhat inexplicably lifted over the forward left foot, revealing layers of 
petticoat or another ruffled skirt below. A shawl is wrapped around her waist and tied in a small 
knot just beneath her belly, the bow pointed down in the direction that will soon enough be taken 
by her unborn child. The fabric creates a visual underlining of her belly and further highlights 
her pregnancy. Still, the large stone belly vies for attention with the other prominently carved 
features of her female form. The low-cut long-sleeved top to the  
dress reveals much of her bust and a deep cleavage between her breast. Carved to be prominently 
visible through the blouse are Solitude’s nipples, but there is no protruding belly button to 
triangulate them. (Image 4)46 Given the suggestion of a gauzy fabric and the visibility of the 
nipples, it would seem that a protruding navel, a telling feature of late-pregnancy, would also be 
apparent, creating for the viewer the visual link between 
prominent nipples and pregnancy. Instead, this female body is 
bifurcated, pregnant on one end and sexualized on the other.  

With the exceptions of work by Tanya L. Shields and 
Laurent DuBois, very little scholarly space has been given to 
describing Poulier’s statue or its relationship with Solitude’s 
textual representations. In the writing that does exist, Solitude’s 
“defiant stance” is consistently evoked. This empowering 
phrase, however, has not led to any sort of lingering on 
Solitude’s body in this sculpture. Is the “defiance” of the posture 
not rooted in the otherwise vulnerable act of a pregnant woman 
sticking out her chest and her belly? To stick out her probably lactating breast and third-trimester 
belly “to” a world of slavery, to her former enslavers, is an especially defiant gesture because of 
the risk it extends to a future generation. To make her belly and the sexuality of her pregnant 
body vulnerable to any forward confrontation is telling of her confidence, her insistence on the 

                                                        
46 “Statue de la mulatresse Solitude à Lacroix aux Abymes,” Detail of Digital Image, Commémorations de mai 2012 
en Guadeloupe, January 2018, https://guadeloupe.coconews.com/actualite-guadeloupe/commemorations-de-mai-
2012-en-guadeloupe.html. 

Image 4: Detail of Solitude 
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stance. She dares the viewer to come closer, standing as someone who does not stand alone. Her 
posture makes it easier to imagine a maroon army standing behind her.  

Her statue is not simply notable for its depicting a woman in a defiant stance. Nor should 
it simply be noted because she is a pregnant woman in a defiant stance. In this piece, Poulier 
confronts the problem representing a woman of whom there are no images. Her physical features 
have been encapsulated by one word: mulatresse. In response, the artist leans heavily into the 
details of a recurring human form—the pregnant female body. Poulier carves every tug and pull 
of the strained fabric that contains her form, every wrinkle formed by the girth that is restricted 
by the dress. Her pregnancy is something universal and perhaps even relatable for some viewers. 
Most will be able to identify the meaning of the human body in that form, its implications for 
change over time. In this light, it is easy to understand why this piece continues to be interpreted 
as one about intergenerational resistance, a woman who “symbolise la combativité à 
l’asservissement.”47 

The statue’s expression is a serious one. The mouth is set, jaw clenched and lips closed. 
She is not pursing the latter, but their position is neutral. She neither smiles nor frowns. Her eyes 
are not opened especially wide, the bottom eye lids seem to rise up towards the top pair in the 
way of someone looking at a bright light, at a far distance, or reflecting on something with 
skepticism or uncertainty. Her hair of stone could be interpreted as dreadlocked. It falls just 
below her prominent collarbones. Her cheekbones and chin/jawline are quite prominent. As a 
visual portrait of a woman represented in one moment in time, the statue exhibits what Tina M. 
Campt calls, “a tense set of relations,” a stillness produced by the simultaneous exhibition of 
strength and vulnerability.48 Solitude’s aforementioned serious expression is produced by such 
muscular tensions. They result in the slightest hint of displeasure in the statue’s expression, 
suggesting a very critical eye that is not easily deceived. The weight of the brow and the squint 
of the eye appear a product of her considering the far distances that traverse space and time, not 
the weight produced by a squint or a giant smile. (Image 5)49 

 
Image 5: Solitude's face and torso 

At the time of one of my visits to Solitude’s statue, a giant smiling face was visible just 
over the shoulder of the woman in stone. Sandwiched between a Renault ad (starting at 15 999 
euros!) and an ad for Merguez sausages (less the 4 euros per kilo!) is the advertisement for 
Generale d’Optique, an eyeglasses store, that featured a young bespectacled woman with eyes 
                                                        
47 “symbolizes the fight against slavery.” 
48 Tina Campt, Listening to Images, 51, 50. 
49 Radio Panik, “Solitude’s face and torso,” RHA Raconte la Mulâtresse Solitude, January 2018, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qKUMlHxWIck.  
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that disappear in the squint of her imposing smile (Image 6).50 In the ad she is dressed in a canary 
yellow top and a hot pink skirt holding a sign that reads “29E monture + verres.” Not a bad 
price. The girl is in motion. Posing for the camera, she flips her head to the right, tossing her 
long curly hair. The price on the sign she holds is the text most visible from a distance.  

 
Image 6: Solitude and girl with glasses 

There is a discord with Solitude, a woman who was mostly likely born or sold into 
slavery; the girl in the ad for General D’Optique seems to cheerfully hold up her own price. 
Solitude looks away from her. Her “defiant stance” in this context seems to reject the 
commodification represented in both the ad featuring a young mulatresse and the island of 
Guadeloupe itself, long under the economic restrictions and political double-standards of DOM 
status.51 When given a face, Solitude can enter into a visual dialogue with this young model. 
Their images can resonate in the visual echo produced by their juxtaposition.  

In general, when looking between two faces, one desires a clarification of the relationship 
between the two. Searched for first is familial relation, the question of descent. Are they related? 
This question floats in the visual space between these two Guadeloupean women, Solitude and 
the bespectacled girl, as the cars zoom in circles between them. They are in a kind of orbit 

                                                        
50 Author photo. 
51 The presence of an ad for a French optical company on the Boulévard des Héros reflects the kind of assimilation 
assouplie (“flexible, relaxed integration”) of French laws in the DOMs in which French companies and their 
products were exported to Guadeloupe, while benefits, pensions, labor standards, for example were “‘adapted’ to the 
special circumstances of the DOMs,” meaning not held to the same standards. See Bonilla, Non-Sovereign Futures. 
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produced by the traffic circle, the young woman a star or satellite of the older. But are they kin? 
This is the question explored in the UNESCO comic (see below) that tells the story of Solitude, 
and it is also implicit in Alquin’s sculpture too. Who descends from Solitude? Does the smiling 
“representative” woman in the ad come from a belly that came from a belly that was Solitude’s 
belly? 
 
Solitude, 2007: “Notre mère à tous” 
 

Nicolas Alquin’s installation of Solitude is composed of three pieces: one statue carved 
out of wood and two identical iron statues formed from a mold made from the wooden one. They 
are positioned in close proximity facing each other such that a viewer can stand in the middle of 
them and be surrounded by the pieces. (Image 7)52 The pieces are probably around 12 feet tall. 
The figure of Solitude is much larger than life-size, with the head near the top of the structure. 
Alquin is known for his “sculptures monumentales.” These are pieces of giant dimensions he 
fashions of wood, bronze, iron, steel, or often a combination of these. The piece depicting 
Solitude stands out in his oeuvre for its having three parts, creating a kind of kaleidoscope-like 
room for the visitor to enter. Unlike Poulier’s statue, which sits at the center of a busy traffic 
circle and is most safely viewed at a distance, Alquin’s piece is meant to be approached and 
entered. The viewer is at the center of the piece, looking up and around at the multiple Solitudes, 
whereas in Point-à-Pitre, Solitude is encircled by the residents who appear in orbit around her.    

 
Image 7: Complete Alquin installation 

                                                        
52 “Monument / Hommage à la Mulâtresse Solitude Bagneux, Hauts-de-Seine,” Digital Image, Memoire et Histoire 
de l’Esclavage: Lieux et Evenements, January 2018, http://www.esclavage-memoire.com/lieux-de-
memoire/monument-hommage-a-la-mulatresse-solitude-bagneux-74.html.   
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Unlike the realistic figure of Poulier’s statue, Alquin’s Solitude is in recess. The wood 
has been carved out to create the image of a woman. In this case, the absence of material forms 
the shape of representation. The figure is impressionistic, literally made from the appearance of 
an impression, but also in the sense that it evokes a woman. It does not attempt to mimic a living 
form. The body-shape that is scraped out of the wood is severed at the elbow joint. However, 
additional lines are carved many inches above these arms to create the outline of additional full-
length arms that are raised extending upward to the edges of the wood and another head just 
above the carved one. No hands are carved but the gesture is one of raised shoulders and uplifted 
arms that reach out from the sides of the body. (Image 8)53 It is a gesture that appears alternately 
as one of surrender and resurrection. The general thrust of the piece is skyward, as the shadow of 
the carved head creates the appearance, in the outlined head, of the bottom of the chin, like the 
shadow created when one is looking up above one’s head. 

 
Image 8: Alquin next to wooden Solitude sculpture 

In my view, Alquin’s work in relief—in the agitating capacities of negative space—is an 
attempt at universalizing Solitude. She is not represented in detail; She is represented as a 
cavern, as a womb. In this form Solitude is a figure to be filled with the viewers imagination—
projecting perhaps into the recessed wood or metal a woman they have known or an image from 
a book somewhere of a “rebel mother.” Alternately, the figure can be filled with the viewer 
themselves. If a person leans against the piece (as the woman in Image 9 does)54 the average 
adult will find themselves nestled in the absence representing Solitude’s body, their own body 
filling the space of her belly and womb and legs. In other words, the viewer can literally put 
themselves in Solitude’s birth canal and walk away from the piece having exited her womb. This 
is likely an intentional experiential aspect of the piece on the part of Alquin, who states in a 
video depicting the construction of the piece that “puisque l’esclavage est disparu, nous venons 
                                                        
53 “Alquin next to wooden Solitude sculpture,” Still from Video, Solitude de Nicolas Alquin, February 2018, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5z8K1EjaHRQ&t=338s.   
54 Woman leans into Solitude sculpture,” Digital Image, Hommage à Solitude à Bagneux, 
http://www.cnmhe.fr/spip.php?rubrique82&id_mot=2&debut_articles_rubrique=15.  
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tous de ce ventre, nous sommes tous issue de Solitude.”55 We all come from Solitude’s belly, he 
claims, we are all children of Solitude.  

 
Image 9: Woman leans into Solitude sculpture 

The claiming of Solitude as an ancestor by a white man from Brussels is unexpected. 
Alquin states that his goal in this piece was “de sculpter cette matrice qui est finalement la mère 
de tous les hommes et toutes les femmes libérés de l’esclavage.”56 But does he mean then that all 
humans have been liberated from slavery in the wake of abolition, even the enslavers and the 
colonizers? Does the narrative of Solitude’s resistance extend to Belgium and Bagneux, France? 
Alquin seems to desire inclusion and implication in the narrative of Solitude. Is this progress or 
another form of French universalism that typically, after an initial reluctance in the face of 
difference, appropriates the heroic histories of those it oppressed and colonized? Even if the 
previous questions cannot be answered for sure, Alquin’s own statements help explain the 
function of his piece’s perpetuation of the maroon portrait’s missing face. Rather than depict her 
as a specific individual or mother with child, Alquin chooses to depict the impression she has left 
on him and many others. It is the viewer’s prerogative to become a part of the narrative by 
literally positioning themselves in the place of Solitude’s child. Alquin laments “le détaille le 
plus horrible de l’histoire”—that Solitude’s captors wait until she gives birth to punish her.57 
That child, “un esclave de plus,” he explains, remains.  

The Solitude statue in Bagneux does a different kind of universalizing work than the 
statue in Point-à-Pitre. At the unveiling of the work on May, 10 2007, Alquin describes how his 
piece relates to the past. He depicts a “Solitude qui est là en négatif, qui n’existe plus, qui est 
emportée.”58 For Alquin, Solitude the woman is gone. She has been taken in death as a “martyr 
laïque.”59 The sculpture, for him, functions within the realm of “mémoire,” memory work and 
the significance of the past for those in the present. The statue is certainly an example of a “lieux 
de mémoire,” the concept articulated by the French historian Pierre Nora meaning “moments, 

                                                        
55 “but slavery has disappeared, we all come from this belly, we are all descended from Solitude.” 
56 “to sculpt this mold that is, in the end, mother of all the men and women freed from slavery.” 
57 “the story’s most horrible detail” 
58 “Solitude who is here in the negative, who no longer exists, who is removed” 
59 “secular martyr” 
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places, people, or objects that symbolize a community’s memorial heritage.”60  But Alquin 
imagines a global community, defining the piece as a “monument aux esclaves résistants,” and 
he has been quoted describing it as “le premier mémorial au monde dédié à tous les esclaves 
résistants.”61 Though this last claim is highly debatable, Alquin’s statements make it clear that he 
designed this piece to resonate beyond the francophone world to include all persons affected by 
the Atlantic slave trade. The specific history of Guadeloupe, and France’s violent role in that 
history, is neither central nor explicit to the monument. The capacious gesture of abstraction in 
this case, loses the individual maroon history of Solitude and its relationship to black-led 
antislavery movements in the Revolutionary era.  
 
“the little we know” 
 

In 2014, Solitude was represented and contextualized for a global audience by the 
Knowledge Societies Division of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization, or UNESCO.62 Her biography is included among a series of lengthy comic strips 
featuring “Women of African History.” (Image 10)63 The series features Guadeloupe’s maroon 
mother in a cohort that includes, Nzinga Mbandi, Miriama Ba, Queen Ngalifourou, Queen 
Nanny and Soujourner Truth, among others. The website is a virtual course pack that offers a 
larger pedagocial unit for teaching Solitude’s story that includes quizzes, historical units, a 
soundtrack and other resources that may be downloaded. In the comic strip, the text (by Sylvia 
Serbin) and the illustrations (by Yann Degruel) integrate the multiple iterations of Solitude’s 
representations discussed above. Through Solitude’s biography, the comic also offers a brief 
history of the late-revolutionary era of the French Caribbean islands.  

 
Image 10: Women in African History series, Solitude 

                                                        
60 Pierre Nora, Les Lieux de Mémoire, (Paris: Gallimard), 1984.; Memory, Empire, and Postcolonialism: Legacies of 
French Colonialism, 11-12.  
61 “En l’honneur de la mulâtresse Solitude,” Le Comité National pour la Mémoire et l’Histoire de l’Esclavage, May 
10, 2007, http://www.cnmhe.fr/spip.php?article144&id_document=528#documents_portfolio. “monument to rebel 
slaves”; “the first memorial in the world dedicated to all rebel slaves.” 
62 Degruel, Yann and Sylvia Serbin, The Mulatto Solitude, UNESCO Series on Women in African History, Paris, 
France: 2014, https://en.unesco.org/womeninafrica/mulatto-solitude.  
63 Degruel, Yann and Sylvia Serbin, Series Cover, Digital Image, The Mulatto Solitude, UNESCO Series on Women 
in African History, Paris, France: 2014, https://en.unesco.org/womeninafrica/mulatto-solitude, 1. 
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Because the comic form incorporates both visual and textual representation, the creators 
of the UNESCO comic confront both Solitude’s limited narrative history, as well as the lack of 
her historical portrait. They are mostly transparent about their approach to this problem. In a 
foreword to the strip, they summarize the epistemological limits of a biographical sketch of the 
woman they describe as a “symbolic figure in the history of Guadeloupe”: 

The little we know about the mulatto Solitude is taken from a few lines in Histoire de la 
Guadeloupe (History of Guadeloupe), a book written by Auguste Lacour in the mid-
nineteenth century. The following comic strip is an interpretation of her story. It is 
inspired by Auguste Lacour’s book, André Schwarz-Bart’s novel La Mulâtresse Solitude, 
and the historical context of late eighteenth century Guadeloupe. The illustrations are 
based on historical and iconographic research into Guadeloupe and slavery. They do not 
claim to be an accurate representation of the events, people, architecture, hairstyles or 
clothing of the period.64  

The artists argue for their comic as an interpretation of history that is accurate to the period, if 
not the unknown details of Solitude’s individual life. Much in the way historical fiction is often 
written, the strip weaves in details from national history to contextualize an imagined narrative 
of Solitude’s life during the revolution.  

In telling her earlier history, the strip relies on the structure of Schwarz-Bart’s imagining: 
Solitude is separated from her mother early on. The latter goes maroon. Solitude goes maroon 
and eventually joins the resistance during the revolutionary tumult. Unlike in the novel, in the 
comic, Solitude is at no point insane; she is not of “two souls”—indeed she has two identical 
blue eyes. This facial feature is emphasized in multiple close-up drawings of just her eyes and 
the expressions they convey. (see Image 11)65 

 
Image 11: The eyes of Solitude 

 
 

                                                        
64 Degruel, Yann and Sylvia Serbin, The Mulatto Solitude, 4. 
65 Degruel, Yann and Sylvia Serbin, “The eyes of Solitude,” Digital Image, The Mulatto Solitude, UNESCO Series 
on Women in African History, Paris, France: 2014. https://en.unesco.org/womeninafrica/mulatto-solitude, 7, 10, 22, 
28.  
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She does not passively float along the Revolutionary winds. Instead, Solitude is often depicted as 
the vengeful woman described in the Histoire. In the first panel, Solitude, fist raised in the air, 
stands atop a pyramid of revolutionary fighters of color, men and woman armed with bayonets. 
The mountains of Guadeloupe are behind them. The sky is blood orange. (Image 12)66 

 
Image 12: Solitude and the Revolutionaries 

Later in the comic, the anecdote of the rabbits from the Histoire is depicted, though the 
captives are drawn as men, not women. Speared white rabbit in hand, Solitude yells at them, her 
face twisted in rage, “This is how I will treat you when the time comes!” (Image 13)67 If in the 
Lacour her connection to the rabbits is meant to suggest she cooked at the camp, the strip makes 
clear that Solitude was in no subordinate position. In the same scene, Solitude stands before the 
others and yells, “Let’s join Delgrès and prevent Lacrosse from returning!” With the maroons, 
the strip argues, Solitude finds her place and her purpose: “Finally free, Solitude flourished. 
Thanks to her natural air of authority, she gradually became a leader of the maroons.” 

 
Image 13: "This is how I will treat you when the time comes!" 

                                                        
66 Degruel, Yann and Sylvia Serbin, “Solitude and the Revolutionaries,” Digital Image, The Mulatto Solitude, 
UNESCO Series on Women in African History, Paris, France: 2014. https://en.unesco.org/womeninafrica/mulatto-
solitude, 5. 
67 Degruel, Yann and Sylvia Serbin, “This is how I will treat you when the time comes!” Digital Image, The Mulatto 
Solitude, UNESCO Series on Women in African History, Paris, France: 2014. 
https://en.unesco.org/womeninafrica/mulatto-solitude, 22. 
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The comic moves with poetic and visual agility between the various versions of 
Solitude’s life and personality. Towards the end, when “Solitude, meanwhile, was sentenced to 
death and imprisoned for several months, until she gave birth” a visible serenity returns to the 
maroon mother, as she sits in stillness in her jail cell. The light from a barred window spotlights 
her large belly. This panel evokes an earlier scene in which Solitude sits alone on the bank of a 
river in apparent meditation. She resembles more and more the still and all-seeing statue of 
Point-à-Pitre. She sits and waits on the future, not her own, but that of the baby inside her. The 
comic concludes her narrative with that stillness, with the furrowed brow that for many suggests 
defiance.  

As for the maroon portrait, in the form of the UNESCO comic, Poulier’s representation 
of Solitude is able to circulate on a global level and is part of the visual portrait of Solitude that 
students around the world will view. The status of Poulier’s rendering has transitioned from the 
status of discreet image to icon—a widely reproduced visual with obvious association. She is 
made to move and express a variety of emotions in the two-dimensional world of the comic. The 
Lacour and Schwart-Bart are cited in the foreword, but the evident “citation” of Poulier’s statue 
for the comic’s drawn figure of Solitude is not explicitly stated. Poulier’s piece would certainly 
fall under the category of “historical and iconographic research into Guadeloupe,” but the careful 
likeness to the statue suggests that the art piece was the model for the hand-drawn character. She 
wears a similar dress with a shawl tied in the same way underneath her belly. Even the 
orientation of the bow is the same. Questions of the public domain aside, it is significant that the 
artists choose to animate the 1999 statue of Solitude. In this way, the portrait of the maroon 
mother has returned to the realm of the paper, or at least digitized paper. 

The final panel of the strip argues visually for Solitude’s eyes as an inheritance. The 
piercing glance appears on multiple faces of ten brown-skinned young women who stare directly 
at the viewer (Image 14).68 Those on the left half of the panel appear dressed like Solitude at the 
end of the comic, in a muslin or cotton frock with blood-red accent colors. Those on the right-
half are wearing modern clothes, jean, tank tops, bright colored tops. This panel reads: “After 
giving birth on 29 November 1802, the mulatto Solitude was tortured, possibly to death. A true 
heroine of the history of Guadeloupe, she symbolizes the Caribbean women and mothers who 
fought for equality and freedom from slavery.”  

 
Image 14: The Daughters of Solitude 
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These women confront the viewer with their past and their future. Their expressions, like most of 
Solitude’s in the strip, are primarily confrontational ones. The woman centered in the panel has 
piercing green eyes that suggest a connection to Solitude’s blue. They mark repetition with a 
difference from the previous panel, a close up on just the closed and then open eyes of an 
imprisoned Solitude awaiting death (Image 15).69 The words that narrate the opening of 
Solitude’s eyes read: “The new authorities expected her child to become another slave for the 
plantations.” They were wrong, suggests Solitude’s glare and the glare echoed by her visual 
descendants on the next panel. Hers is their story. They are her daughters. 

 
Image 15: Solitude reflects in prison 

 Central to Solitude’s narrative of heroism and freedom, as well as her narrative of 
motherhood, is an inherited practice of marronage. The comic reiterates in its telling how 
Solitude’s mother went maroon, only to be followed some years later by her daughter. Solitude 
escapes in the chaos of early Revolution, but both women execute their own personal revolutions 
by going maroon. The flight at the center of this story is a particular kind of marronage through 
which one can explore the various forms of motherhood in the context of slavery. When 
Solitude’s mother is separated from her daughter when she is taken to be a house slave, the 
woman enacts the depths of that separation by fleeing the plantation in her marronage. She 
escapes as a mother who has been denied motherhood by the system. Solitude, on the other hand, 
is only capable of motherhood while living as a maroon. It is in that practice and its communities 
that she finds love and stability, the health to conceive. In the revolution she abandons 
marronage for armed confrontation, resulting in the birth of her child in the context of bondage. 
The cycle of mother separated from daughter continues, and as a result, the narrative does not 
offer an ending that sees them together.  
 The maroon portrait of Solitude, however—painted by many artists over many years—
breaks this cycle of separation and lost lineage. In creating for Solitude a face that can be 
representative of her historical person, the artists discussed above each attempt in their own way 
to depict the maroon mother as ancestor and link her to visible descendants. Poulier insists on the 
pregnant figure with a familiar face, only slightly larger than life. His statue of Solitude is a 
feature of the everyday lives of Guadeloupean residents. Many in Basse Terre pass her everyday 
as she looks out and surveys the neighborhood of Les Abymes. She stands “in line” with other 
local revolutionary heroes, Delgrès and Ignace along the same memorial road. For Alquin, the 
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artistic gesture of abstraction allows for a meditation on the absence of Solitude’s portrait as well 
as what he understands to be her capacious motherhood as one who symbolically gives birth to 
all who survive slavery. The largeness of the piece is meant to both impress and embrace the 
viewer who is positioned just beneath the space that would hold Solitude’s pregnant belly.  

The comic strip, an inexpensive form made more accessible in this case by the internet, is 
used as a teaching tool by UNESCO to both depict and recount the many portraits of Solitude 
and her role in the Revolution. The comic argues that the story of an eighteenth-century black 
woman that can be known, even “a little,” is of global significance. That Solitude has most 
recently represented in the quotidian (and superhero) genre of the comic strip indicates a small 
moment in which maroon mothers, like the many maroon women in Guadeloupe, are both 
visualized and valorized.  

The inherent and necessary secrecy of what Solitude accomplished in the forests and 
mountains while living comme marron cannot be known. However, a sense of the energy 
contained in this unknown is wonderfully captured by the comic’s simple graphic form. Three 
moments of “going maroon” are drawn in the strip. Each contains a kind of frightening ecstasy—
the explosive personal moment of choice to escape into the unknown. The figures—Solitude’s 
mother, Solitude and a black soldier—are in motion, their limbs stretched away from their 
bodies. (Image 16)70  

 
Image 16: Portraits of Marronage 

In these portraits, the face is absent. These figures are not voluntary sitters, nor are they sitters. 
Their backs greet the viewer who is positioned in their past, the time and place of their 
enslavement. The natural landscape beckons each figure who moves deeper into it. Each is 
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visually echoed in the environment they enter (not unlike Osman) but here the pastels combine 
with the facelessness of these maroons to give the impression that they will soon disappear into 
the frame. Solitude’s hair has already taken on a verdure of its own; her mother is hard to 
distinguish from the palm tree tops around her; the soldier—who will soon abandon his uniform 
for camouflaged attire—and the ferns he approaches are shaped like the lights of an explosion.  

Marronage can sometimes explode the past, scattering fragments far and wide so that a 
full picture of the history is impossible in its wake. In the case of someone like Solitude, her 
exceptional presence in written materials has left generations longing for her face. They seek to 
answer the question of every child in the midst of a bustling crowd: Are you my mother? Her 
portrait, for which she continuously sits, visualizes the persistent legacies of slavery and 
marronage in the present day. The children of Solitude can see themselves in that history.  
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Chapter 2 
Maroon Fetishes: Macandal 

 
This chapter is concerned with narratives that yoke marronage and Atlantic world 

spiritual-pharmacological practices, such as obeah, voudou or santería. It was fairly common in 
eighteenth and nineteenth-century Anglophone and francophone literature to link these wide-
spread practices, through narratives of heroic characters. Such texts compose a subset of the 
colonial fictions that depict, in fascinated detail, persons’ beliefs in and fear of obeah, voudou 
and other similar practices. Scenes that depicted enslaved individuals enacting and reacting to 
apparently magical occurrences were consistent with perceptions in Europe (and within the 
colonies) of an exotic, dangerous and very “new” world. Critics have rightly underscored the 
problematic literary treatment of “creole African religious and medicinal practices,” and have 
demonstrated their ties to legal and rhetorical punishments of the time.71  

For its part, this chapter explores narrative entanglements of marronage with obeah and 
voudou that feature the recurring figure of the maroon obi man with the intention of revealing 
particular subversive forces of these two practices within the narrative. In particular, I examine 
the case of François Macandal, the infamous poisoner of eighteenth-century Saint Domingue. 
The historical man has been the subject since his execution of much investigation by scholars 
who have sought to pin down just exactly what he did to become so infamous during his lifetime 
and since. These inquiries into his legacy have seen parallel concerns with his name and its 
origins. In the following pages, I think about the ways in which these parallel uncertain histories 
are very much linked. For an interested person to seek an explanation of Macandal’s actions as a 
“poisoner” is to inevitably seek an understanding of his name and its relationship to the objects 
he wielded, his fetish objects. Rather than keep these questions separate as much scholarship has 
done, I want to expose their deep interconnectedness and inextricability.  

My lens of analysis considers the maroon obi man as a figure very much distinguished by 
his fetish objects. I reread the circulating narratives of Macandal as extensions of the 
transformations made possible by the fetish objects that made him famous. I am also concerned 
with the persistence of such transformations and how they evolve over time. To this end, I 
conclude my readings here with an examination of Marie Augustin’s 1892 novel Le Macandal: 
Épisode de l’Insurrection des Noirs à St. Domingue, published in New Orleans, Louisiana.  

Le Macandal is deeply preoccupied with the material history of Macandal’s life. Its plot 
offers the reader a narrative of racialized fear, in the tradition of many “eyewitness memoires” 
from the time of the Haitian Revolution. The novel wrestles with the personal histories of the 
Haitian Revolution and its legacy for such white families. Granddaughter of a white Haitian 
refugee, Augustin writes about her links to Macandal and in so doing confronts a man whose 
own legacy is also her inheritance, a man who as a single entity contains words, persons, packets 
and memories. Le Macandal met no critical acclaim. This may be a product of its French 
language, or of its reimagining of the Haitian Revolution, the once all-consuming conflict that by 
1892 had been more recently eclipsed by the traumas of the American Civil War. Still, Augustin 
makes an appeal to remember “the horrors of St. Domingo” experienced by families like hers 
who fled Saint Domingue.72  
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“cris[es] in the colonial order of things” 
 

Toni Wall Jaudon has coined the phrase, “obeah fictions,” to describe the larger colonial 
literary genre under which narratives of the maroon obi-man fall. “Obeah fictions” sought to 
describe obeah, voudou, and other spiritual-pharmacological practices so as to discredit them 
while also titillating the reader with their powerful effects.73 Jaudon’s definition is helpful to 
reproduce at length:  

As they entertained white audiences with the details of obeah’s exotic practices, obeah 
fictions responded to a crisis in the colonial order of things. What is fascinating and 
terrifying about obeah, for the authors of these fictions, is the fact that obeah practitioners 
seem to live at once within the space of the colony and, somehow, beyond it. Obeah’s 
secret rites and empowered objects marked the hazy appearance of a world differently 
organized.74 

As this chapter considers the connections between “obeah fictions” and maroon narratives, I 
want to initially highlight the important spatial associations of the two practices depicted. 
Maroons and obeah practitioners were deemed “insubordinate” to the colony in part because of 
the difficulty authorities had in locating them. Sometimes this was a physical problem, as when 
the maroon or the obi man survived as an “outlyer” to the plantation, living in seclusion beyond 
the view of the state’s surveying apparatuses. At other times, such individuals were existentially 
beyond the state, by participating in an all-together different societal formation, in the case of the 
maroon, or in a kingdom of another invisible world, for the obi man.75 Maroon communities 
were organized differently than the colony, while obeah and other spiritual practices of the 
enslaved revealed a spiritual world that was “differently organized” than that of the colonials.  

The maroon figure discussed in this chapter, the “maroon obi man,” exerts influence 
through transformative powers that then become associated with his practice of marronage. The 
following pages examine the maroon obi man’s fetish object and ways that its transformative 
powers can be seen to subvert the aims of the text within which they are contained. Unlike in 
other obeah fictions that depict slavery apart from the context of marronage, the texts discussed 
in this chapter reveal the transhistorical persistence of such fetish objects and their ability to 
effect transformations across generations. Attending to the objects in the hands of the maroon obi 
man helps us think through a broader historical inability to disentangle the apparent success of 
marronage with the magical potential and apparent power of practices such as voudou or obeah.    

I begin by situating the arguments of this chapter within the history of theories of the 
fetish. I am concerned here, in thinking about maroons and fetishes, with a particular historical 
fetish and its particular historical discourse. The fetish referenced here refers to the kinds of 
plantation objects in the Caribbean and United States that were manipulated by slaves and 
escaped slaves, often through the assemblage of multiple objects from the natural and 
manufactured worlds around them. These composite objects, through the act of assemblage, 
became wholly-new entities—fetishes, obis, gombahs…they have many names. These objects’ 
new unified status was understood to yield to them the power to transform the interior and 
exterior worlds of those in plantation society. These transformative effects could be directed or 

                                                        
73 See, Jaudon, “Obeah Fictions.” “Obeah fictions” are not exclusively fictional works. The category includes so-
called “Histories” of the period, the proto-ethnographic pseudo-scientific tomes characterized by endless detail and 
the self-declared authority of first-hand knowledge and expertise. 
74 Ibid.,” 751, emphasis added. 
75 Alejo Carpentier, The Kingdom of this World, (New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2017, c1957). 



 31 

targeted towards the wearer of the fetish or towards someone else. These effects were 
psychological, pharmacological, spiritual or physical.  

The importance of historicizing the fetish has been outlined by William Pietz in his well 
knowns essays “The Problem of the Fetish,” I and II, but bears revisiting briefly in the wake of 
recent scholarship thinking through the particular Atlantic world fetish of concern here.76 It is 
important to be aware of the historical understandings of the transformative capabilities of fetish 
objects to avoid confusing those for more abstracted theories of the fetish that work at a distance 
from the history of the term and its origins. The fetish object before Karl Marx and before 
Sigmund Freud, even outside of the articulations of Charles de Brosses, “indicate[s] a deviant 
materialism that precedes and exceeds capitalist exchange” and that undermines the logic of 
slavery.77 Such objects were a materialized form of rebellion.  
 
Fetish: “a word with a past”  
 

Pietz describes the fetish as an idea and a problem that “originated in the cross-cultural 
spaces of the coast of West Africa during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.” (5). The 
word, he explains, derives from the pidgin word Fetisso, and is “a novel word responsive to an 
unprecedented type of situation” (6). The West African coast that saw the formation of the idea 
of the fetish and the earliest uses of words was both a “contact zone,” in the language of Mary 
Louise Pratt, and an “intercultural space,” according to Pietz, “whose function was to translate 
and transvalue objects between radically different social systems” (6).78 Importantly, the term in 
this period of early trade described both objects that predated the trade and objects that were 
produced by and for the trade. I will return to this distinction shortly to discuss the necessary 
relevance of the term fetish.  

Pietz names four recurrent themes in fetish discourse, or “essential notions” of the fetish, 
that persist across the various discourses that take up the fetish object: from fifteenth-century 
enlightenment science, sixteenth and seventeenth-century ethnography and anthropology, to 
nineteenth-century political theory and early twentieth-century psychology. His “themes” are 
helpful in that they can be parsed across these discourses while continuing to inform the 
historical origins of the term and the original historical objects on which the term was based. 

1. Irreducible materiality. The power and significance of the fetish is located in its 
materiality. It is the embodiment of itself and its status is understood through the 
material, making it very different from an icon, a relic, or even a sign.  

2. Singularity and repetition. The fetish is always a singular composite, a unique 
assemblage of objects (as well as “desires and beliefs”) that is able to repeat indefinitely 
the original “act of forging an identity of articulated relations between certain otherwise 
heterogenous things” (7). 

3. The mystery of value. The fetish is a material manifestation of the “nonuniversality and 
constructedness of social value,” making concrete, portable and tangible the problems of 
different norms of valuation. 
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4. The embodied status of the individual. The fetish is typically an object made to be worn 
on the human body and is meant to exhibit influence or control over a person. It only 
functions in the context of embodied practice.  
 
Perhaps frustratingly, these persistent themes should not be understood to suggest a broad 

singular category of the fetish.  “The fetish” as a term “must be considered a factitious 
universal” because every individual fetish object can only be defined or understood on its own 
terms. A friction within Pietz’s essay is that, in attempting to give a history of the term, he 
accepts the need to provide examples while attempting to avoid the exemplary. Still, the fetish 
can be described but not characterized. He also insists that “the fetish has never enjoyed the 
social actuality of being an institutionally defined object within a particular culture or social 
order,” instead it can be discussed in its particular terms as an individual fetish object. Hence, 
Pietz’s rejection of universalist and particularist critiques of the fetish. The former (found most 
often in psychology and philosophy) expand upon the fetish to explain a human privileging of 
the phallic object or a “fallacy of misplaced concreteness” (6). The latter refers to primarily 
ethnographic arguments that dismiss the use of the term “fetish” for “obscuring” the meaning 
and significance of the cultural context and practices in which the object is used.  

The particularist perspective can sometimes miss the forest for the trees because analysis 
of an object as a fetish does not eclipse an ethnographic study of the object’s function in a 
society. Indeed, both methods of analysis should inform each other. Discussion of an object as a 
fetish, say a goat horn with various contents, would need to be contextualized by the specific 
history of the object in a particular community and how it is viewed by those within and without 
the community. Likewise, an ethnographic analysis should contain within an assessment of the 
kinds of functions the object has (as it mediates insiders and outsiders) the moments in which it 
exhibits the themes that suggest it is or could also be understood as a fetish.  

In the context of this particular history, I insist on using the term “fetish” to describe the 
objects in question below. In other parts of this book, the function of cognates is crucial to the 
argument made. For example, in Chapter Four, “Maroon Hatchets,” the word hatchet is one 
example of the kind of object in consideration. It has many cognates that can be substituted in 
easily without changing the nature of the story in question or the argument as a whole. The knife, 
the machete, the axe are all cognates of the hatchet. They are all objects describable as a blade 
with a handle whose function is fungible. One day it is used as an agricultural tool, the next as a 
weapon of death and a tool of escape. At one point, I considered a reader’s suggestion of “the 
blade” as perhaps the best term to describe the broader category and to avoid the issue of 
cognates. But the importance of the initial “tool” function of the object(s) is made manifest in the 
inclusion of a handle of some kind (behold the composite nature of this object!). Furthermore, 
the insistence on cognates and the reality of them is a reminder of the diversity of circumstances 
being considered. In certain contexts, the tool of initial escape is more likely to be a machete, in 
other circumstances, an axe. What is the local cash crop? What is the labor being performed? 
These are the relevant details that will also inform and shape the narrative of escape, the moment 
of transformation from slave to maroon.  

The role of the term used, the word for the object, is very different in this chapter. For the 
fetish has no cognate. To borrow again from Pietz, “the fetish must be viewed as proper to no 
historical field other than that of the history of the word itself, and to no discrete society or 
culture, but to a cross-cultural situation formed by the ongoing encounter of the value codes of 
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radically different social orders” (emphasis added).79 One could consider the larger form of the 
fetish objects examined here; perhaps at first glance it resembles a bottle, a gourd, or a small 
sachet. But a bottle, for example, has a distinct function or functions, and the containment or 
transport of liquids is decidedly not the primary or even secondary function of a fetish object. 
What’s more, trying to describe the fetish object by its larger form ignores the composite nature 
of the fetish, wherein lies its uniqueness and its power. The opposite method of description is 
perhaps even more problematic. To describe a fetish object in terms of what it is composed of 
enacts a kind of theoretical violence—one akin to the textual “exposure” of an obi bag’s contents 
by colonial writers. To dissemble the fetish is to disarm it, to destroy it. To catalog its composite 
parts is to risk participating in Enlightenment science pathologies of listing and cataloging the 
“unfamiliar” worlds encountered in imperialist voyages.  

Another important aspect of a fetish object, what Pietz interestingly calls a “double-
consciousness,” is especially crucial to a literary discussion of such objects as they are found in 
maroon narratives without maroon or black authors. The "double-consciousness” in this case 
describes the two-part response to a fetish that is necessary to its categorization as a fetish: The 
first response is the collective belief, on the part of some persons in society, in the value or virtue 
of a composite object—i.e. this [obi] is valuable because it has the power to [heal the yaws]. 
The second response is the “incredulity” or putting into question of the valuation made by the 
first group of people by a different person or persons—"in the negro character; their worst faults 
appear to be, this prejudice respecting Obeah” (14).80  

In every individual example, the particular fetish in question is the product of “a critical 
discourse about the false objective values of a culture from which the speaker is personally 
distanced.” (14) The “speaker” (and here Pietz’s terms translate well into the literary) may be a 
Portuguese trader or a Spanish conquistador disturbed by the local relationship to a certain 
object; but the speaker may also be an Akan villager or Aztecan priest wary of an evidently-
cherished object (say, a bible) brought onto their land. In other words, fetish status is dependent 
on relative positions and can be determined by any person or group in any position. Pietz gives 
the example of how “both [the Akan goldweights and Portuguese padrōes] at least in some 
instances, were accepted as fetishes by those on the other side of the cultural barrier.” (16)  

In terms of “intellectual history,” the negative discourse surrounding the “fetish” comes 
from this recurring second response, one of “degraded or distanced incredulity” towards a fetish 
that comes from a presumed position of intellectual, academic, or theoretical superiority to the 
possessor or professor of the fetish.81 The history of discourses that have attempted to theorize 
the fetish have almost always come from this relative position of the second group, the skeptical 
and certain observer of the possessor or professor of the fetish. Monique Allewaert sums it up 
nicely:  

The potential of this deviant materialism to counter the concepts of persons, objects, and 
exchange on which colonial capitalism depended was half recognized by eighteenth- and 
early nineteenth-century Anglo-Europeans, which is part of the reason they so 
consistently and unequivocally denounced African fetishism as evidence of African 
irrationalism.82  
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The pattern of denunciatory response extends into the dismissive and skeptical analyses of 
nineteenth and twentieth-century scholarly examination. 

My work here, in line with that of Allewaert and Jaudon, does not intend to repeat the 
kind of second response modeled in earlier theories of the fetish. I am interested in the extension 
of belief in a fetish’s power to the realm of fiction and representation. In the context of the 
historical “new world” plantation, the aforementioned “incredulity” was amplified by fears 
concerning such objects, their related practices, and their tangible effects on the behavior and 
labor of the enslaved. In line with the legal measures taken in some colonies that tried to 
eliminate obeah and its fetish objects, desires to dismiss and quash the power of obeah were 
written into fictional works of the time. As Diana Paton, Stephan Palmié, Toni Wall Jaudon and 
others have made clear, much writing on obeah takes great pains to give psychological 
explanations for the perceived effectiveness or power of obis.83 The obeah fiction writers “trace 
obeah’s power back to the mind in order to eliminate the possibility that it comes from the god 
and spirits” or from the objects themselves.84 These rhetorical moves can also be viewed as the 
antecedents of subsequent psychological and philosophical theorizations of the fetish.  

Rather than approach a fetish object with skepticism, I examine it for its “power” to act 
on the fictional world within which it exists. Perhaps thinking about fictional fetishes relieves the 
critic of what might feel like a more consequential concern with the “realness” of the “magic” of 
the fetish. Reading for its power and influence on the world represented, and implicitly the 
author of said world, is part of the task here. The question of fetishes being manipulative or 
simply wrong is the concern of the intellectual histories mentioned above. The same question is 
also the concern of many eighteenth and nineteenth-century colonial observers, who, it seems, 
saw in the fetish a hint of the possibility that their “order of things” might be wrong. In the pages 
below, I investigate how the fetish is represented as functioning in these slave societies and why 
its power is often linked to the maroon. The given for me, then, is a fetish object with powers to 
transform the physical and emotional colonial landscape. How then might we explain the 
recurring figure of the maroon obi man or the fetish in the hands of the maroon? The next section 
explores their complex association as it implicates literary production and its intersection with 
the printed production of the colonial state.  

 
The power of “les personnages doubles” 
 

The literary figure of the maroon obi-man is the product of multiple historical 
associations of maroon and obeah practices as they came into conflict with the state through 
large and small-scale rebellions. I want to give a brief historiography of how historical and 
present-day scholars have interpreted this association, understanding it as alternately affinity and 
conflation. The figure of the maroon obi-man is often described in composite terms that 
reference other notorious types in colonial America: the sorcerer, the poisoner, the magician, and 
the fugitive. These other “criminals” in the eyes of the state are commonly associated with the 
figure of concern here, and vice versa. In this context, a sorcerer is rarely simply a sorcerer; they 
likely live outside the plantation (maroon) or have been deemed responsible for the altered health 
of another person (poisoner). If we analyze individual cases only in terms of actions or “crimes,” 
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as the colonial state did, the once-enslaved man or woman who enacts secret activities and has a 
network of connections is almost always guilty of more than one offense.  

Historian Pierre Pluchon called such individuals “personnages doubles,” to whom 
seventeenth and eighteenth-century French colonial society lent the equal ability to wield poisons 
and magic spells.85 He describes the solidification of an “association sorcier (vaudou)—
empoisonneur” in Martinique after a famous arrest in 1723 that “établit des associations 
définitives.”86 What are the characteristics, he asks, of this “être malfaisant”?:  

il appartient au monde des sorciers, pratique sortilège et magie, il est un révolté, et a pour 
objectif final d’exterminer les Blancs. Toujours maître d’esprit de nombreux esclaves, il 
lui arrive de fuir l’atelier, la plantation, pour mener la vie errante de fugitif armé de chef 
de bande.87 

He is maroon who practices magic and leads a band of runaways with the intent of killing all the 
whites (presumably through a mix of poison and physical attacks). Pluchon is concerned with the 
perception of a multi-faceted criminal type and how it magnified fears of sorcery and poisoning 
in French colonial society. Even the church, Pluchon cites, denounced poisoning as “un fléau, 
aux côtés du marronage ou désertion et de l’avortement.”88 It is ranked at the top of the list of 
threats alongside marronage and flight, even abortion. It seems the church expressed deep 
concern with slaves’ attempts to take control of their own bodies and their health. Such forms of 
rebellion were deemed “plagues,” rather than symptoms. The church in the early eighteenth-
century was unable to name slavery as the root illness.  

In Haitian Revolutionary Studies, David Patrick Geggus addresses the legacy of these 
eighteenth-century associations in nineteenth and twentieth-century scholarship of the 
revolutionary period, arguing that “nobody knows” whether or not most maroons were voudou 
priests or vice versa.89 He does conclude that Macandal may have been an exceptional case of a 
long-term maroon who was also a notorious sorcerer known for poisoning. He cites Martinican 
critic Édouard Glissant’s point that “the act of sorcery isolates,” to suggest that neighbors lose 
trust in each other when there is the possibility of being obeahed or bewitched by a sorcerer with 
local clients.  

Isolation is an especially important concept in this case, for, in addition to the kind of 
psychological isolation described by Glissant, sorcery promotes a physical isolation because it is 
a practice that must be kept secret and executed in seclusion. In terms of the source of all these 
associations, it is very much a “chicken or the egg” question—did isolation produce secret 
magical practices, or did such practices lead to the seeking out of isolation? Historical sources 
reinforce at least the association and sometimes offer a theory for one case or the other. 
Benjamin Moseley in the Medical Observations appendix to his Treatise on Sugar, describes the 
fate of an enslaved person affected with the yaws, a common bacterial disease that produced 
highly contagious lesions on the skin. The planter would find the afflicted person and “separate 
him from the rest, and send him to some lonely place by the sea side, to bathe; or into the 
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mountains, to some Provision Ground.”90 However, his continued description implies that this 
was a less-isolated lifestyle than it might first appear for someone “shunned as a leper.” Such 
persons were often visited by robbers and maroons, and, “In return for their accommodation, 
they usually taught their landlord the mysteries of sigils, spells, and sorcery; and illuminated him 
in all the occult science of Obi.”91 In this way, ostracized yaws sufferers would acquire vast 
knowledge until transformed (in Moseley’s inevitably romantic eye) into “oracles of the woods, 
and unfrequented places.”92  

That such hovels were likely well-frequented is the locus of much of the fears 
surrounding the [potentially] enmeshed practices of marronage, pharmacology, sorcery and 
various belief systems. Srinivas Aravamudan highlights the association between Obeah in 
Jamaica, marronage and Tacky’s Rebellion of 1760. He argues that “obeah” is “a term for 
resistant knowledge,” that contains multiple spiritual understandings of the world that “might 
have already converged into an overlapping knowledge complex among enslaved Africans in the 
century before 1760,” after which it would be “sensationalized… as sorcery.”93 These practices 
are depicted as circulating amidst various other sets of “resistant knowledge,” marronage being 
one of them. During and in the wake of the Haitian Revolution, these practices and their 
practitioners would be presumed connected to the slave uprising, the broadest collective 
resistance seen in the colonies. Today there is no consensus on whether the Haitian 
revolutionaries were maroons or voudou priests; this remains quite contested history. The appeal 
of an even more vast conspiracy, in which the insurgents were also maroons with recourse to 
magic, is evident in subsequent accounts, fictions, written and oral histories. This narrative was 
apparently irresistible for Marie Augustin, as we will discuss. That the revolutionary needed a 
fusil and a fétiche has long been an explanatory presumption of the revolution’s success. 
 
La célébrité funeste de Macandal/ the macabre reputation of Macandal 
 

The particular personnage double of concern here is François Macandal. The historical 
consensus describes Macandal as enslaved on the LeNormard de Mézy plantation in Limbé 
parish on Saint-Domingue as early as the 1740s. He worked with plantation livestock after losing 
a hand in a sugar mill accident and eventually escaped to live as a solitary maroon in nearby 
seclusion. In 1758, Macandal was arrested at a dance held by slaves.After his arrest, Macandal 
was charged with the poisoning of whites and blacks on the island, as well as the selling of 
poisons. He was sentenced to be burnt at the stake before a large crowd. Reports state that, at 
first, he broke away from the stake, which was rotted, leading observers to believe that he 
escaped. According to most accounts, he was in fact killed that day by soldiers who stopped him 
from running and returned him to the fire. 

There appears to be no scholarly consensus on the origins of Macandal’s name, however 
there is a general twentieth and twentieth-first century trend of analyzing African languages and 
practices for clues to the meaning of the word. Hein Vanhee, in his account of Central African 
influence on the formation of Haitian Voudou, argues for Macandal’s Congolese origins and 
cites potential etymological clues: 
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There is some evidence to suggest that Makandal [sic] was a Kongolese ritual specialist, 
composing and selling nkisi charms in the Kongolese tradition. His name may be a 
courruption of Makenda, being a title for the chief’s executioner in early twentieth-
century Mayombe, or of makanda, meaning a medicinal plant. Also the names of his two 
accomplices, Mayombe and Teyselo, suggest Central African origins.94 

By contrast, Trevor Burnard and John Garrigus argue that “His name, however, which was also 
applied to the objects he created, likely derived from makunda/makwanda, meaning amulet or 
charm in the Mayombe dialect of West Central Africa.”95 Vanhee and others argue for a different 
explanation of the word’s application to objects, that “‘Makandal’ became in the eighteenth-
century accounts a generic term for African priests or ‘sorcerers.’”96 In 1785, the famous colonial 
lawyer Médéric Louis Élie Moreau de St. Méry, made a similar observation. However, is it not 
possible that this more general application of the term reflects eighteenth-century writers’ 
adoption of enslaved persons’ long-practiced usage of the word. Was the use of the word 
“macandal” to describe such fetish object an old everyday practice whose vocabulary was only 
paid attention to by white observers in the wake of a mass-poisoning scare? 

Two things remain unclear. One, was Macandal named (either by himself or his 
community) after the objects he created, or they after him? Two, was the generalizing of the term 
in eighteenth-century writing the result of an increased awareness and fear of such practices by 
those writing about the slaveholding colony? It does seem clear that the increased written use of 
the term corresponds to the growing rhetorical association and conflation of the terms “sorcier” 
and “empoisonneur” in governmental and ecclesiastical records.97   

François Macandal’s arrest is noted in the 1785 legal compendium, Loix et constitutions 
des colonies fançoises de l’Amérique, by Moreau de St. Méry. The arrest occurred on January 
20, 1758, and charged Macandal with corrupting the local black population through his actions 
of mixing,  

les choses saintes dans la composition et l’usage de paquets prétendus magiques, et 
tendant à maléfices, qu’il faisoit et vendoit aux Negres; d’avoir en outre composé, vendu, 
et distribué des poison de toute espece.98  

The record claims three distinct offenses committed by Macandal: the mixing of sacred materials 
(likely holy water or ashes) into the contents of his “supposedly” magical packets; the selling of 
those magical packets; and the production of poisons for distribution. In a single breath, the 
arrest record lists these crimes, Macandal’s punishment “d’être ensuite bruler vif” (his ashes 
thrown to the wind), and an order to republish a seventy-six-year-old edict of the king “contre les 
Devins, Magiciens, et Empoisonneurs.”99 Here I want to stress the subjective nature of the term 
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“poison,” for Macandal was most likely trained in what might today be called herbalism or 
“traditional medicine.” 100 He likely compiled materials from the world around him with the 
intent of affecting the health or well-being of his clients or those they sought to affect. For all his 
paquets to be deemed “poison” shows the state’s inability to read any variance between 
Macandal’s fetish objects and/or the state’s lack of desire to complicate the man’s actions. He 
would have been sorted into the larger criminal category of “Devins, Magiciens, et 
Empoisonneurs” by French authorities who saw in Macandal a comparable threat to those bad 
agents of seventeenth-century mainland France.101  

The 1682 edict is deemed in 1758 to be in need of a reprint; Macandal proves that the 
public needs a refresher on the dangers of poisoners and similar criminals. The arrest record 
concludes with an order to affix the edict on the doors of parish churches and “audiences des 
jurisdictions” for the following three weeks.102 Soothsayers, Magicians and Poisoners had long 
been officially criminalized by the French monarchy for a “profanation de ce que la Religion a 
de plus saint” that “infectent & corrompent l’esprit des peuples.”103 Legal texts are predictably 
intertextual, and like the arrest record, the edict is no exception. The latter is, in fact, a reissue of 
an earlier ordinance, for it concludes, “Nous avons jugé nécessaire de renouveller les anciennes 
Ordonnances, & de prendre encore en y ajoutant de nouvelles précautions, tant à l’égard de tous 
ceux qui usent de maléfices & de poisons.”104  

While it is not the goal here to explore the retrofitting impulses of French monarchical 
power, I want to note the law’s repeated return in the colonies to older medieval understandings 
of crime and punishment. The “depravations” in the colonies seem to demand older legal 
measures from an earlier, presumably less-civilized, France.105 This 1758 instance is not the first 
occurrence of such a return in Saint-Domingue. In December 1746, the Conseil du Cap made a 
“nouvelle déclaration royale, mais cette fois enregistrée à Saint-Domingue à la fin de 1748, qui 
fait synthèse de la législation prise sur la poison depuis 1682.”106 The colonial state twice looks 
to an earlier poison-scare in the hopes that they will reduce crime in the future of the colony. 
This strategy can only be judged flawed, for just two months after the 1758 execution and 
presumed posting of the edict, the state follows up with a clear ordinance criminalizing actions 
associated with such personnages doubles: “le Conseil du Cap, le 11 mars 1758, … interdit aux 
esclaves de conserver leurs talismans ou macandals…de ne compose ni de vendre des remèdes 
aux autres Nègres.”107 
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Slaves’ insistence on “conserve[ant] leurs talismans ou macandals,” poses questions of 
the legacy and response over time to Macandal’s execution. Turning back to Loix et Constitution, 
Moreau de St. Mery adds a note to Macandal’s arrest (one of few notes in the volume) that 
elaborates on the linguistic afterlife of the “affaire Macandal”:  

Nous n’aurons que trop à entretenir nos Lecteurs de la célébrité funeste de Macandal, 
dont le nom, justement abhorré, suffit pour désigner tout à la fois un poison et un 
empoisonneur ; c’est encore l’injure la plus atroce qu’un Esclave puisse vomir contre un 
autre à Saint Domingue.  
We will only have too much to feed our readers about the fatal fame of Macandal, whose 
name, rightly abhorred, suffices to designate at once a poison and a poisoner; it is still the 
most dreadful insult that one slave can spew on another in Saint Domingue.108 

Moreau describes Macandal’s name as synonymous with both “poison” and “poisoner” and adds 
that it evolved, in roughly thirty years, to become an insult or slur leveled with serious animus by 
slaves.  

At the time Moreau de St. Méry writes in 1785, Macandal remains famous, and his 
crimes infamous. But Moreau de St. Méry’s interpretation of the word’s meaning and colloquial 
usage is heavily mediated. The transformation of Macandal’s name into insult must be read with 
some skepticism, for Moreau does not explain what appears to be a dramatic shift in Macandal’s 
reputation from esteemed to loathed. In his widely-cited longer account of the Macandal’s life 
and arrest, Moreau de St. Méry gives an account of the supportive crowds who witnessed 
Macandal’s death. After the pyre was lit, Macandal breaks away from it. The crowd views this as 
evidence of his escape and apparently yelled at the time, “Macandal sauvé!”109 What accounts 
for the public’s turn from cheers to jeers? How could his reputation have soured so quickly? It is 
possible that “macandal” was already used as a kind of curse or slur before François Macandal’s 
death, referring to the potentially dangerous power of the word/object. Moreau de St. Méry gives 
no context that clarifies the potential shift. 

Marie Augustin includes both examples of public response to Macandal in her novel. 
These events in Le Macandal, among others, explore the tangible and intangible inheritances of 
the Haitian Revolution. Le Macandal reflects the ways in which François Macandal’s “cultural 
immortality” is bound up in the poly-function of and present-day confusion around the word 
itself.110     

 
Le Macandal: une épisode 
 

Marie-Josephine Augustin was the daughter and granddaughter of refugees who fled 
revolutions in both Saint-Domingue and Paris. A white francophone woman, she was born in 
1851 on a plantation in Louisiana. She is so located in history because of her grandfather’s flight 
from a seminary in Paris during the “Reign of Terror,” (1793-1794) that landed him in the 
colony of Saint-Domingue, where he would have a son (Marie-Justine’s father), born in 1802 at 
the height of the island’s slave revolution. Her forefathers subsequently escaped to Cuba at the 
end of the Haitian Revolution, and eventually made their way with thousands of other families at 
that time to the (newly minted) mostly francophone American state of Louisiana. According to 

                                                        
108 Moreau de St. Méry. Loix, 218. 
109 Moreau de St. Méry, Description topographique et politique de la partie espagnole de l’Isle Saint-Domingue, 
(Philadelphia: Imprimé & se trouve chez l'auteur, 1796), 653. “Macandal is saved!” 
110 Burnard and Garrigus, The Plantation Machine, 105. 
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the prefatory materials of her only novel, Le Macandal: Épisode de l’Insurrection des Noirs à 
St.-Domingue, Augustin, as a little girl “écouta les histoires de la revolution racontées par son 
grand-père.”111 These (likely terrifying) bedtime stories apparently left a deep impression on the 
young girl, who much later, at the age of 41, wrote a novel reimagining this family history. In 
1892, well after the American Civil War ending slavery, and a year into her professorship at 
Newcomb College in New Orleans, Louisiana, Augustin returned to the topic of “Haitian 
refugees,” linking her personal family history to the most shocking and significant slave uprising 
of all.  

In Le Macandal, a funny thing happens on the wait to Haïti. Augustin connects the 
infamous poisoner François Macandal to Toussaint L’Ouverture by inventing an heir apparent 
for the former. In her telling, Makandal has a son, Dominique, who takes up his father’s 
revolutionary aims, with a pessimistic philosophy that “L’homme n’est, après tout, comme l’a dit 
un célèbre écrivain, qu’un animal parmi d’autres animaux; imitons donc l’ami du peuple, et, au 
nom de la Liberté abreuvons-nous de sang!” (22).112 Dominique works in collaboration with his 
Mother, Wamba, wife of the deceased Macandal, who is a maroon and known to be “la reine des 
vaudoux” (42).113 Their spiritual and maroon forms of rebellion are contrasted in the novel with 
the political plans of the mulatto and enslaved leaders, like Toussaint L’Ouverture, who 
prioritize emancipation as opposed to “death to all whites.” Still, all these figures circulate in the 
same social milieu of the novel, centered around the estate of Carmélite Ogé, the “belle vierge 
dorée du Cap” and daughter of another historical rebel figure of the previous generation, Vincent 
Ogé.114 The novel concludes with a violent clash between Dominique and the multiracial force of 
Toussaint L’Ouverture’s fighters. The side that seeks to exterminate the whites on the island are 
defeated by those who will go on to rule the New Haiti. Dominique is killed in the conflict, 
which precipitates the end of the fighting. 

Dominque, son of Macandal, functions as an embodied link between the 1750s and 1791, 
as well as between the marrons and insurgés.115 Augustin’s choice to explicitly link 
revolutionary generations is not historically accurate, but does reflect scholarly and creative 
impulses to make the maroon “obi man” integral to the Haitian Revolution, to make Boukman a 
proto-Toussaint, to make Toussaint a second Makandal, and to suggest an inescapable multi-
generational plotting of the “only successful slave revolt in history.”116 

 
Macandal! Toujours Macandal! 
 

In the novel, the word “Macandal” refers to many things, depending on the speaker and 
context; use of the word in the novel does not always have a clear or singular referent. Its first 
occurrence refers to the “Séclave” man purchased (along with his wife and child) by Monsieur 
de Villeneuve. This “Macandal” is the famous poisoner of the 1750s, who, in the novel, goes 

                                                        
111 Marie-Josephine Augustin, Le Macandal: episode de l’insurrection des noirs à St. Domingue, Edited by Lindsey 
Monds, (Shreveport: Les Cahiers du Tintamarre, 2010), 6. “listened to stories of the Revolution told by her 
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of the people and drink blood in the name of Liberty!” 
113 “the queen of the voudous”  
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“Furthermore, colonists continued during the revolution to distinguish between marrons and insurgés.” 
116 See, Karol K. Weaver, Medical Revolutionaries, (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2006,) 95-96. 
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maroon and subsequently kills members of the Villeneuve family. Macandal is also the name 
used by many for his son, Dominique, who returns in 1793 from studying in Paris. The word is 
additionally used to refer to the poison he and his family distribute, as well as “le signe” or “le 
marque de Macandal,” the signature object he leaves at the scene of his murders. Referred to 
simply as “Macandal” by Wamba and Dominque, the sign typically takes some variation of the 
form of “deux petits os en forme de croix, surmontés d’un cierge allumé” (31).117  

The word’s ambiguous referent is less a product of the author’s grammatical choices and 
more the result of an entangled history of naming and inheritance. Like Moreau St. Méry’s note, 
Augustin’s novel argues for the poison being named after the man, stating that, “Macandal ayant 
laissé son nom au fameux poison dont il était l’inventeur” (16).118 Augustin’s historical arc 
locates the word in a particular personal history, that of the “Séclave” “de force herculéenne,” 
rather than in a broader linguistic history used to name a particular case (11). When the cup of 
coffee intended for Dominique’s “adversaire” kills a puppy who drinks it, the woman serving the 
cup yells out “Macandal! Macandal!” and, “à ce nom magique il y eut un branlebas général dans 
la cuisine… tout avait disparu” (74).119 The “magical word” refers to, in this moment, the poison, 
as well as Dominique (who has just left) and also, as always, the original man, Dominique’s 
father. The word itself seems to have the magical power to disappear a room full of people.  

The persistence of the poisonings means that the legend of Macandal’s intention to return 
and liberate the slaves can persist. It is in the same scene that the reader learns that “pour une 
certaine classes de Nègres[,] Dominique n’était que Macandal maintenu jeune par un puissant 
fétiche jusqu’au complet affranchissement des Noirs.”120 Wamba and Dominique’s inheritance 
of the poisons means that Macandal can be interpreted as alive, in the disguised form of his son, 
kept young by a magical fetish of some kind. It is the younger Mme de Villeneuve who decries 
this persistence of the man and his poisonings. At the news of her daughter’s disappearance, she 
cries out “Macandal! toujours Macandal!” (81). Like the enslaved women in the kitchen, she 
believes she can read the signs of Macandal’s presence, and it is the toujours of her statement 
with which the novel is concerned. The novel’s conclusion depicts this same Mme de Villeneuve 
on a boat with her daughter Blanche (no longer missing) and Blanche’s abductor/suitor Philippe. 
The Baden sails en route to “les rives hospitalières de la Louisiane,” their Saint Domingue soon 
“disparu à jamais” (109).  

In writing this tale, Augustin asks, what did they take with them? When various 
“Wambas” and “Dominiques” attacked their plantation and they fled for their lives in the night, 
what did families like hers carry to North America? The answer is Macandal. Augustin writes 
primarily a story of his/its persistence over time, perhaps explaining her choice to title the book 
Le Macandal. What compels Augustin to “pass on” le Macandal to readers? The story is her 
inheritance, and in this way, she is very much like the de Villeneuves who inherited Macandal 
(the man) and his family, and therefore inherited his poison. Macandal’s son and Macandal’s 
poisons inherit and carry on his name, like the book Augustin writes, which can only be, in the 
wake of the novel’s conclusion, understood as another Macandal.  

Is the act of writing Augustin’s attempt to bequeath or at least be rid of her burdensome 
inheritance? “Macandal! toujours Macandal…” says Madame de Villeneuve, “…c’est à devenir 
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folle!” The book’s contents are meant to make a sympathetic reader tremble or go crazy. Like its 
literary forbearers, the white eyewitness memoirs of the Haitian Revolution, Le Macandal 
features a “background of sheer terror” and an “experience of total helplessness” for the white 
characters.121 Like these memoires of escape from the Haitian Revolution, Augustin’s fiction, 
written nearly a century later, “refus[es] to link their experiences to the oppressive nature of the 
slave system.”122  
 
Macandal chappé!... Macandal tué! 
 

What was the form of the nightmares of a young Marie Augustin—a girl who listened to 
Haitian Revolution bedtimes stories? (The novel includes such a scene of intergenerational 
storytelling in the de Villeneuve family. Macandal’s is of course the story told.) Does the 
likelihood of these nightmares help us interpret her choice to write a second generation for 
Macandal, to give him a son who runs alongside and eventually in conflict with Toussaint 
L’Ouverture? By inventing a son, also dubbed Macandal, Augustin authorizes herself, through 
the liberties of fiction to kill him. In killing him, she kills “l’idée” that 1758 Macandal 
represented: that “il devait revenir un jour briser les fers et les rendre libres…son projet de faire 
disparaître de la surface de l’île tous les hommes qui ne seraient pas de descendance africaine” 
(12).123 Race war leading to black domination is made impossible if Macandal and all he spawns 
and represents is eliminated. And so, like a sleeper practicing lucid dreaming, Augustin kills him 
as a way of ending that recurring nightmare. Dominique/Macandal is shot in a battle between 
allied French whites, mulattos (old Ogé troops) and Toussaint’s men. Dominique and his band of 
African maroons are defeated by an interracial force in which blacks are the minority.  

The arc of Augustin’s preferred version of events can be traced in two parallel phrases 
that bookend the novel. Borrowing from Moreau de St. Méry’s account, in the novel’s initial 
telling of Macandal’s fate, the blacks watching the execution think that Macandal escapes, and 
shout: “Macandal sauvé! Macandal chappé!”124 Later, at the novel’s climax, Macandal is 
indisputably killed in the final battle: 

une épouvantable détonation retentit et le corps du fils de Wamba, affreusement mutilé, 
s’affaissa sur le sol… 
Une clameur indescriptible se fit entendre : 
–Macandal mouri ! Macandal tué ! (108)125 

The second crowd proclaims him dead, killed. Like a Greek chorus they announce the most 
dramatic events of the drama. The words of the last crowd are at odds with the definition of 
Macandal that the novel has thus far put forth—that he is immortal. But Augustin’s second-
generation maroon obi man has been killed. The (same) crowd that once proclaimed his escape 
announces his murder. This time it is not the state that metes out the punishment, but in an odd 
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fantasy-laden twist, the political force condemning Macandal’s practices and the kind of 
rebellion they promote is a multiracial revolutionary force inspired by the ideals of the French 
Revolution. In this novel, Macandal has no place in soon-to-be-Haiti. 

However, as is the effect of citation, Augustin’s whole story is contained in its title, in the 
one word she has chosen, Le Macandal. By reproducing this history in such a way that continues 
to represent the maroon obi man and his fetish, as well as the power of these objects over a 
colonial populous, Augustin extends the power of the object into the fiction and over her reader. 
The fetish is in this case the word, the book, the man, the paquets; they are never successfully 
distinguished in the novel. Augustin’s narrative plea for sympathy toward the exiled whites is 
overshadowed by the fact that at the end of the narrative, the reader is left holding another 
macandal. 
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Chapter 3 
Maroon Epaulettes: Toussaint and the Generals 

 
Beginning in the fifteenth century, maroon communities and their leaders engaged in 

armed conflicts with European colonial forces. In all of these cases, the well-admired maroon 
tactic of camouflage—that is, to adorn oneself or one’s hiding space in such a way that it is not 
easily discernable to the human eye—was central to successful engagement in such activities. 
Camouflage (and its facilitation of ambush) was a tactic of evasion and war at odds with 
European modes of fighting and self-presentation on the battlefield. Bryan Edwards, in his 1801 
history of Jamaica, highlights how maroons forced the British into visible and thus vulnerable 
positions by creating single-file paths to their hideouts:  

The retreat of the Maroons from the New Town, was a feint to draw the whites into an 
ambuscade, which unfortunately succeeded. The road between the new and old towns was 
very bad and very narrow; and the troops had marched about half way, the regulars in front, 
the militia in the centre, and the volunteers in the rear, when a heavy fire ensued from the 
bushes.126 

An unseen enemy is a victorious enemy, for Edwards laments that “Neither the courage nor 
conduct of the best disciplined troops in the world could always avail against men, who, lurking 
in secret like the tygers of Africa, (themselves unseen) had no object but murder.”127 Maroons 
adapted methods of combat to their environment so that one party was highly-visible and the 
other practically “unseen.” 

Even friendly meetings between maroons and Europeans highlight the differing modes of 
self-presentation. The year 1782 saw the beginnings of negotiations between the French colonial 
government and the maroons long-established in the borderlands region between French Saint-
Domingue and Spanish San Domingo. The description of those present at one of the meetings is 
suggestive of maroon self-presentation in that region: “On the appointed day, fourteen Negroes, 
covered only by a tanga, wearing a leather pouch at the waist and sporting firearms and 
machetes, came from one direction, accompanied by Diego Félis, M. de Saint-Larry, attired in 
uniform, came from the other…” The maroons are visibly armed but otherwise unencumbered by 
a costume, while the Frenchman, though engaging in negotiations as opposed to conflict, retains 
a European uniform indicating his national affiliation. 

“Maroon Epaulettes” examines how three novelists, Victor Hugo, William Wells Brown and 
George Washington Cable, sought to represent examples of the kinds of maroon resistance and 
combat described above in the context of global Revolutionary Era military conflicts. In their 
attempts, these authors veer away from the logic of camouflage and ambush in order to depict 
the maroon leader wearing colorful European-style military uniforms. These uniforms become a 
site of slippage manipulated differently by each author. Central to the ensuing problems of 
representation in these texts is the epaulette, whose semiotic function on the uniform is 
incongruous with long-trusted maroon tactics of camouflage, disguise, and ambush.  

Without a doubt, the iconic representations of Toussaint L’Ouverture in a red white and blue 
uniform, with tricorn hat, (see Image 17) influenced these authors’ understanding of what a 
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rebelling former slave might have worn.128 Still, in their own depictions of marronage they 
wrestle with the troubled function of a uniform in the swamp. Why would a maroon leader, 
whose successful marronage depended on camouflage, disguise and ambush, suddenly, in the 
age of revolutions, don the bright, restrictive uniforms of their European adversaries? If he does, 
how might the uniform be modified to function in the swamp? The forest or the mountains?   

 
Image 17: Toussaint Louverture Chef des Noirs Insurgés de Saint Domingue. Chez Jean rue Jean de Beauvais, No. 10. Circa 

1800. 

In Victor Hugo’s 1826 Haitian Revolution novel, Bug-Jargal, the French-soldier protagonist 
mocks the uniformed maroon leader Biassou. However, his failed attempts to read the maroon’s 
epaulettes for rank reveal the latter’s strategy of illegibility through mottled political 
representation. In Clotel; or, The President’s Daughter (1853) by William Wells Brown, the 
maroon general’s uniform is self-fashioned such that it is legible within the swamp to other 
maroons. The leader named Picquilo represents, in the antebellum United States, the hopes and 
fears of many who saw in America the potential for another mass slave uprising or revolution. In 
his 1880 novel, The Grandissimes, George Washington Cable creates a maroon figure, Bras-
Coupé, who functions as a catch-all for forms of slave resistance. The uniform is explicitly a 
costume, discarded as easily as the ideals of the American and Haitian Revolutions.  

These three novels reflect the evolving signification of the maroon general figure, from the 
Haitian Revolution through American Reconstruction. The legacy of this iconic image from the 
last century is a photograph of Paul Robeson in oversized regimentals in his role as Brutus Jones 
in Eugene O’Neill’s 1920 play The Emperor Jones (see Image 2). Michelle Ann Stephens has 
connected the play’s dramatic spectacle, centered around the emperor’s “costumes of 
civilization,” with Marcus’ Garvey’s adoption of the same costume to promote his black 

                                                        
128 David Patrick Geggus traces the evolution and influence of the earliest portraits of Toussaint L’Ouverture, in 
“The Changing Faces of Toussaint Louverture: Literary and Pictorial Depictions,” The John Carter Brown Library, 
http://www.brown.edu/Facilities/John_Carter_Brown_Library/exhibitions/toussaint/pages/introduction.html. 
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globalist movement.129 From Paul Robeson’s stage and screen roles as Emperor Jones and 
Toussaint L’Ouverture, to Marcus Garvey’s political attire, the black man in regimentals has 
persisted as a figure of parody and inspiration, or often ambivalence. “Maroon Epaulettes” reads 
nineteenth-century instances of popular culture’s attempts to politicize this figure. Hugo, Brown 
and Cable, each to their own ends, lean on the semiotic function of the epaulette to argue for 
their understanding of maroon leadership.  

 
Image 18: photograph of Paul Robeson for Vanity Fair magazine.  

 
A “sophisticated system” 
 

The visual markings of a European soldier’s rank, once produced by the hours of makeup and 
dress, came to be condensed onto the fabric of the uniform, and even further onto the shoulders. 
There sat the epaulettes on the part of the body the sun hit most directly, and so illuminated, this 
feature of the uniform came to be the most prominent place of signification on the soldier’s body. 
Beginning with the late eighteenth-century French revolutionary and Napoleonic wars, the 
soldier’s uniform needed to fuse practicality with rank legibility. The earlier soldier’s “toilet,” a 
lengthy preparation of the body, hair and dress before battle (everything from “pomading, 
curling, plaiting and powdering his hair, pipeclaying his belts, blacking and polishing his 
cartridge pound and shoes and polishing his buttons”) fell out of fashion.130 But as coats and 
jackets grew shorter and hats and collar pieces shrunk, rank needed to remain clearly legible on 
the body. These changes in uniform came as armies increased rapidly in size and wars increased 
in scope. Meanwhile, armies became chaotic amalgamations of trained and untrained soldiers. 
Napoleon Bonaparte would be the first to develop a strategy that incorporated the new army of 
varied experience. A vibrant, consistent uniform sliced through this chaos by visually marking 
leaders with simple, inescapable signs. At the very least, the uniforms would be orderly.  
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Image 19: Epaulettes 

Epaulettes became clear signs of who was what. Cheat sheets of rank. IT Schick’s, 
Battledress: The Uniforms of the World’s Great Armies, 1700 to the Present, offers a sample of 
the detailed differentiation: 

Officers wore similar uniforms to their men’s, but made of better quality stuff. Their rank 
was indicated by their gilt gorgets and their gold or silver epaulettes, the arrangement of 
which was the most sophisticated system of rank markings yet in existence. Colonels had 
two epaulettes with bullion fringe and lieutenant-colonels one similar on the left shoulder. 
Majors had two epaulettes with twist fringe, and captains one similar on the left shoulder. 
Lieutenants had one epaulette on the left shoulder with the strap of metal lace woven with 
a colored lozenge pattern and mixed metal and coloured silk fringe, and sub-lieutenants 
had the same but in reversed colors, that is, a coloured strap woven with a metal lozenge 
pattern. Officers with one epaulette only wore a contre-epaulette on the right shoulder, 
which consisted of the epaulette strap without any fringe.131 

Soldiers worth their salt learned to read in seconds, not only the rank of the person before them, 
but also the resulting hierarchy implicit in the interaction and thus the appropriate response, 
greeting, or facial expression. Deference, condescension, admiration, pity. As you were, soldier.  
 Consequently, the introduction of the epaulette in Europe (1795 in England, approximately 
1771 in France) produced a new form of anxiety concerning unclear or misread rank. British 
leaders such as Lord Nelson were reluctant adopters of the epaulette and called officers 
“coxcombs” for “putting on part of a Frenchman’s uniform.”132 Even so, insult was the danger 
holdouts like Nelson risked, for “Foreign troops, accustomed to the [epaulette] wearing of naval 
officers of their own countries, sometimes failed to recognize British naval officers as such, and 
in consequence omitted to salute them.”133 The importance of “recognition” to the conceptual 
fabric of military order is highlighted in another example. Naval physicians and surgeons of the 
Royal Hospital wrote their superiors demanding epaulettes. They felt a  

“duty…to the rank we hold in the Service and Society to submit to your consideration the 
claim we have as field officers, to wear epaulettes as have been awarded to officers of 
similar rank in the staff of the Army. We are induced to urge our claim in this respect, 
from being daily liable to meet with Army Medical Officers.”134 
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Officers of a different “field,” these medical officers wanted to be visibly on the same plane as 
their peers in the Army, who apparently were wearing epaulettes. Because of the meticulous 
work of military historians, we have ample data on the various significations of European 
epaulettes, though comparable descriptions of West Indian Regiments, white or black, are 
strikingly few. Some historians, if they note this lacuna in the scholarship at all, explain the 
exclusion of colonial regiments as the result of “restricted space.”135 Conflicts in the West Indies 
were not considered “part of the Revolutionary Wars proper,” and certain retrospective accounts 
only lament how the region “swallowed thousands of troops who might otherwise have been 
employed in Europe.”136 

 
Image 20: “Commodore, first class, and mate, full dress. Boy in background” From British Naval Dress. Here is a pedagogical 

image of the scenes of reading and interpretation. Note the removed hat of the inferiors.137 

 Though epaulettes primarily function as a kind of visual “technical language,” this chapter 
reads them for their function as interpretive texts within the literary.138  Rather than leaving them 
unread—skimmed quickly as purely denotative details included by the author for added realism 
or authenticity—I linger on the epaulettes in these texts, laboring over them and their “meaning.”  
As we will see, some characters first perceive the maroon epaulettes to be a clear language of 
rank with stable signs that clarify an interaction. However, as I read in tandem with these 
characters who read, my practice diverges from theirs, as I do not read handmade or unmatched 
epaulettes as illegible, failing to denote and thus lacking authority. Rather, I stop at the supposed 
“illegibility” and ask after its meaning.   
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Bug-Jargal: “Son costume était ridicule”  

 
 In 1826, Hugo publishes the novel Bug-Jargal as an expanded version of an earlier short 

story. It appears one year following the 1825 Franco-Haitian accord, France’s much belated 
acknowledgement of Haitian Independence. But Hugo, in what may be a “guise of anti-
marketing rhetoric,” claims a coincidence of publication, writing in the preface that, despite the 
“circumstantial look to it…events have accommodated themselves to the book, not the book to 
events” (Bongie 27, Hugo 57). Whatever the case may be, Hugo returns to the topic of Haiti and 
its Revolution the same years that his nation does. His maroon general, based on the historical 
person, Georges Biassou, wears to his advantage epaulettes that are illegible to the colonial 
observer. 
 

 
Image 21: frontispiece from 1826 edition of Bug-Jargal 

 In the novel, Victor Hugo’s protagonist, Captain Léopold d’Auverney, struggles to read. In 
this 1826 novel about the Haitian Revolution, the colony of Saint-Domingue is a vast and 
inscrutable landscape. As Chris Bongie notes in the introduction to his 2004 translation of the 
book, the novel’s central problem of “difficulty of communication…[and] anxiety about 
meaning” are thrust upon the reader from the earliest moment via its “(un)readable” title.139 
Some of the tensest moments in the novel, in which “signs are not easily readable or perhaps not 
readable at all,” are scenes of the “contact zone” in which d’Auverney is face to face with 
rebellious maroon generals.140 
 The novel’s concern with communication and its relationship to meaning is a feature of 
what critics have called its broader “exploration of the relationship between language and the 
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exercise of power.”141 While there is ample interesting linguistic study of Hugo’s polyphonic 
novel (see Turo, Bonin), less attention has been given to the various non-verbal signs and 
signifiers that populate the novel. In a novel about a military conflict, an analysis of “language” 
must also include the various military “languages” used by the characters. In Bug-Jargal, 
military signifiers are the sites of illegibility and instability, the exact opposite of what they are 
supposed to promote. 
 D’Auverney suffers from a classic case of what Mary Louise Pratt has called, “imperial 
eyes”; encountering the maroon general, the colonizer-protagonist reads for meaning but 
discovers absurdity. He offers only “contemptuous descriptions of the slaves’ attempts to 
appropriate signs of power and to emulate the style of rulers.”142 Still, as Kathryn Grossman 
urges, one should read these scenes for more than the judgement of the colonizer, not simply 
“through d’Auverney’s eyes alone.”143  If instead one takes a cue from Hugo’s implied author 
who “hears” d’Auverney’s tale with a cynical and skeptical ear, the same passages offer 
alternative readings to the colonizer’s conclusions foregrounded by the text. Such post-colonial 
readings highlight the ways in which the colonizer’s imperial eyes struggle with unfamiliar 
signifiers. The trusty visual indices of race are not useful in this land of racial “hybrids” (who 
deeply trouble Hugo’s protagonist), and as a result d’Auverney turns to the language of military 
rank as visualized through uniform for aid in determining his position on the island.144 Close 
attention, however, to examples of colonizers’ troubled readings of the uniformed former slave or 
maroon reveal—once we finally step away from the colonizer’s perspective—a potentially 
brilliant strategy of subversion: illegibility. The maroon tactic of illegibility is a key feature of 
combat strategies such as camouflage and ambush that helped lead to black (and mulatto) victory 
in the Haitian Revolution and the countless other maroon conflicts with European troops.   
 In the first third of the novel, in a battle with rebels of Morne Rouge, the captain is taken 
prisoner and moved to the maroon camp of Biassou. D’Auverney concedes that the maroon 
camp resembles a military camp, but the site’s inscrutability incites both laughter and fear in the 
Frenchman. He is initially tickled by the juxtaposition of black people in the clothing of whites. 
“Dans une autre disposition d’esprit,” he says, “je n’aurais pu m’empêcher de rire de l’inepte 
vanité des noirs, qui étaient presque tous chargés d’ornements militaires et sacerdotaux, 
dépouillés de leurs victimes” (115).145 Alas, the laughter eludes him, for he is still a prisoner, and 
after his initial survey of his environs, he returns to the concerns that spring from his being a 
potential future victim of the “peloton de soldats de couleur, assez bien armés” (116).146  
 In an attempt to assess his chances of making it out of the maroon camp alive, d’Auverney 
moves quickly to study the uniforms and dress of his opponents. The length of three chapters is 
devoted to this task. The resulting struggle highlights his inability to read for meaning. 
D’Auverney looks around the camp and sees Spanish, French and African uniforms, hats, and 
ensigns. He observes the intertwining of military and ecclesiastic clothing such that, “Il n’était 

                                                        
141 Katherine M. Bonin, “Signs of Origin,” Nineteenth-Century French Studies, 194. 
142 Kathryn M. Grossman, The Early Novels of Victor Hugo, 1986, 65. 
143 Ibid., 65. 
144 For an extended discussion of the function of hybridity in Bug-Jargal, see “Hybrid Creatures, Hybrid Politics, in 
Hugo’s “Bug-Jargal” and “Le Dernier Jour d’un condemné” by Pascale Gaitet. 
145 “In another frame of mind,” he says, “I wouldn’t have been able to stop laughing at the fatuous vanity of the 
blacks, almost all of whom were wearing some form or other of military or ecclesiastical clothing which they had 
stripped from their victims” (115). 
146 “platoon, composed of soldiers of colour and passably well-armed” (115). 
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pas rare de voir brouiller un hausse-col sous un rabat, ou une épaulette sur une chasuble.”147 He 
confronts an irreconcilable integration of nations; Biassou’s guards wear Spanish colors and 
fashion while their leader dons the French (115). What’s more, there are countless “enseignes de 
fantaisie” in the camp that do not indicate any nationality legible to the narrator (119).148 The 
captain’s problem of colonial reading is exacerbated when d’Auverney is called to an interview 
with Biassou, the leader of the army in the camp. Their interaction on one level highlights the 
captain’s failure to read his opponent—a problem he attributes to the military naiveté of the 
maroon fighter. However, a close reading of the epaulettes recasts the general’s uniform as 
strategy rather than failed mimicry.  
 First, d’Auverney observes Biassou’s race, but gains little insight from it in a moment in 
which the roles of captor and captive are reversed. He moves quickly from Biassou’s physical 
features to his dress, which he hopes will lend the logic of military norms to his assessment of 
the situation: 

Entre deux haies de soldats mulâtre, j’aperçus un homme de couleur, assis sur un énorme 
tronc d’acajou, que recouvrait à demi un tapis de plumes de perroquet. Cet homme 
appartenait à l’espèce des sacatras, qui n’est séparée des nègres que par une nuance 
souvent imperceptible. Son costume était ridicule. Une ceinture magnifique de tresse de 
soie, à laquelle pendait une croix de Saint-Louis, retenait à la hauteur du nombril un 
caleçon bleu, de toile grossière ; une veste de basin blanc, trop courte pour descendre 
jusqu’à la censure, complétait son vêtement. Il portait des bottes grises, un chapeau rond, 
surmonté d’une cocarde rouge, et des épaulettes, dont l’une était d’or avec les deux 
étoiles d’argent des maréchaux de camp, l’autre de laine jaune. Deux étoiles de cuivre, 
qui paraissaient avoir été des molettes d’éperons, avaient été fixées sur la dernière, sans 
doute pour la rendre digne de figurer auprès de sa brillante compagne. Ces deux 
épaulettes, n’étant point bridées à leur place naturelle par des ganses transversales, 
pendaient des deux côtés de la poitrine du chef (117-118).149 

The “nuances” of Biassou’s race are omitted while every detail of his “ridiculous” outfit is 
recounted. The basic components—blue pants, white jacket, red cockade and epaulettes—
resemble a scrambled version of the Napoleon Bonaparte’s uniform made iconic by Jacques-
Louis David (see image 22). The uncanny seems at work, for in spite of the familiarity to him of 
these colors and pieces, the captain is appalled. It seems at first to be the imperfect fit (“trop 
courte”)—suggesting a borrowed costume—that disturbs the narrator. However, nearly half the 
description is given over to the pair of epaulettes that function as the locus of d’Auverney’s 
semiotic struggles. He expects them to be the site at which he can read rank, but in confronting 
his inability to do so in this case, his struggles turn into somersaults as he bends over backwards 

                                                        
147 “it wasn’t rare to see the glint of a gorget underneath a priest’s collar, or an epaulette on top of a chasuble” (115). 
148 “fanciful ensigns” (117), emphasis added. 
149 Between two lines of mulatto soldiers, I caught sight of a man of color seated on an enormous mahogany trunk 
that was half covered by a carpet of parrot feathers. This man was a sacatra, which as a species is distinguishable 
from the negro only by virtue of an often imperceptible nuance. His outfit was ridiculous. A magnificent silk-plaited 
belt, from which dangled a Saint-Louis Cross, was keeping a pair of blue breeches made out of coarse fabric up 
around the level of his navel; a jacket of white dimity, too small to reach down to his belt, completed his costume. 
He was wearing grey boots, a round hat topped with a red cockade, and a pair of epaulettes, one of which was made 
of gold, with the two silver stars for brigadier-generals, and the other of yellow wool. Fastened to the latter, no doubt 
in order to make it worthy of figuring next to its sparkling companion, were two copper stars that seemed to have 
been the rowels from a set of spurs. These two epaulettes, not being secured in their natural place with cross-wise 
braids, were dangling down both sides of his chest (117). 
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to project the inferiority he could not quite pin on race—but could have read from traditional 
epaulettes—onto Biassou’s improvised pair.  

 
Image 22: "Napoleon Crossing the Alps" by Jacques-Louis David, Belvedere version, 1801-1805. 

 D’Auverney asserts two reasons for the epaulettes’ failure to signify rank: They are not 
matching nor are they in place. The pair appears legible at first, with a golden epaulette whose 
two stars indicate a brigadier general (one title later claimed by Biassou), but the second is a sad 
imitation made of yellow wool. Fabric where metal should be. He goes on to imagine the hands 
that labored to “fi[x]” the copper rowels from a pair of spurs to said wool (though, not out of 
some metropolitan appreciation for alienated labor) in order to emphasize the kind of 
unprecedented bricolage at work in these adornments.  
 He reads the epaulettes for their parts, and distracted by their myriad origins, he is unable 
to read for signification. And still it grows even more strange. Inexplicably he goes on to 
personify the epaulettes, characterizing the second one as in desperate need to appear “digne” to 
stand beside its shiny “compagne.” These epaulettes are not in order and are therefore hopeless 
to remain in place. They fall out of attention off Biassou’s shoulders and down his chest. Their 
placement is unnatural and insecure, so they fall. In that fall, they fail to signify that which they 
are supposed to signify, the rank of this particular soldier and, more importantly to the larger 
context, stable successful leadership. 
 D’Auverney posits the failed mimicry of this attempt—one epaulette’s desperate effort to 
resemble its shinier comrade—as a miniature of the work behind Biassou’s whole outfit, and 
indeed the whole maroon camp. Unable to read for signification, d’Auverney moves on to read 
for symbolism. The colonizer’s mind is revealed: For this French captain sweating his 
underpants off in soon-to-be-Haiti, Biassou’s epaulettes are symbolic of the inferiority of a black 
opponent and of maroon military leadership. D’Auverney is desperate for any tiny microcosm of 
the world he sees slipping away, a world in which he was both racially and militarily superior, 
and visibly so.  
 What Hugo’s protagonist does not fully appreciate is the way in which Biassou’s troops, 
with their various ensigns and mix-and-match uniforms, mimic the “mottled” field of European 
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conflict in the Caribbean. When Jacques Lacan writes that “the effect of mimicry is camouflage,” 
he refers to “the technique of camouflage practiced in human warfare.”150 Although he is not 
thinking of the maroon’s effective use of that tactic in the Haitian Revolution and elsewhere, his 
elaboration on the relationship between mimicry and camouflage is useful in this context. “It is 
not a question of harmonizing with the background,” he writes, “but against a mottled 
background, of becoming mottled.”151 The theatre of war depicted in Bug-Jargal, that of the 
Haitian Revolution, was such a mottled field of conflict that saw Spanish, French and English 
troops aligned with mulattoes, then whites, then slaves, in various formations that changed 
almost as often as the seasons. The mimicry at work in Biassou’s maroon camp is a reflection of 
that political situation, of the war’s mottled background. The maroon armies in this case mottle 
themselves in order to appear on a mottled world military stage.  

Maroon recognition and imitation of that mottled state of affairs is good strategy, and in the 
case depicted in Bug-Jargal, results in a position of advantage. D’Auverney sees various nations 
in the camp of maroons, but he cannot read for his place among them. He cannot read with 
confidence for adversaries or alliances. His account of his experiences is one long description of 
confused allegiances. Though he projects a failure of legibility onto the maroon military 
appearance via a “colonial discourse” of failed mimicry, it is really d’Auverney’s failure to see 
the mottled (or honing in again on those epaulettes—the improvised, bricolaged, recycled) nature 
of the conflict that indicates his doomed fate.152 
 When the captain examines the maroon epaulettes, he hopes to find “a subject of a 
difference that is almost the same, but not quite.”153 He hopes they mark a soldier who is almost 
like himself, trained in his image but with marked difference as a black soldier. In this case, the 
white French soldier expects the difference [read: inferiority] of the black soldier to portend the 
superiority [read: survival] of the white one. But how are his expectations altered when the 
general in the aforementioned epaulettes sneers at the captain, saying, “est-ce que tu viens déjà 
d’être empalé, pour ne pouvoir plier l’épine du dos en présence de Jean Biassou, généralissime 
des pays conquis et maréchal de camp des armées de su magestad catolica?” (119-120).154 By 
Homi Bhabha’s logic that effective mimicry “must continually produce its slippage, its excess, 
its difference,” the excessive rank and violence of Biassou’s words are what produce the colonial 
discourse of failed mimicry in d’Auverney’s mind (that is, the epaulette reading).155 But 
Biassou’s “excessive” rank and violence also present, in this case, an imminent physical threat to 
the colonizer.156 

Through a visual demonstration of maroon military logic, the Generalissimo makes moot 
d’Auverney’s questions of “worthiness” and “out-of-place-ness.” Biassou trades in symbolism as 
well, and to much greater effect than the captain: 

Un moment après, il se fit apporter un vase de verre plein de grains de maïs noir, il y jeta 
quelques grains de maïs blanc; puis, élevant le vase au-dessus de sa tête, pour qu’il fût 
mieux vu de toute son armée: 

                                                        
150 Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, 99. 
151 Ibid. 
152 Homi Bhabha, The Location of Culture, 1994, 121. 
153 Ibid., 122. 
154 “Is it, perchance, that you’ve just had a good impaling? Is that why you can’t bend your back bone in the 
presence of Jean Biassou, Generalissimo of the Conquered Territories and Brigadier of su magestad catolica?” 
(Hugo 118) 
155 Bhabha, The Location, 121. 
156 Ibid. 
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—Frères, vous êtes le maïs noir, les blancs vos ennemis sont le maïs blanc. 
A ces paroles, il remua, le vase, et quand presque tous les grains blancs eurent disparu 
sous les noirs, il séria d’un air d’inspiration et de triomphe: Guetté blan si la la (124).157 

The Captain’s obsessive reading of epaulettes is quickly revealed as a waste of time after the 
leader highlights the superior defensive position of the former slaves who outnumber the whites 
ten to one.   
 Even though he himself wears military clothing, the Generalissimo goes on to emphasize 
the inutility of extravagant uniforms against those fighting for their freedom. “Ces blancs, ces 
colons, ces planteurs, ces hommes de négoce…” he says, 

Étaient couverts, les superbes, d’armes, de panaches et d’habits magnifiques à l’oeil, et 
ils nous méprisaient parce que nous sommes noirs et nus…Mais, ô mes frères, notre 
armée a fondu sur la leur comme les batailles sur un cadavre; ils son tombés avec leurs 
beaux uniformes sous les coups de ces bras nus qu’ils croyaient sans vigueur, ignorant 
que le bon bois est plus dur quand il est dépouillé d’écorce (125).158   

The fighter, according to his analogy, is stronger without the uniform. He would be made more 
vulnerable by wearing it. Maroons and former slaves, then, do not wear the uniforms of 
adversaries for recognition. Their donning of military dress is more of a ruse. On the one hand, it 
gives the appearance of conformity to European-style warfare. On the other hand, Biassou and 
his men practice a very different form of warfare replete with camouflage, ambush and 
deception. These are the forms of combat, of survival, that have long-proven successful for 
maroon communities. Biassou asks, how can a group be “out of place” when they are in the 
overwhelming majority? Not only does d’Auverney struggle to read, he is in the end reading the 
wrong text. Reading clothing for rank misses the forest for the trees, and in turn misses the 
thousands of former slaves in the forest. 
 Biassou uses the epaulettes to signify his own rank through a language of authority that the 
Europeans and former slaves all understand. That said, the maroon general in epaulettes will 
shed them in earnest when the time comes to don outfits that blend into the natural environment 
of the conflict. The willingness to undermine or even abandon the language of rank signified by 
the epaulette and uniform gives the maroon general a unique flexibility in the world he has 
turned upside down. On his person, he can obscure the signifier, leaving his European opponent 
floundering in denotative desperation. By contrast, when Biassou says to d’Auverney, “Je vois à 
ton uniforme que tu es officier,” he demonstrates that the easily legibility of the Frenchman is to 
the maroon’s advantage (120).159 In the end, the maroon reads easily. 
 
 
                                                        
157 A moment later, [Biassou] had someone bring him a glass vase full of grains of black maize. He threw in some 
grains of white maize and then, lifting the vase over his head so that his entire army could get a better view of it, he 
declared: 
‘Brothers, you are the black maize; the whites, your enemies, are the white maize!’ 
At these words, he shook the vase and, when almost all the white grains hd disappeared under the black ones, he 
cried out with an air of inspiration and triumph: ‘Guetté blan si la la’ (Hugo 121). 
Note: See what the whites are in relation to you! 
158 “Those whites, those colonists, those planters, those traffickers,” he says, “…were covered, these vainglorious 
men, with weapons, plumes, and outfits that were magnificent to the eye, and they held us in contempt because we 
are black and naked…But, O my brothers, our army descended on theirs like swarms of gnats upon a corpse. They 
and their lovely uniforms fell under the blows of those naked arms—arms they thought lacking in power. But what 
they did not know is that good wood is all the harder when the bark has been stripped from it” (Hugo 121-122). 
159 “I see from your uniform that you’re an officer” (118). 
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Clotel: “His only token of authority” 
 

William Wells Brown’s 1853 novel, Clotel; or, The President’s Daughter is the story of 
the tormented attempts of escape from slavery made by the three generations of women: the 
enslaved mistress of Thomas Jefferson, Currer, their daughters, Clotel and Althesea, and 
granddaughters, Ellen and Jane Morton. Brown imagines the determination of these women to be 
free and, in so-doing, depicts graphic scenes of slavery as evidence supporting the novel’s many 
scathing critiques of the institution. Clotel and the others are sold from Virginia to various 
regions of the deep South.  Brown fictionalizes historical examples of escape, such as the 
infamous cross-dressing disguise of Ellen and William Craft,160 and employs a now somewhat 
controversial citation practice of incorporating other fictional and historical texts.161 Brown 
depicts methods of escape from slavery, but it is through the consistent motif of the “slave in the 
swamp,” of attempted and successful marronage, that Brown speculates on a future in which 
Jefferson’s world order is supplanted by Toussaint L’Ouverture’s.  

The following pages discuss Brown’s aforementioned maroon general Picquilo and his 
function as a Caribbean slave who takes up residence in the United States. Though Brown’s book 
offers myriad examples of how to escape slavery, the example of the maroon carries the Haitian 
Revolution in tow. Picquilo comes to embody the rumors, hopes and fears of slave uprising that 
circulated in the United States. Brown reads John Reilly Beard’s biography of Toussaint 
L’Ouverture and pulls from it to create his own maroon general character. Picquilo is a literary 
vessel that contains the history of the revolution through citation, in addition to characterization 
and plot. The changes (from the biography) that Brown makes to Picquilo’s uniform indicate a 
form of maroon leadership that signifies through a self-fashioned uniform that is legible to other 
former slaves in the swamp.  
 In Clotel, Brown articulates the commonly-held American belief that both ideas and 
people traveled from the Caribbean to threaten slavery’s persistence in the United States. It is 
well documented how extensively news of Haiti permeated U.S. American daily life and print 
culture, especially in Philadelphia, Virginia, South Carolina and Louisiana.162 The seed planted in 
the minds of artists—those for and against slavery—sprouted into imaginings of stateside 
examples of the horrors of San Domingo. Embodying these horrors, the “black general” 
portended slave uprisings and revolution. In every case, the spectre of Toussaint L’Ouverture, the 
most infamous “black general” of all, looms large.163  
                                                        
160 To escape, Ellen dressed as man and wore men’s clothing, while her husband William dressed as her manservant. 
They chronicled their journey in the narrative, Running a Thousand Miles for Freedom; Or, The Escape of William 
and Ellen Craft From Slavery (1860). 
161 Brown’s citational practice has been debated for decades, and his plentiful references and “borrowings” combed 
through by many scholars who have raised questions of authorship, authenticity, plagiarism and pastiche surround 
the “polyvocal” novel Clotel. Clotel is called “an example of literary pastiche” by Robert S. Levine in his 
introduction to the 2000/2011 Bedford Cultural Edition of the novel. See his discussion of “a powerful sociocritical 
dimension to this use of pastiche” on page 7 of that introduction. Additionally, Werner Sollors describes Clotel as a 
“pastiche-book” on page 120 in (Trans)Formations of Cultural Identity in the English-Speaking World (1998). 
162See Julius Sherrard Scott, “The Common Wind,” PhD diss., Duke University and Lawrence Powell’s Accidental 
City: Transforming New Orleans, 2012. 
163 “Black general” is C.L.R. James’ phrasing. I use it because it encompasses many individuals within the massive 
population of “blacks” in San Domingo, while leaving room for the historical shifting of allegiances. Maroons 
fought for and against various groups, sometimes being distinguished or distinguishing themselves from recently 
escaped or freed slaves, also labeled “blacks” by most other observers. 
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 Though it has not been directly discussed by scholars, marronage features prominently in 
Clotel. Amidst other circulating stories of escape from slavery, Brown includes a recurring 
depiction of marronage via “the slave in the swamp” who, if caught, will only escape to live as a 
maroon again or otherwise die. The practice of marronage proves central to Chapter Twenty-
Four, “The Arrest,” when the reader’s attention is pulled away from Clotel’s story of 
imprisonment in a Virginia jail to the revolt and marronage of Nat Turner. He is the novel’s first 
historical slave in the swamp; his infamy even eclipses Clotel’s story: “The arrest of the fugitive 
[Clotel] was announced in all the newspapers, but created little or no sensation. The inhabitants 
were too much engaged in putting down the revolt among the slaves” (Brown 203). Brown 
recounts true details of Turner’s life and rebellion, which, before his execution, follows the cycle 
Brown has set up in the novel of the slave in the swamp’s flight, failure, and example. Turner’s 
revolt results in the death of many Southampton whites and a prolonged period of marronage 
before capture.  
 Clotel's isolated time in solitary confinement is juxtaposed with Turner’s experience of 
communal flight and marronage, for “on the discovery of the plan for the outbreak, Turner fled to 
the swamps, followed by those who had joined in the insurrection. Here the revolted negroes 
numbered some hundreds, and for a time bade defiance to their oppressors” (201). The narrator 
leans on the force of the unknown number of revolters, acres of swamp, and years of marronage: 

The Dismal Swamps cover many thousands of acres of wild land, and a dense forest, with 
wild animals and insects, such as are unknown in any other part of Virginia. Here 
runaway negroes usually seek a hiding-place, and some have been known to reside here 
for years (201). 

The emphasis on the large number of conspirators is compounded by the vastness of the swamp.  
 Picquilo is one of these “hundreds” who comes from the same land as the negro-dogs 
sent to hunt him. Brown’s Afro-Cuban maroon “was a bold, turbulent spirit; and from revenge 
imbrued his hands in the blood of all the whites he could meet” (202). He is a “leader” who 
wears epaulettes and the blood of whites on his sword. Furthermore, he has taken a wife, “also a 
runaway,” presumably an American slave. Together, Picquilo and his wife “built a cave on a 
rising mound in the swamp; this was their home” from which they intend to reproduce this 
rejection of slavery (202). They offer the threat of a multi-generational maroon society.164 
Moreover, Picquilo situates himself in history. He “claim[s]” a native land in Africa and 
“consider[s]” the swamp his adopted home. His future is located in the swamp and it is from that 
position that he will defend it. 

Recent attention has finally been given to the somewhat mysterious character of Picquilo, 
a maroon featured briefly among the numerous fugitive characters in Clotel. In “Notes from the 
State of Saint Domingue: The Practice of Citation in Clotel,” Lara Langer Cohen traces the 
specific textual origins of this character.165 She demonstrates in detail the literary lineage of 
Picquilo via the language Brown borrows from John Reilly Beard’s 1853 book, The Life of 
Toussaint L’Ouverture.  

In Clotel, Brown repurposes Beard’s lengthy description of the maroon leader Lamour 
Derance to describe Picquilo.166 Compare below the relevant passages of Beard and Brown: 

                                                        
164 For an archeological and theoretical exploration of the marronage in the Great Dismal Swamp see, Daniel 
Sayers’s A Desolate Place for a Defiant People: The Archeology of Maroons, Indigenous Americans, and Enslaved 
Laborers in the Great Dismal Swamp, University Press of Florida, 2014. 
165 Lara Langer Cohen, “Notes from the State of Saint Domingue,” in Early African American Print Culture, 2012. 
166 Recent scholarship has preferred the single-word spelling of Derance’s last name, as opposed to “de Rance.”  
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From Beard: 
Soon the standard of revolt was raised. At first the banner was unfurled by obscure men 
who occasioned little solicitude. But civil wars are pregnant with great leaders. In the 
Mountains of Saint Domingo there were always tribes of untamed Africans, who had 
thrown off the yoke of slavery. At the head of one of these tribes was Lamour de Rance, 
an adroit, stern, savage man, half-naked, with epaulettes tied by a cord, for his only token 
of authority. At home in the mountains, he passed from one to the other with something 
of the ease of one of their own birds (Beard 239).  
 
From Brown:  
He was a large, tall, full-blooded negro, with a stern and savage countenance; the marks 
on his face showed that he was from one of the barbarous tribes in Africa, and claimed 
that country as his native land…his only token of authority among those that he led, was 
a pair of epaulettes made from the tail of a fox, and tied to his shoulder by a cord. 
Brought from the coast of Africa when only fifteen years of age to the island of Cuba, he 
was smuggled from thence into Virginia. He had been two years in the swamps, and 
considered it his future home. He had met a negro woman who was also a runaway…His 
name was Picquilo (Brown 201-202). 
 

Not only does Brown write an expanded description of the epaulettes in comparison to Beard’s, 
he also represents other maroons as the interpreters of the epaulettes: “His only token of 
authority among those that he led, was a pair of epaulettes made from the tail of a fox, and tied to 
his shoulder by a cord” (emphasis added).167 A far cry from metal and cloth, they are completely 
outside the semiotic system of reference described at the beginning of this chapter. The text is 
clear that Picquilo leads other maroons in the Great Dismal Swamp, which suggests that those 
maroons are reading the epaulettes as indicative of rank and authority. Brown alters the diegetic 
reader, but why? If Brown translates the figure of the maroon general, planting him in the swamp 
as a seed of revolutionary future, why carry over the epaulettes and alter them in this way? In 
this case, the epaulettes do not open up questions of the “contact zone” or “mimicry” in the way 
the previous examples have. Picquilo’s epaulettes signify in the swamp.  
 By having the black former slaves read the epaulettes as stable indicators of Picquilo’s 
authority, Brown moves beyond a tactic of illegibility. In the long wake of three revolutions, the 
American, French and Haitian, Brown represents a maroon general whose authority as a general 
is read by other escaped slaves. His epaulettes function well in the Great Dismal Swamp where 
“some hundreds” of maroons are ready.  With this implied maroon army, Brown dispenses with 
the chaos, the disloyalty, the “confusion” of the aforementioned armed maroon units. The 
epaulettes are not read as a sign of ineptitude or as a tactic. Picquilo’s signifiers may not be of 
European origin, but they are clearly legible to those around him. Dismal Swamp maroons 
follow the man who “imbrued his hands in the blood of all the whites he could meet” (202). In 
this case, Brown borrows from Beard an “untamed” leader for the novel’s final swamp, but 
insists that Picquilo be read by those he leads. Brown includes in his novel the largest known 
community of maroons in the United States, reminding readers that an end to American slavery 
might very well come at the hands of someone like Picquilo, or the other armed rebels he carries 
                                                        
167 Like those of Biassou, Picquilo’s epaulettes are improvised. He appears to fashion them using materials available 
to him in the swamp (wild animals). 
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(citationally) in tow, Lamour Derance and Toussaint L’Ouverture. 
 In Clotel’s final “flight,” her suicidal leap into the Potomac River, the novel’s heroine opts 
for revolutionary change. She finally breaks out of the cycle of escape and capture that is 
repeated for her and Nat Turner in Southampton. Though Clotel’s story is initially obscured by 
Nat Turner and the specter of the Haitian Revolution, she will be news by the time Brown 
publishes the novel and scandalizes audiences with her story. Hers is a “truth stranger than 
fiction” that Brown illuminates for the reading public via fiction that is lacquered with 
historiography and journalism (Brown 70). In the novel, Brown confronts the fact that the story 
of a “founding father” who enslaves his own children (the stand-in for a infanticidal nation) is 
not an allegory or myth. It is the history of the nation, of the government and of those like Brown 
who are the product of rape as a feature of plantation slavery. In this instance, his citational 
practice makes the link between North American and Caribbean slavery and marronage—
between San Domingo and the United States. Almost fifty years after the Haitian Revolution, 
Brown looks to the active practice of marronage in the U.S. as one source of a revolutionary 
future. 
 
The Grandissimes: “Ah cannod be one Toussaint L’Ouverture. A cannod trah to be." 
  

 Pre-emancipation Louisiana was another site that, because of its history of organized 
slave revolts and wide-spread marronage, was thought to have the potential to become “another 
Haiti” in the United States. In the anti-slavery novel, The Grandissimes, A Story of Creole Life 
(1880), George Washington Cable focalizes such speculation and its connection to racism 
through the story of one multi-generational white Creole family, the Grandissimes. The novel 
features a maroon character, Bras-Coupé, who functions as a catch-all for various forms of 
resistance. In this example, the uniform is explicitly a costume and is presented as a problematic 
symbol of the prejudiced ideals of the American and Haitian Revolutions. 
 The Grandissimes is centered around two chapters that tell “The Story of Bras-Coupé.” 
They depict the purchase and mistreatment of Bras-Coupé as a slave, his escape for an extended 
period of time to live as a maroon, and his eventual capture and murder. As multiple scholars 
have noted, “The Story of Bras-Coupé” is “not an episode, but rather an integral part of the 
structure of the novel,” the “focal point” of all the various plot lines.168 Cable makes significant 
changes to the oral story of Bras-Coupe that originated in historical events of the 1830s; he 
maintains the marronage of Bras-Coupé, but almost everything else about the story is altered. In 
the novel, the escaped slave is a shapeshifting figure who moves easily between the role of 
voudou practitioner in “rings and stripes [of] antelope fashion,” maroon general in “red and blue 
regimentals” and Indian chief, “jingling with bells, his feet in moccasins…decked out with 
feathers, a necklace of alligator’s teeth” (178, 190). In so doing, Bras-Coupé embodies, for those 
who both fear and esteem him, multiple threats to slave society.   
 Like in the case of Picquilo, Bras-Coupé’s revolution is a potential one, bound up in each 
failed U.S. slave revolt inspired by events in Haiti. But unlike Brown’s novel, Cable’s is written 
at a time after it is clear the U.S. will not see slave revolution as Haiti did. Though tens of 
thousands of slaves escaped to join the Union Army in the American Civil War, they did not rise 
up in the same way as their Caribbean counterparts. Still, Louisiana came close. The largest 
                                                        
168 “Review of The Grandissimes,” (Atlantic Monthly, 1880), 14; Katharine A. Burnett, “Moving Toward a ‘No 
South’: George Washington Cable’s Global Vision in The Grandissimes,” The Southern Literary Journal, 45 (Fall 
2012), 34. 
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failed slave revolt in the U.S., the Pointe Coupée revolt in 1811, took place just outside New 
Orleans and was directly inspired by news of Haiti.  Contemporaneous accounts reveal that 
revolters discussed events in Haiti, and that there were “foreign blacks” from Saint Domingue in 
Pointe Coupée.169  
 Aware of Louisiana’s history of revolt, Cable writes the story of how an exceptional 
African slave might evoke visions of Haiti for blacks and whites alike in a Louisiana in the midst 
of colonial transition and cultural upheaval. His version of the maroon general is a figure through 
which the novel and all its characters examine colonial Louisiana’s fears of becoming another 
Haiti and its intolerance for freedom-seekers. Cable’s Bras-Coupé functions like a screen onto 
which all other characters can project their hopes and fears. In the case of projections of the 
Haitian Revolution, Bras-Coupé’s uniform is part of a joke. It is given to Bras-Coupé as a 
costume in which he will perform for the white master class. The link in the novel between Bras-
Coupé and Haiti is a source of pessimism and bitterness for the novel’s antislavery observers 
who desire insurrection. Likewise, he remains a spectre for those who fear slave revolt most.  
 Bras-Coupé’s story began as a powerful oral history of how “violence mak[es] the 
fugitive” that was repeated for years within the enslaved and free black community. In 1853, it 
was first reimagined in print by Louis-Armand Garreau, a Frenchman living in Louisiana.170 The 
longstanding “black legendry” of Bras-Coupé was sparked by the infamous 1830s case of one 
individual slave in New Orleans, named Squier, who eluded capture for years. His marronage 
helped justify the codification and arming of a New Orleans police department.171 Cable’s 
reworking of “The Story of Bras-Coupé” is printed in the middle of its long literary trajectory.172 
Before and after Cable, authors and oral storytellers described Bras-Coupé as an escaped 
American slave (as opposed to African) whose name changes when he literally has one arm cut 
off. In these earliest accounts, Bras-Coupé is the leader of “bands of runaway negroes” for years 
in the swamp outside New Orleans.173 Thirty years after Garreau, Cable intentionally places 
Bras-Coupé in colonial Louisiana, where he is subject to the French Code Noir and to the tide of 
revolutionary sentiment that implicated Louisiana in French and Spanish Caribbean conflicts.174 
 Cable’s Bras-Coupé was born in Africa. He had been “a prince among his people” before 
being purchased in New Orleans by the Spanish plantation owner Don José Martinez (169). 
When Bras-Coupé initially refuses to work via a “recoil of his splendid frame and the ferocious 
expansion of his eyes,” the overseer declares, “he is a candio—a prince. If I whip him he will 
die” (172). As a result, Don José travels down to the quarters himself and “recognized in the 
other his peer in physical courage” (171,172). By his initial rejection of enslavement through a 
refusal to work, Bras-Coupé is declared exceptional on the plantation and set apart from the other 
                                                        
169 Scott elaborates on the insurrection, “The plot had originated among French-speaking slaves on the plantation of 
Julien Poydras but had spread up the Mississippi as far as Natchez. The observations of contemporaries show the 
Saint-Domingue rebellion to have been one of the influences on the would-be rebels…In the aftermath of the 
conspiracy, a Spanish court sent twenty-six blacks to the gallows, sentenced other to prison terms and hard labor, 
and transported two people including Luis Benoit, a French Negro from Saint-Domingue, for their complicity.” See 
Scott, “The Common Wind,” 272-273. 
170 For the story in its original French, see Garreau. For an English translation, see Garreau and Johnson. 
171 Wagner, “The Strange Career,” 78. 
172 See Bryan Wagner, “The Strange Career of Bras-Coupé” in Disturbing the Peace, especially beginning page 79. 
173 Ibid., 77. 
174 Scott gives an example of the intertwined nature of these implications as they circulated through misguided 
rumor: “For instance, many Louisianans [sic] whispered that Spain would soon swap the Spanish colony to the 
French in exchange for Saint-Domingue. As this reports suggests, residents of Louisiana saw their destiny tied up 
with that of the French colony, and they had for some time.” Scott, “The Common Wind,” 268. 
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slaves. Eventually, an “understanding” is come to and Bras-Coupé is made a driver and promised 
a wife in Palmyre, the slave of Mademoiselle Grandissime, Martinez’s fiancé (173).  
 Bras-Coupé’s time in uniform begins when the Louisiana Creoles’ decide to engage in the 
“by-play of marrying [a] darker couple” at the wedding of the white couple. In this scene of 
doubling and dress-up, it is the colonizer who promotes and insists on the mimicry. Palmyre is 
attired in borrowed “snowy slippers,” part of an ensemble worn “once, and only once, by her 
beloved Mademoiselle,” while Bras-Coupé stands “towering above all heads, in ridiculous red 
and blue regimentals” (178). Again, like Biassou, Bras-Coupé is deemed “ridiculous” in uniform 
by the whites around him. Bras-Coupé perhaps senses the ridicule of the colonial gaze, for he 
vehemently resists the outfit at first, only relenting to the request of his adored bride-to-be. 
However, Bras-Coupé had previously adorned his person for the ceremony; having “painted 
himself all rings and stripes, antelope fashion,” he gave the other slaves the impression that he 
was a “voudou” (178). Still, he is made to remove his preferred costume—one meant perhaps to 
conjure up his African heritage to Cable’s readers—and puts on the requested military garb. 
Unlike the other maroon generals, Bras-Coupé wears the uniform against his will, but he does so 
“with a look of savage dignity upon him that keeps everyone from laughing” (178). The prince’s 
“savage dignity” disrupts the colonizer’s patronizing play of dressing up slaves in European 
military attire.  
 Bras-Coupé’s flight happens in a flash. After striking his master and laying “a voodoo 
malediction” on the house, “his gaudy regimentals made a red and blue streak down the hall” 
(181). Cable offers two tableaus of marronage. Image one: “an avalanche of lightening with 
Bras-Coupé in the midst of making for the swamp,” and image two, his success: “Bras-Coupé 
was practically declaring his independence on a slight rise of ground hardly sixty feet in 
circumference and lifted scarce above the water in the inmost depths of the swamp” (181). The 
language of American Revolution paints the scene of the African slave in uniform on a mound in 
the bayou. This prince’s flight is compared to the Anglophone colonials, who are, at the time of 
the novel, just “invading” Louisiana in the wake of their infamous purchase. Through an 
evocation of the American Revolution, Cable offers his readers the paradox of a prince escaping 
tyranny. Still, independence declared by a black “founding father” resembles Haiti more than the 
United States, and soon enough the connection to the uniformed black generals of Haiti is made 
by other characters in the text.  
 Marronage in The Grandissimes is a readily available option, fairly easy to achieve and 
maintain. It is part of the natural order of slavery there; Bras-Coupé takes his “stolen canoe” and 
“the affair as a matter of course, [and] casts about him for a future” (182). The future he finds 
there is not revealed until the second time he returns to the city: His marronage is revealed to 
involve not revolt, but trade (and maybe cohabitation) with Native Americans: 

There bounded into the [dance] ring the blackest of black men, an athlete of superb 
figure, in breeches of “Indienne”—the stuff used for slave women’s best dresses—
jingling with bells, his feet in moccasins, his tight, crisp hair decked out with feathers, a 
necklace of alligator’s teeth rattling on his breast and a living serpent twined about his 
neck (190). 

As a maroon, Bras-Coupé strategically appropriates Native American culture. He has found the 
swamp economy and some of its other inhabitants. He no longer wears the clothes of the 
Europeans. Forced to try the latter on for size, he appears to have discarded his stifling uniform 
somewhere deep in the swamp. It is this day in the ring that Bras-Coupé is finally caught—not 
because he has come out to lead a rebellion but because he has come out to dance. He dies 
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quickly of the punishments meted out according to the Code Noir.  
 Bras-Coupé’s story, like rumors and narratives of Haiti, circulates with shifting meaning 
depending on the listener’s position on slavery. Bras-Coupé, according to the novel, does not 
remain on the plantation long enough to learn how to promote insurrection in Louisiana. While 
“Bras-Coupé let the autumn pass, and wintered in his den,” his enslaved wife on the plantation 
lamented his departure, for, 

he [was] unable to sit at her feet and learn the lesson she had hoped to teach him. She had 
heard of San Domingo, and for months the fierce heart within her silent bosom had been 
leaping and shouting and seeing visions of fire and blood…The lesson she would have 
taught the giant was Insurrection (183-184). 

Palmyre wants fire and blood for Louisiana, and sees in Bras-Coupé a potential harbinger of 
Haiti. Perhaps it is this woman who should be depicted in regimentals, for like Picquilo, Palmyre 
sees red and seeks out a vessel for her rage. For month after month of Bras-Coupé’s marronage, 
Palmyre imagines filling his giant “splendid frame” with the lessons of Haiti. Palmyre holds on 
to Cable’s image of a black man in uniform illuminated by lightening in the swamp. 
 Palmyre is not the only character who draws connections between Bras-Coupé and Haiti. 
Honoré Grandissime F.M.C. (Free Man of Color) argues that in the wake of L’Ouverture, 
Louisiana will only see Bras-Coupés, or failed revolts. (109). Honoré F. M. C. is the novel’s 
tragic mulatto figure, the black half-brother of the white Honoré Grandissime. He is despondent 
to the point of inaction because of the limited rights he can exercise as a member of the “third 
caste.”175 When urged by Joseph Frowenfeld (the novel’s liberal American) to fight for the rights 
of free people of color in New Orleans, the “darker Honoré” shakes his head and says, “Ah 
cannod be one Toussaint L’Ouverture. A cannod trah to be. Hiv I trah, I h-only s’all soogceed to 
be one Bras-Coupé” (196). In Louisiana, he says, the leaders only end up hamstrung, or worse. 
So effectively did the Revolution intensify fears of slave unrest in Louisiana that the draconian 
measures put in place after Haiti meant the sure death of any future Toussaints.176 57  
 The state and its white citizens devised new legal and extralegal structures to make sure 
that rebel slaves and maroons were caught and punished before any plots came to fruition. The 
white Honoré Grandissime uses metaphor to explain the planter-class’s response to Bras-Coupé’s 
perceived threat to slavery. While walking with the inquiring Frowenfeld, they approach a large 
stone in the street near a building under construction. Honoré says, “This stone is Bras-Coupé—
we cast it aside because it turns the edge of our tools”  (198). In other words, Bras-Coupé cannot 
be incorporated into the larger structure and cannot be shaped in such a way as a slave to fit into 
the plantation. If forced he will destabilize or break the system. His self-extrication or marronage 
does not relieve the problem, it only magnifies the potential unrest (as Palmyre’s fantasies, 
among others, reflect). The colonists' only solution is to “cast [him] aside,” to kill him.  
 Cable understands the power and potential of a maroon but struggles to make space for 
maroon leadership in his novel. He increases the level of tragedy in Bras-Coupé’s tale while 
eliminating his “band of wild negroes” or any signifying marks of leadership and rebellion, such 
as his missing arm. In Cable’s historical fiction, the figure of the maroon general is neither the 
                                                        
175 Victor Séjour (discussed in chapter four) was also a member of this class. His solution was emigration to France. 
For extended discussions of the free people of color or gens de couleur libres in Louisiana, see Desdunes. 
176 Examples of these measures include Governor Carondelet’s 1793 proclamation that forbid public discussion of 
French politics, 24-hour notice to the government of meetings, or Governor Claiborne’s 1804 ban of blacks who had 
been “concerned in the insurrections of St. Domingo” (quote in Scott, 273). Powell describes how Carondelet, just 
before leaving, “beefed up fortifications, added starburst palisades and ramparts, deepened the moats. The four gates 
to the city are closed nightly at 9:00pm” (220). 
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object of dismissive distain like Biassou, nor is he a future Toussaint, as Picquilo is represented. 
He is the memory of collective uprising, an almost phantasmic image of the slave fleeing into the 
swamp. Bras-Coupé stirs up optimistic and pessimistic sentiments of revolution for those who 
encounter him, but Cable describes him as a general without any troops. His leadership cannot be 
tested; instead he “declar[es] his independence” on a swampy mound the size of a studio 
apartment. His uniform signifies only the past, and functions as a period costume, a garment 
meant to evoke rather than signify revolution. 
 

Hugo, Brown and Cable fold their maroon characters into the iconography of the black 
general. The results are scenes of troubled reading practices, as the symbols of leadership they 
have chosen (the epaulettes, the European uniform) do not signify in a way that corresponds to 
maroon practices of combat. In the San Domingue maroon camp, d’Auverney struggles to read 
for his rank and safety in the way that he is accustomed to because Generalissimo Biassou has 
crafted his own mottled self-presentation and political alliances. Picquilo has improvised a 
uniform out of the swamp that signifies his position of leadership to those who rebel alongside 
him. His use of natural materials brings him closest to implementing European signifiers 
alongside camouflaged garb. In the case of Bras-Coupé, the maroon is dressed by white Creoles 
who mock his appearance in a uniform as “ridiculous.” Still, he is viewed in connection 
(promising or doomed) with the successful black generals of Haiti. But Cable’s uniform loses its 
detail and radical signification in the wake of Haiti, which, in Louisiana, saw immediate 
oppressive backlash that limited the movement of all blacks. The figure of the maroon general is 
used by these authors to concentrate questions of how globally significant change might be led 
from within the swamps or up in the mountains.  
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Chapter 4 
Maroon Hatchets: Georges and Blake 

 
Maroons were notorious for never being without a hatchet—or any of its many cognates, 

a machete, a knife, an axe. Jasmin, a maroon interrogated in 1783 by colonial officials in New 
Orleans, Louisiana, was asked why maroons always walk about armed with “gun, hatchet and 
knife.”177 He replied in a matter-of-fact way, “We maroons never walk about without arms, in 
case we should pass some house on the road, and besides, since we are fugitives, we have no 
other way to live except by eating the things we kill. Then, too, we cannot leave our guns 
exposed in the ciprière, because they would be stolen.”178 Protection, provisions and practicality. 
Maroons were known to be armed. Some were persistent and bold, like “Rosette, a black woman 
of average height with a depression in her forehead, gone Maroon … for the hundredth time, 
waving a knife as she fled.”179 Rosette took with her a most practical item, a knife, that could 
provide protection and provisions. She waved it as she escaped, as a threat? As a taunt? Well-
familiar with maroon life, perhaps Rosette knew this knife would be sufficient in the woods.  

The Haitian historian Jean Fouchard, calls the machete the maroon’s “inseparable 
tool.”180 It was the tool that the slave-turned-maroon took with them in the earliest moments of 
flight—a tool that transformed from an instrument of forced labor on the plantation into a device 
for clearing a path into the forest or the swamp, and often enough, as Jasmin suggests, into a 
weapon of self-defense. In the moment of flight and initial marronage, the machete or hatchet 
undergoes a parallel transformation to the metaphorical “somersault” described by George 
Lamming in The Pleasures of Exile.181 In the moment of revolt, according to Lamming, the 
“man-shaped ploughs” (the enslaved) become untouchable, unusable, and turn a flip such that 
“the prongs, throat-near, stand erect in the air, ten points of steel announcing danger.”182 The 
hatchet’s fungibility both mirrors and enables this “somersault” of the enslaved person who goes 
maroon. This chapter, “Maroon Hatchets,” examines how three authors, Aimé Césaire, Victor 
Séjour and Martin Delany, represented this moment of transformation as a way of expressing 
their own imaginings of antislavery and anticolonial futures.  

In Césaire’s poem, “Le verbe marroner, à Depestre, poète Haitïan,” the verb marroner 
(translated most simply as “to go maroon”) functions explicitly as a literary verb meaning to 
yoke revolutionary content and form, while drawing parallels between marronage and artistic 
anticolonial efforts.183 Marroner applies to Césaire’s own artistic theory of politics but also to 

                                                        
177 Gwendolyn Midlo Hall, Africans in Colonial Louisiana: The Development of Afro-Creole in the Eighteenth 
Century, (Baton Rouge, Louisiana State University Press, 1992), 216. 
178 Ibid. 
179 Jean Fouchard, The Haitian Maroons: Liberty or Death, translated by A. Faulkner Watts, (New York: Edward 
W. Blyden Press, 1981), 253. 
180 Ibid., 268. 
181 George Lamming, The Pleasures of Exile, (London: Michael Joseph Ltd., 1960), 121. 
182 Ibid., 121. 
183 The Collected Poetry of Aimée Césaire. Translated by Clayton Esheleman and Annette Smith, (Berkeley: UC 
Press, 1983), 368-371. Recently, Greg Thomas called Césaire’s “le verb marroner” a model for anti-racist 
postcolonial discourses that expands understandings of flight from oppression See Greg Thomas, “Marronnons/Let’s 
Maroon.” Thomas writes, “‘Normative’ scholarship should be faced with more methods of flight (927), for official 
as well as ‘unofficial scholars’ must ‘move outside’ the ‘common ground’ (426) of bourgeois scholarship and 
continue to ‘set in motion’ (923) something else…What if “Le verbe marroner” was not just rarely recalled here and 
there but was as well known, and discussed, as Discourse on Colonialism—or ‘postcoloniality’—among black 
academicians, at least, today?” (74,76). 
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the work of authors who precede him. This chapter’s larger examination of how marronage 
influenced eighteenth and nineteenth-century literary culture argues for two earlier examples of 
the literary verb marroner, Victor Séjour’s 1835 short story “Le Mulâtre” and Martin Delany’s 
1861 novel Blake, or the huts of America. In Delany and Séjour’s depictions of the slave-turned-
maroon, hatchets are raised and heads roll. Formal and archival severance are intertwined, as 
innovation and historical circumstances compound to offer present day readers examples of 
characters and authors who choose to marronnent. Séjour experiments with how the Haitian 
Revolution might be contained in the story of a single slave, Georges. He explores how paternity 
ramifies in a place like Saint-Domingue in which the violence of the Revolution often meant 
killing your kin. He wonders what would happen if a mulatto became a maroon? Delany 
imagines the story of a single slave, Henry Blake, who seeks to outdo Toussaint L’Ouverture by 
leading an international slave revolt. He plays with delayed and denied revelations of knowledge 
to tease out the narrative of an unprecedented revolution. Eerily, the archive comes to mimic 
Delany’s narrative, foreclosing on the ending from future readings through its own violent 
severing of the record.  

Victor Séjour and Martin Delany tease out, through imaginative formal and narrative 
techniques, the revolutionary potential of marronage. Though these two nineteenth-century 
authors do not invent verbs for what they do, their writings of maroon narratives both “announce 
and enact” the going maroon that their texts and their persons perform.184 Séjour and “Le 
Mulâtre” and Delany and Blake are literary maroons presaging Césaire’s call through their 
imaginative contributions to black Atlantic literary counter-traditions. In the pages below, I 
explore how marronage influenced the formal choices of these two authors who sought to depict 
the moment in which a slave decides to escape and live as a maroon.  
 

“Le Mulâtre” and Blake or the Huts of America have primarily been read for their 
“revolutionary content” and for how they seem to condone racial violence.185 In line with   
academic trends described by Nathaniel Mackey, these writers “tend to be read racially, 
primarily at the content level, the noun level, as responding to racism by representing ‘the black 
experience.’”186 I read Séjour and Delany as attempting more than a representation of the elusive 
practice of marronage. The practice ongoing around them inspired formal innovation and 
experimentation, and as a result these authors othered the literary conventions in which they 
wrote.  

“Le Mulâtre”’s severed ending produced by an absent closing frame enacts the kinds of 
secret and inaccessible knowledge key to the practice of marronage. To the reader, "Le Mulâtre" 
appears at first to be an early example of a framed narrative, a story couched within another 
story. But by the end of the tale, the violence of the slave Georges’ vengeance seems to have 
exploded through an obliterated closing frame. Georges’ does not know that Alfred, his former 
master, is also his father until the final moment of violence in which he simultaneously severs 
Alfred’s head from his body and the story from its frame. The doubly severed conclusion of “Le 
Mulâtre” leaves the reader in a world in which marronage persists and revolution is unfinished.  

                                                        
184 Here I borrow from Mackey’s phrasing, “The poem [Le Verbe Marroner] announces and enacts its poetics under 
the sign of a neologistic verb.” Nathaniel Mackey, “Other: From Noun to Verb,” 56. 
185 See Brickhouse, Levine, Miller. 
186 Mackey, “Other,” 68. A recent and refreshing exception is the work of Jerome McGann, who, in 2017, published 
a corrected” edition of Blake, with an introduction that gives depth to Delany’s complex ambitions and his singular 
foray into fiction writing. This is the version cited in this chapter. 
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Martin Delany’s novel is cut off at its climax. Its ending—the conclusion of a long-
awaited international black revolution—is unknown because the final chapters are lost. Mid-
nineteenth-century serialization often meant punctuated publication, and in the case of Delany, 
whose own papers were lost in a fire, it meant precarious proliferation.187 The text that is 
available ends with a warning: “Woe be unto those devils of whites, I say” are the words of a 
knife-wielding cook for the governor of Havana.188 In spite of this ominous threat, Delany’s text 
stops just short of the violence. It does not bleed, like Séjour’s ending, into the future; its elliptic 
ending braces the reader for violent black uprising. I read the novel in its severed extant state for 
an optimistic suspension before the violence, before the heads roll. It is a suspension that sustains 
imagination. Because the final chapters are missing, the reader is free to imagine myriad endings 
to Delany’s black revolution plotted over hundreds of pages. In this case, the Revolution will not 
be serialized. But it may be reimagined and reignited.  

Séjour and Delany were themselves literary maroons who experimented with form and 
content in radical and remote literary spaces. Their maroon protagonists, Georges and Henry 
Blake, travel across the plantation landscape and move swiftly towards violent climaxes with 
their sights set on revolt. These authors escape with their own radical practices to explore 
counter-literary traditions that diverge from contemporary forms of anti-slavery literature. Séjour 
and Delany take to the hills of their respective republics of letters and publish in more secure and 
therefore obscured places. Fortunately, there were journals—in both cases ephemeral—sites of 
publication, that welcomed them in. These were periodicals with bold anticolonial and antiracist 
aspirations for the printed word.  

From 1834 into the 1840s, Cyrille Bisette’s Revue des Colonies published “francophone 
contributions by gens de couleur” alongside Phyllis Wheatley’s poetry and various antislavery 
pieces by white colonial Creoles.189 Bisette was himself an exiled homme de couleur from 
Martinique. He published the Revue, “a collective forum,” for writers like Séjour who in the 
context of their personal separation from their homelands desired a platform from which to speak 
against slavery.190 Séjour contributed only once to the journal. That piece, “Le Mulâtre,” is his 
sole extant literary treatment of slavery, coming before his successful career as a playwright.191 
In the months immediately after his emigration to France, Séjour finds a printed space for his 
antislavery imaginary. It is because of the Revue’s receptivity to an open-ended story about 
violent rebellion and marronage that “Le Mulâtre” can still be read today.  
 As Jerome McGann and Stephanie Kingsley have recently clarified, Martin Delany twice 
attempted to serialize Blake, or the Huts of America, but for financial and circumstantial reasons, 
today’s reader is left with only “truncated documents.”192 In 1859-1860, Thomas Hamilton, a 
black American publisher and editor, published twenty-six chapters of Blake in what Ivy G. 
Wilson has called “the brief wondrous life of the Anglo-African magazine.”193 Seventy-four 
more chapters of Blake were published shortly thereafter by Hamilton as the front-page feature 
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of the Weekly Anglo-African from 1861-1862. Hamilton’s desire for African Americans to edit 
and publish themselves was often thwarted by the financial struggles produced by a printing 
world hostile to or at least unconcerned with black professionals. As a result, the magazine’s fate 
is inextricable from that of Blake’s, for neither exist today in complete form. The final chapters 
of Delany’s novel are missing because those same issues of the Weekly Anglo-African are 
missing.  
 

Like Delany and Séjour, Aimée Césaire found that over time, as his thoughts grew more 
anticolonial and more concerned with his native country, his early mainstream publishing homes 
grew less receptive to his evolving positions. He began to consider alternative literary spaces and 
found in the practices of historical marronage a useful model for how he might escape colonial 
influence and be more proximate to revolution. By 1955, Césaire had begun to reject the ideas of 
French Communists such as Louis Aragon who linked French prosody to an international 
proletariat. This “aesthetic assimilationist” call for a return to traditional poetic forms and meter 
amounted to, for Césaire, a “subordination of the ‘black voice.’”194 Césaire was to leave the party 
the following year, and, perhaps for this reason, he addressed his poetic response not to the 
official party but to his friend René Depestre, a Haitian poet in exile. The aforementioned poem, 
“The Verb Marroner/ for René Depestre, Haitian Poet,” calls for an escape from the colonial 
landscape as it simultaneously acts out, formally, the kind of escape it describes. This double-
work of the poem is encapsulated in Césaire’s creation of a new word, the verb marroner. The 
path his poem outlines for himself and Depestre is one in which resistance can take the form of 
flight when the flight is from colonial forms. Marronage helps Césaire understand his own 
personal artistic resistance; he makes a new word out of a very old word.  

The poem opens with a speaker who hears the echoes of Boukman’s song, followed by a 
loud calling out to the poet Depestre: 
C’est une nuit de Seine  
Et moi je me souviens comme ivre  
Du chant dément de Boukmann  
accouchant ton pays 
Au forceps du l’orage 
DEPESTRE 
 

It is a Seine night 
And as if in a drunkenness I recall 
The insane song of Boukman 
delivering your country 
With the forceps of the storm 
DEPESTRE 

The poem becomes an address spurred on by the agitated state of the speaker. He hears the 
sounds of a memory that predates him, the song of action made by Boukman, the spiritual leader 
or voudou priest whose 1791 Bois Caïman Ceremony sparked the first Haitian revolutionary 
conflicts. This song, according to the speaker, marks the origin of “ton pays,” of Haiti, and of a 
radical departure from colonial order. The poem imitates the form of the song by functioning as 
call to escape. The message is punctuated by the repeated naming of the addressee, 
“DEPESTRE,” insisting on their attention. The form of flight the speaker imagines demands a 
new verb to contain its meaning, marroner. 

Césaire first conjugates the verb in his speaker’s question to Depestre. In this form, 
marroner is an imperative plural—let us take this action. 
Marronnerons-nous Depestre marronnerons-
nous?  

Shall we escape like slaves Depestre like 
slaves? 

                                                        
194 Martin Munro, Shaping and Reshaping the Caribbean (Leeds, Maney Pub., 2000), 160, 162. 
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Depestre j’accuse les mauvaises manières de 
notre sang  
Est-ce notre faute 
Si la bourrasque se lève 
Et nous désapprend tout soudain de compter 
sur nos doigts 
De faire trois tours saluer 

Depestre I indict the bad manners of our 
blood 
Is it our fault 
If the squall hits 
Suddenly unteaching us to count on our 
fingers 
To circle three times and bow 

 
The only other use of the verb within the poem is also a plural form: “moi te faisant raison/rions 
buvons et marronnons.”195 Césaire does not present marroner as an action taken by an 
individual. Instead, the call is specifically one of collective action. I underline the grammar here 
in attempt to detail what Neil Roberts terms a “politics of neologism.”196 Césaire’s act of 
invention is, specifically, a verb for persons acting together.197 

The translation cited above is from The Collected Poetry of Aimée Césaire, published in 
1983, with translations by Clayton Esheleman and Annette Smith. Their work to present Césaire 
to the reader of English is excellent and impressive in scope. However, the translation “escape 
like slaves” is problematic because it maintains the vocabulary of slavery and effaces the 
complex vocabulary of marronage that already exists. The poem’s speaker evokes historical 
persons from periods of Atlantic slavery (Boukman and Dessalines, for example), but he only 
references individuals who rejected, through actions, the order of the plantation system. Rather 
than emphasize a noun, a type of person—slave, poet, maroon, communist—the translation of 
marroner should reflect the poem’s call to escape the essentializing forces of nouns. There may 
be no perfect English equivalent of marroner, but in light of these issues, this author prefers “go 
maroon” or Greg Thomas’ “Let’s maroon” as translations.198 

In French, the word marron historically took an adjectival form.199 “Nègre marron” was 
the most common phrase used during slavery to describe a maroon.200 The more common usage 
today of marron as a noun may reflect recent trends in culture and scholarship that distinguish 
marronage from other forms of flight.201 Perhaps from a desire to represent the activity essential 
to the practice, Césaire himself moves from noun to verb, othering the language, as Nathaniel 
Mackey has described.202 Rather than be defined by the canons of an oppressive world (literary 
in Césaire’s context, musical in Mackey’s) that say, “you are other,” “you are maroon,” the move 
from noun to verb resists essential definitions. To other the world around you is to change that 
world through innovation and invention. To maroon is to make a break, choose another world, to 
act outside of society. “The privileging of the verb,” Mackey writes, “the movement from noun 
to verb, linguistically accentuates action among a people whose ability to act is curtailed by 

                                                        
195 “under my persuasion/let’s laugh drink and escape like slaves” 
196 Neil Roberts, Freedom as Marronage, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015), 6. 
197 Ibid. 
198 See, Greg Thomas, “Marronnons/Let’s Maroon.” 
199 In English, marronage is represented by a grammar of nouns: maroon, marronage, maroonage. But just as flight is 
a noun describing action, marronage is a noun describing a particular kind of flight and its subsequent actions. 
200 In Haitian, Guadeloupean and Martiniquan creole, the “nèg mawon” is a radical figure whose political 
significance is today found in the inevitably intertwined labor and anticolonial struggles on these islands. See, 
Yarimar Bonilla, Non-Sovereign Futures, 55. 
201 In many francophone and Anglophone cultures, maroons and marronage are often proudly associated with 
resistance and anticolonial movements. Maroon identity has come to be associated in many former slave colonies 
and countries with radical black identity. 
202 Nathaniel Mackey, “Other: From Noun to Verb.” Representations 39 (1992): 51-70. 
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racist constraints” (53, my emphasis). Indeed, Césaire’s linguistic resistance demands the verb, 
insists on it and its link to concrete action on and off the page.   
 The poem’s title, “Le verbe marroner, à Depestre, poète Haitïan,” announces the verb, 
preparing the reader for both an explanation and a demonstration of marroner. The poem yokes 
content and form, and this yoking and how it functions beyond the page is one of its central 
concerns: “Camarade Depestre/ c’est un problème assurément très grave/ des rapports de la 
poèsie et la Révolution/ le fond conditionne la forme.”203 On one level, Césaire appears to make 
an analogy that in both poetry and Revolution the content determines the form. But the poem 
insists on the interconnectedness of art and revolution. Césaire argues for a deeper rapport 
between the two, that the content of the poetry will shape the form of the Revolution, and that the 
content of the Revolution will shape the form of the poetry. 
  Césaire’s speaker alerts Depestre to a moment in which politics threatens cultural 
expression, forcing the colonial subject to choose between “Tradition” as upheld by French 
communists, or “tradition” as it is known by the Martiniquan or Haitian poet. To marroner, the 
speaker suggests, is to pick the latter “tradition”—to, at least in part, unlearn counting on one’s 
fingers, to unlearn the servile gesture of circling three times and bowing. He insists that there is 
something in “notre sang” that will go maroon when pushed by the right bourrasque or squall. 
The specific “squall” referenced in the poem is a political-cultural tempest in which the French 
communist party lionizes “traditional poetic forms,” presumably at the dismissal of “non-
traditional” forms.  
 The verb marroner then is a literary verb—invented by one poet for another—
representing a literary action. It means “to break rank and form,” to go maroon. Marroner is a 
grammatical argument for the possibility of poetics within the practice of marronage and for 
marronage within the practice of poetics. But the co-constitution of these practices can only 
occur when the poet has fled the institutions of “tradition,” in this case, the metropole and its 
political parties. Césaire and Depestre can take flight through formal means of yoking their 
poems and their revolutionary actions. 
 Césaire did not simply make a verb to represent the practice of marronage. His specific 
message and its content—the call to his friend to resist colonizing literary forces—define 
marroner as a word about the cultural invention that can come out of resistance through flight. 
Césaire links himself and Depestre to a tradition “in the blood.” It is an anticolonial literary 
tradition that connects Boukman’s song to Depestre’s poems. Just as this old world leads Césaire 
to a new vocabulary, so do the old paths to the hills evoked in the poem lead to new innovations 
in poetic resistance. In evoking Boukman’s song and Dessalines’ dance, Césaire declares his 
inheritance and his lineage. In the pages to come, I add authors to this tradition who lived in the 
time between the revolutionary obi man and the anticolonial poet.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
203 “Comrade Depestre/ It is undoubtedly a very serious problem/The relation between poetry and Revolution/ The 
content determines the form” 
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“Le Mulâtre” 
 
“Il aimait la France avec passion”/ “He loved France with a passion” 
 

The above line from Victor Séjour’s obituary in La Presse Illustrée may clarify what 
appears to be an error in the line preceding it. “Il était né en 1816, à Paris, de parents sang-mêlé, 
et avait passé son enfance à la Nouvelle-Orléans,” reads the second line of the tribute.204 
However, the New Orleans Baptismal Register for Negroes and Mulattoes documents a colonial 
origin story, stating that Victor was born in New Orleans, Louisiana to Louis and Héloïse on 
June 2, 1817, after which he was baptized on October 1st at St. Louis Cathedral.205 Did the author 
claim French birth after immigrating to Paris? Did the passion with which he loved France result 
in a desire to be French so great that he came to lie about his mère patrie? It appears that Séjour 
either passed for a native Frenchman or revised his own beginnings after moving to France.  

Séjour, dubbed the “Parisian Playwright from Louisiana” by his biographer Charles 
Edwards O’Neill, was well connected and highly praised in France. A prolific artist, he wrote 
over twenty plays for the bourgeoning Parisian market, many of which were dramas about the 
mixing of religions and forced conversions. He established prestigious connections in the world 
of letters and received glowing reviews; he even corresponded with another famous mixed-race 
author, Alexandre Dumas.206 For decades his plays enjoyed increasing success to the extent that 
the Emperor and Empress attended the opening night of La Tireuse de cartes in 1859.207 Séjour 
published plays into the last year of his life, 1874, whereupon he died in Paris with almost no 
money to his name. 

Perhaps Victor Séjour lived long enough to assume a modified identity of native son. The 
transplantation omitted in La Presse Illustrée’s obituary is the transatlantic journey from a 
former colony, Louisiana, to the metropole, Paris.208 Around the age of seventeen, Séjour moved 
from a land still titillated by Quadroon balls to one lit up by the Théâtre Odéon and the Porte-
Saint-Martin. Perhaps he left “seeking the fullness of French expression” in an increasingly 
Anglophone state, or to “escap[e] the pain of racial discrimination” for an “enlightened” 
country.209 Whatever the combination of reasons, the journey would have been a significant 
                                                        
204 “He was born in 1816, in Paris, of mixed-race parents, and grew up in New Orleans.” 
205 Charles Edwards O’Neill, Séjour: Parisian Playwright from Louisiana, (Lafayette, LA: The Center for Louisiana 
Studies), 4. 
206 The extremely successful play Le Fils de la Nuit linked the two authors. Séjour took over writing it from Dumas 
and eventually dedicated it to the elder statesman: “My dear Dumas, I dedicated La Chute de Séjan to Jules Janin, 
my friend; Richard III to my father; would you please do me the honor of accepting the dedication of Le Fils de la 
Nuit? If the work is unworthy of you, the thought which inspired it in me is not a stranger to you. Yours, Victor 
Séjour.” Dumas accepted: “With great pleasure, my dear Séjour! Yours, Alexandre Dumas.” O’Neill, 49-50. 
207 For this play’s political implications and connections to the 1858 Mortara Affair, see Elèna Mortara’s Writing for 
Justice: Victor Séjour, The Kidnapping of Edgardo Mortara, and the Age of Transatlantic Emancipations (2015). In 
response to cynical reviewers who claimed Séjour was profiting off a family tragedy, he wrote, “Your assessment 
astounds me. I consider myself a soul little turned towards money, and more open toward great misfortunes. My 
sympathy for the Jewish race, as for all the persecuted, does not date from yesterday.” O’Neill, 75-76. 
208 Multiple news outlets reported him as “French” upon his death—even the New Orleans paper L’Abeille de La 
Nouvelle-Orléans. O’Neill 153. 
209 O’Neill, 7. Victor Séjour is thought to have left Louisiana because of increasing prejudices and legal restrictions 
on gens de couleur libres, or free people of color. As Louisiana became increasingly “Americanized” the “third 
caste” of free blacks long established in the state were increasingly viewed as a threat to white identity and privilege 
as it was understood in the United States. At a young age, Séjour escaped this segregated environment to a land of 
“Liberté, Egalité and Fraternité,” at least on the continent. He faced no risk of being enslaved or of holding a 
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moment of décalage, a coinciding shift in time and space, in Séjour’s life.210 Upon arriving in 
Europe, Séjour wrote the palpitating story of a mulatto slave who escapes as a maroon and seeks 
revenge. 

In the context of Séjour’s oeuvre, “Le Mulâtre” is the work that marks his arrival in 
France. It is his only short story and his only completed work on slavery; yet it is aligned in 
many ways with his subsequent work. For example, the tragic mulatto plotline at the heart of “Le 
Mulâtre” seems to evolve ten years later into Séjour’s first acclaimed play, Diégarias, a story of 
a mixed religious marriage with tragic consequences. Both Diégarias and “Le Mulâtre” share 
what O’Neill calls “the Séjourian theme of the long-lost-and-hidden son appearing to bring 
justice in the dénouement” (137). Indeed, the primary elements and concerns of Georges’ story 
are reworked in Séjour’s subsequent dramas; its melodrama, revenge plot and embrace of suicide 
recur in play after play.211  

When Séjour, once in France, looked back across the Atlantic, he saw his roots in two 
former colonies, Louisiana and Haiti. Victor’s father, Louis-Séjour came to New Orleans with 
the many thousands of people who fled Saint-Domingue during the Haitian Revolution, arriving 
most likely in 1809.212 After the birth of two sons with Héloïse-Phillipe Ferrand, modest business 
success, and service in the Volunteer Battalion of free men of color in the War of 1812, Louis 
Séjour visited his native country (now called Haiti) in 1823.213 Victor was six and perhaps too 
young to take the trip, for he was left at home with his mother. His older brother Ruojès-Louis, 
then eleven, must have been deemed old enough as he made the trip with their father to Haiti. 
Did Victor remember being held and made to wave by his mother on the docks, as Louis and 
Ruojès stepped down from the schooner Louisa?214 He most certainly heard countless stories 
from his brother about the place they had been, the black state where the slaves had revolted. Did 
it frighten or excite him? How often did young Victor travel to Haiti in his mind?  

Though he would never visit, ten years after his father and brother’s trip, Séjour traveled 
on paper “à Saint-Marc, petite ville de Saint-Domingue, aujourd’hui la république d’Haïti.”215 
There, through the story of the protagonist Georges, he imagined the moment of revolt, the daily 
tragedies of kinship on the colonial plantation, and how the revolution might be encapsulated in 
an individual life. In the story, Georges wears on his person a small bag containing a portrait of 
his father. In light of Séjour’s personal history, “Le Mulâtre” can be understood as Séjour’s own 
small portrait of his father, who like Georges was a mulatto from Saint-Marc, Saint-Domingue 
and the son of a white man. He writes what can be viewed as an alternate family history from his 
own maroon camp that, like the one Georges enters, guided itself by the principles of “Afrique et 
Liberté.” 

 
 
 

                                                        
different legal status because of his race. For more information on these restrictions and some of the legal cases that 
tried race see, Thompson, Desdunes. On Séjour’s decision see O’Neill. 
210 For a discussion of this untranslatable term see the prologue of Brent Hayes Edwards’ The Practice of Diaspora. 
211 Upon seeing Diégarias, one reviewer suspects Séjour of having a “disgust for humanity.” O’Neill, 25. 
212 O’Neill, 3. 
213 Ibid., 2-5. 
214 Ibid., 5. Louis and Ruojès came ashore in New Orleans on November 14, 1823. 
215 All citations and translations of “Le Mulâtre” are from The Multilingual Anthology of American Literature: A 
Reader of Original Texts with English Translations, edited Marc Shell and Werner Sollors. “Le Mulâtre,” 148. “To 
Saint-Marc, a little town of Saint Domingue, these days the Republic of Haiti.” 
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Glimpses of Revolution 
 
 Unlike Séjour’s father, Georges is no refugee. He is rather a slave-turned-maroon who 
kills his former master at the exact moment that he learns the same man is his father. At the heart 
of this tragedy is the aforementioned tiny bag holding a portrait of Georges’ father.216  The son 
has sworn to his dead mother that he will not peek at the image until his twenty-fifth birthday. In 
the meantime, as “Le Mulâtre” proceeds rapidly to its bloody climax, Georges is in the dark 
about his paternity. 

Séjour signals to his reader from the outset that the narrative’s conflict will be a racial 
one, with questions of kinship as its crux. That Alfred is Georges’ master and father is more or 
less the conceit of the story’s title, “Le Mulâtre,” meaning then a man of one black and one white 
parent. The reader, the narrator, and every other minor character know the identity of Georges’ 
father. Georges is alone in his ignorance. The resulting dramatic irony builds quickly as Georges 
seems pulled by a tragic fate towards Alfred. The former’s adoration of the latter turns sharply 
into hatred, but like in Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, the most precious information is made 
clear only at the moment in which death is inescapable.217 The delayed revelation of Georges’ 
paternity occurs at the story’s moment of doubled severance. In one swing of his axe Georges 
severs Alfred's head from his body and his story from its frame narrative.  

The actions of the frame narrative prepare the reader to navigate the various kinships of 
Alfred's plantation, in which familial connections are often undisclosed. The frame begins with a 
casual pretense for storytelling. Two men meet on a road, one an enslaved black man, the other a 
free white man. The latter asks the former to tell a tale of slavery. They sit down and the story 
told becomes the interior narrative. The enslaved man, Antoine, articulates the antislavery 
concerns of the interior narrative, preparing the reader for the rhetorical parameters of the story 
he will tell. Georges’ narrative is one answer to the question Antoine poses in the frame 
narrative:  

“Alors, que voulez-vous qu[e l’esclave] devienne? Se brisera-t-il le crane contre le pavé 
de la rue?...Tuera-t-il son bourreau?...Ou croyez-vous que le cœur humain puisse se 
façonner à de telles infortunes?...” (148/150).218 

What can be expected of the slave? To endure abuse or seek revenge? Can the human heart 
tolerate such pain? The white man who narrates the frame narrative, notes that Antoine pauses 
after these questions, “comme pour attendre ma réponse.”219 To the visitor’s silence Antoine 
grows incensed and answers his own question with what will prove to be a summary of the 
forthcoming story: “S’il vit, c’est pour la vengeance; car bientôt il se lève…et, du jour où il 
                                                        
216 See my discussion of the fetish object in Chapter 2, “Maroon Fetishes: Three-Fingered Jack and Makandal” 
217 Séjour certainly read Shakespeare and seemed to have been considered somewhat of an expert on the English 
playwright in Paris. He was more than likely also familiar with the Oedipus play. Georges learns only after he 
commits murder that he has killed his own father. The complete Oedipal family drama is avoided by Séjour’s killing 
off of Georges’ mother before he becomes an adult. 
218 “And so what do you expect him to become? Will he dash his head against the stones in the road? Will he slay 
his executioner? Or do you think the human heart can temper itself to such misfortunes?” (150) 
219 “as if awaiting my reply” (151). The narrator acknowledges and then dismisses the idea that the slave might be 
indeed asking the question of him. The narrator does not expect to have to account for the problems of slavery. He 
refrains from commenting and in so doing cedes authority to the slave. This gesture is recreated formally by the 
story’s failure to return to the outermost narration from the white man’s perspective. Séjour’s severing of the closing 
frame amplifies his narrator’s inability to answer Antoine’s questions, his inability to understand the revolution in 
light of the story of Georges’ story. This white man’s (narratorial) voice, is cut off, there is no return to his reaction. 
Instead, Georges’ voice, ventriloquized through Antoine, is the last heard in the story. 
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secoue sa servilité, il vaudrait mieux au maitre entendre le tigre affamé hurler à ses côtés, que de 
le rencontrer face à face” (150).220 Georges’ story will serve as evidence in support of Antoine’s 
claim that a slave will not tolerate abuse forever; Georges, once free, will, like an enraged tiger, 
tear through the ending of what appears at first to be a neatly framed narrative. 
 The place to which the narrator and Antoine are headed no longer exists at the time of the 
white man’s narration.221 This is clarified by the significant aside in the opening line, that Saint-
Domingue is “aujourd’hui la république d’Haïti,” which indicates that at the time the narrator 
sets ostensible pen to paper, Haiti exists and Saint-Domingue is no more. The place, the world of 
the story, has been irrevocably supplanted. The reader knows that the revolution happens, that 
the black state exists, that the slave becomes citizen. Antoine and the man are en route to a place 
that no longer exists, to which Séjour’s narrative never arrives because the frame does not return. 
 Séjour’s play with severed form allows for Antoine to be clairvoyant. He previews the 
revolution. His rhetorical questions and the story that follows show how the slave will kill his 
and her executioner, how vengeance will explode into violence. Séjour gives the authority of 
history to the second narrator, a slave, and the impending Revolution is slave knowledge. 
Antoine’s premature history of the Haitian Revolution is presented in miniature via the story of 
Georges’ revolt. “Le Mulâtre” argues that every individual revolt, master-killing, flight to 
marronage, was a glimpse of the Revolution and, more importantly, practice for the Revolution. 
Unlike flight followed by incorporation and assimilation into “free states,” marronage was 
understood, by those who admired and feared it alike, to portend revolutionary action like that of 
Georges. 
 
“Afrique et Liberté” 
 

It is the murder of Georges’ wife Zélie that precipitates Georges’ hatred of Alfred and his 
escape into the maroon community. Because Zélie refuses Alfred’s sexual advances by knocking 
him down from the bed, she is sentenced to die by hanging for striking her master. Though 
Georges has just saved Alfred’s life from attackers, his pleas for Zélie’s life fall on deaf ears in 
one of the longest scenes of the story. Overcome with sadness and rage, Georges warns Alfred 
(and the reader) of the violence to come. His ominous questions are peppered with Alfred’s 
repeated call of Georges’ name—a feature also of the violent ending:  

“But don’t you realize her life is attached to yours? 
Georges! 
But don’t you know your head won’t stay on your shoulders unless she lives? 

                                                        
220 “If he lives, it is for vengeance; for early on, he awakens to the situation…and from the day he shakes off his 
servility, it would be better for his master to have a famished tiger roaring at his flank than to encounter him face to 
face” (151). The wild cat metaphor will recur in the story, including in the violent climax when Georges articulates 
it: Alfred begs for an hour more of life to which Georges replies: “Il vaudrait mieux prier le tigre affamé de lâcher sa 
proie./ It would be better to ask a ravenous tiger to abandon his prey” (176,177). 
221 The opening line of the story reads: “Les premiers rayons de l’aurore blanchissaient à peine la cime noire des 
montagnes, quand je partis d Cap pour me rendre à Saint-Marc, petite ville de St-Domingue, aujourd’hui la 
république d’Haïti./The first rays of dawn were barely beginning to whiten the black peaks of the mountains when I 
left the Cape to go to Saint-Marc, a little town of Saint Domingue, these days the Republic of Haiti” (148,149).  
At this crossroads, there is space for George’s tale, but because this first frame never returns, we do not know if the 
two men arrive at their destination. Just as we do not know how they know each other, we do not know the road they 
are on or where they are going. This chapter will not explore to a full extent the significance of these unknowns, but 
remains very curious about why, by the end of the story, the mystery of Antoine and this man does not matter. 
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Georges...Georges!... 
But don’t you know that I’ll kill you, that I’ll drink your blood if anyone ever harms a 
hair on her head” (171). 

Georges points out to Alfred his unrecognized relation to Zélie: “Don’t you realize her life is 
attached to yours?” Georges’ double meaning may be what limits Alfred to one word responses 
for the rest of the exchange: The son threatens the father’s life while simultaneously making 
pointed allusion to another relationship unrecognized by the story—the likelihood that Zélie, 
“une mulâtresse,” is Alfred’s daughter (162). Still the story in no way acknowledges Georges 
and Zélie’s potential siblinghood.222 The world of the story, a plantation of dizzying kinship 
networks, makes this potentially incestuous marriage extremely likely, just as probable at least as 
the “infâme suborneur” Alfred’s attempted rape of his own daughter (168). The plot turns 
abruptly as narrator and reader alike turn away from the shocking image of George’s wife Zélie 
“pirouet[tant] entre ciel et terre,” as one white child gleefully describes it.223 Georges grabs his 
two-year old son and takes to the bush, they marronnent. 

Antoine pauses the story at this dramatic moment of flight to clarify the relation of 
marronage to the plantation landscape. In this effort, the storyteller introduces one key paradox 
of marronage, the proximity of the maroon community to the plantation: “Pour bien comprendre 
ce qui va suivre, sachez que de l’habitation d’Alfred on n’avait qu’une petite rivière à traverser 
pour se trouver au milieu de ces forêts épaisses, qui semblent étreindre le nouveau-monde.”224 To 
better understand, you must realize that the maroons were awfully close to the slaves. The 
narrator insists to the reader unfamiliar with the plantation landscape of Saint-Domingue that 
these facts must be clear in order to understand the ending of the story of Georges, his successful 
escape and revolt. 

Antoine’s geographical details insist on the plausibility of the story. Georges, the slave of 
Alfred, could feasibly travel in one afternoon to a maroon camp in the woods and then proceed 
to live there for three years undetected. The camp is “au plus épais de la forêt,” but still Georges 
is quite familiar with its location and the code words of the maroons: “Afrique et liberté.” That 
the maroon camp is simultaneously very near and very far from the plantation is the logical 
linchpin of what is otherwise a very fantastic tale. Georges knows that just across a small river is 
Africa and liberty.  

Critics have dismissed or misinterpreted Georges’ escape into the outlying maroon 
community. O’Neil does not mention the maroons at all, stating simply that “Georges then fled 
into the bush” (15). Anna Brickhouse describes how Georges makes a “discovery” when he 
“stumbles into a camp of Maroons hidden far from Alfred’s plantation” (121). But the text is 
very clear, Georges is sure-footed on his path to the camp:  

Depuis six bonnes heures Georges marchait sans relâche ; enfin il s’arrêta à quelques pas 
d’une cabane, bâti au plus épais de la forêt ; vous comprendrez cette espace de joie qui 
brille dans ses yeux quand vous saurez que cette cabane toute petite, toute isolée qu’elle 

                                                        
222 Brickhouse also reads for incest: “Brother-sister incest thus also haunts the unspoken relation between Georges 
and his wife Zélie, also a mixed-race slave on Alfred’s plantation whom Antoine somewhat unconvincingly 
professes to have ‘forgotten to tell’ about (‘J’avais oublié de vous dire…’) until his narrative cannot proceed without 
her.” Transamerican Literary Relations, 124. 
223 “It will be fun to see her pirouetting between sky and earth, said the other, and they ran off laughing” (164/165). 
224 “Le Mulâtre,” 170, italics mine. “To understand what follows, you should know that from Alfred’s plantation 
there was only one small river to cross in order to find oneself in midst of those dense forests that seem to hold the 
New World in their embrace” (171). 
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est, est le camp des nègres marrons, c’est-à-dire des esclaves qui fuient la tyrannie de 
leurs maîtres (170).225 

Georges marches with purpose deep into the forest, the maroon chief saying upon seeing him, 
“tu connaissais trop bien notre niche” (170).226 Indeed, he seems to know it well, just as he 
knows the appropriate greeting that allows him entry into the community. “Afrique et liberté,” he 
says, “I am one of you” (171).227 The odds of Georges having this kind of knowledge before 
leaving the plantation are quickly clarified as the reader learns that later, as a maroon, Georges, 
“avait toujours entretenu des relations intimes avec un d’esclaves d’Alfred, il l’allait même voir 
toutes les semaines” (172).228 Those six hours on foot between the camp and the plantation are 
just long enough for a sustained protected practice of marronage and short enough for a 
consistent procurement of goods and information from the plantation.  
 Antoine’s narratorial interjection, one of only two, attempts to alleviate the difficulty he 
believes his listener will confront in facing this paradox. The maroon landscape, according to the 
story, is unfamiliar to most. The community’s secrecy in effect limits comprehension of the 
aforementioned paradox to the realm of slave knowledge—to which still only a limited number 
of slaves and former slaves are privy. Antoine’s interjection attempts to familiarize this 
counterintuitive landscape. Still, knowledge of the marronage practiced in this forest remains 
inaccessible to Antoine and to the reader.  
 The life Georges goes on to live for three years in the forest is unrepresentable. Antoine 
does not know it (and in this story, he knows many things that he could not possibly know), 
therefore the reader cannot know it. The daily life, leadership structures, subsistence cultivation, 
the traditions with which Georges’ son will grow up, are elements the story does not represent or 
claim to know. What Antoine and the reader can know is how intimately connected Georges the 
maroon remains to the plantation. Georges’ heightened mobility is clear, and makes possible his 
violent revenge. 
  
A Severed Frame 
 

It is Séjour’s final violent image of Alfred’s talking severed head that lingers long after 
the story concludes. Georges, the slave-turned-maroon, returns, after three years in the maroon 
community, to kill his master. He chops off Alfred’s head at the moment Alfred reveals that he is 
Georges’ father. The severed head rolls to the ground while finishing the word that the intact 
body had begun. “Fa-” says the body. “-ther,” says the head (“pè-re,” in the French). It is in this 
way that Georges learns the identity of his father at the exact moment that he kills him, and the 
maroon/slave/son promptly shoots himself upon this revelation. Here is the ending in full: 

“Maintenant qu’elle est morte, à ton tour, maître, dit-il en levant sa hache.”  
“Frappe, bourreau…frappe…après l’avoir empoisonnée, tu peux bien tuer ton pè…La 
hache s’abaissa, et la tête d’Alfred roula sur la plancher, mais la tête en roulant murmura 
distinctement la dernière syllabe re…Georges croyait avoir mal entendu, mais le mot 

                                                        
225 “For six long hours Georges walked without stopping; at last he stopped a few steps from a cabin, constructed in 
the thickest part of the forest; you will understand the joy that shone in his eyes when you learn that this cabin, little 
and isolated as it is, is the camp of the maroon Negroes, that is, the slaves who fled the tyranny of their masters” 
(171). 
226 “you are over familiar with our hiding-place” (171). 
227 I am interested in Séjour’s emphasis on Africaness and the maroon community in this story. I have not had a 
chance to think long about it yet. 
228 “[Georges] kept up close relations with one of Alfred’s slaves, he even went to see him every week” (173). 
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père, comme le glas funèbre, tintait à son oreille ; or pour s’en assurer, il ouvrit le sac 
fatal…ah ! s’écria-t-il, je suis maudit…une détonation se fit entendre ; et le lendemain on 
trouva près du cadavre d’Alfred celui du malheureux Georges…” 229 

The severed head completes the fateful world “father,” and Séjour takes pains to ensure that the 
entire final paragraph is consumed by the gory effects of this severance. “Frappe!”; Alfred’s 
onomonepoetic command seems to narrate Georges’ action. Consider the extended delay made 
by Séjour’s lengthy clause between the uttered syllables. The final clause rolls along bouncing in 
time like a severed head might until it stops softly on the final syllable, “re.”230 Through its 
careful rhythm—“mais la tête en roulant murmura distinctement la dernière syllabe re… »—the 
line concludes at the same moment as the action, as Alfred’s head rolls to a stop and the rolling 
head distinctly murmurs “re…”.  Every sound and visual evoked by the words of Séjour’s final 
paragraph contribute to the imagery of Alfred’s decapitation.  

The ending’s violence explodes out of the page and into the world of the reader. It is not 
contained. It spills out into the world of the white narrator who recounts hearing the story—that 
is, the world in which the slave “slayed his executioner,” a world with Haiti. However, even in 
this world with a black nation state, a world in which slaves rose up and through complicated 
alliances eventually defeated their masters, slavery persists in other places (the author’s 
homeland of Louisiana for example). In 1837, it is not possible for Séjour to frame or end that 
history. For Séjour there is no neat scab of a closing frame, no concluding observation. But to 
insist on thinking through the age of revolutions means holding the Haitian Revolution close. 
Séjour does this by “going maroon” himself. The form of his story of radical emancipation 
through marronage mirrors the unfinished story of black freedom. Furthermore, his severed story 
resembles one common relationship between marronage and historical record: the moment of 
revolt is the end of the written narrative.  

Séjour’s omission of the concluding frame has been criticized as a formal failure. It has 
been attributed to his informal education and discredited as “an error of literary tactics…since 
readers would benefit from concluding comments or interpretation from the outer narrator.”231 
But is the outer narrator really the authority in Séjour’s text? As discussed above, Antoine is in 
control of both frame and interior narrative, his own questions silence the white listener who has 
no response. More importantly, Séjour’s story predates the late-nineteenth century “literary 
tactics” that his critics seem to refer to. “Le Mulâtre” appears decades before the most well-
known framed plantation narratives, Joel Chandler Harris’ Uncle Remus tales and Charles W. 
Chesnutt’s Conjure Woman tales.232 If anything, Séjour sets a precedent for these post-
emancipation, framed “local color” stories. However, he does not induce his reader to cry via 
sniffling surrogates who dry their eyes at the conclusion of the upsetting tale.233 “Le Mulâtre” 
hemorrhages, bleeding through the inner and outer frame. As opposed to a closed narrative, the 

                                                        
229 “Now that she is dead, it is your turn, master,” he said, raising his axe. “Strike, executioner…strike…since you 
have poisoned her, you may as well kill your fa—” the axe fell and Alfred’s head rolled on the floor, but the rolling 
head murmured distinctly the last syllable—“ther”…Georges thought he had heard wrong, but the word father, like 
a funeral bell, resounded in his ear; now to be certain he opened the fatal bag… “Ah!” he cried, “I am cursed”…a 
shot was heard; and the next morning they found near the corpse of Alfred that of the unhappy Georges…(179/181) 
230 Séjour evokes the rhythms and thematics of his contemporary Edgar Allen Poe. 
231 Catherine Savage Brosman, Louisiana Creole Literature: A Historical Study, Jackson, MS: University Press of 
Mississippi, 2013, 71. There is evidence to the contrary suggesting that he had a formal education. 
232 See Harris and Chesnutt. 
233 For example, Mary, John’s wife in the conjure woman tales. I have not been able to determine whether Séjour 
was read by Chesnutt or Harris. 
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short story form becomes in Séjour’s hands an open-ended tale, a form that represents the 
unfinished nature of marronage.  
 
Marronage Unfinished 
 

 “Le Mulâtre” functions, if only for a discreet moment in time in Séjour’s life, as the 
“joint.”234 It is the point at which Séjour expresses both separation from his colonial past (both in 
Saint Domingue and Louisiana), and the linkage that ties him, as a black francophone in Paris, to 
mulattos from Saint-Marc like Georges or his dad. Séjour’s choice, once in France, to write a 
story that depicts the world of his father’s San Domingan upbringing exhibits the second 
meaning of “articulation” highlighted by Stuart Hall and Edwards: The short story is both a 
“point of separation” and a “point of linkage.”235 

Séjour’s story is structured around the “misunderstandings, bad faith, unhappy translation” of 
plantation life, but in order to depict the radical and violent departure from that life, Séjour’s 
protagonist and form must go maroon. Séjour’s frame narrative transports the reader across time 
and space to the time of slavery in Saint Domingue, only to leave them there, stranded. The 
facade of narrative unity and belonging is destroyed at the same moment that Georges destroys 
the racial order and hierarchy of Alfred’s plantation. The reader who trusted Antoine to bring 
them back to the world in which Haiti exists is disappointed. The reader who expected the 
structure of the narrative frame to provide closure through a lesson and surrogate responses from 
other characters will find none of that.  

“Le Mulâtre” ends with Georges. It is the last word of the text, but also formally where 
the story concludes. Antoine and the white man never return. Instead, like the “glas funèbre,” the 
name Georges echoes in the reader’s ears as it has echoed throughout the story. The ending 
ellipses urge the reader to make a connection to something, anything. The story’s underlying 
concern with kinship seeps up out of this bloody scene. With the severing of the titular kinship 
tie, who lives on? The reader is free, if not obligated, by the ellipses to imagine what happens to 
those left behind after Georges’ revolt.  

Two young boys, Georges’ five-year-old child and Alfred’s newborn son, are the heirs of 
this Oedipal ending. This nephew and uncle pair is unmentioned after the deaths of their fathers 
and their futures can only be imagined. The older, Georges’ son, will likely be raised by the 
maroon community with which he was left and learn stealth resistance and subsistence tactics; 
whereas the newborn, Alfred’s son, will likely be adopted by another white planter family, an 
orphan taught to hate the race that killed his mother and father. Implicitly in store for these two is 
the kind of unlikely yet fateful reunion precipitated by delayed recognitions of kinship that 
proliferate in this text. The world of the story surely has space for one more fateful reunion.  

Though, in the end, Georges is dead and Alfred is dead and Zélie is dead and Laïsa is 
dead, and though Antoine and the white narrator suffer a narratological death, the story remains 
future-oriented in its destruction of the present generation and present moment of storytelling. 
The preservation of younger generations (in the nephew and uncle) suggests a future marronage 
and a future conflict. Séjour, in imagining revolt and marronage, still cannot imagine an end to 
slavery. The inevitable violence in store for Georges’ son and brother returns the tension to the 
paradox of marronage. What will Georges’ son do with his proximity to the plantation? At what 
                                                        
234 Edwards, The Practice of Diaspora, 15. 
235 Brent Hayes Edwards, The Practice of Diaspora: Literature, Translation, and the Rise of Black Internationalism 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2003), 15. 
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point will he encounter his uncle? Neither child is enslaved, though slavery persists at the time of 
Georges’ revolt and of Séjour’s writing. The author cedes the ending of slavery to the next 
generation. How will they confront their kinship in slavery without a tiny portrait containing 
their secret? The story suggests that solutions are not found in the magic of fetish objects. 
Answers are found in violent rebellion. For Georges to know his father he had to take up a 
hatchet and cut a man down. Waiting in the wings (for it must not be forgotten that the author is 
at heart a dramatist) are the understudies of Georges and Alfred—a new generation of players 
who work off a slightly altered script. Is there a different story in store for the maroon-born-
maroon? What form does it take? Séjour obliges us to imagine. 

 
Blake 

 
Martin Delany’s 1861 novel, Blake or the Huts of America is the story of how Henry 

Holland, a slave in Natchez, Mississippi, travels across the slave cabins of America spreading 
instructions for a general slave uprising and rebellion. Jerome McGann’s introduction to his 
recently corrected edition of Blake highlights the unusual position of the novel in Delany’s larger 
body of work. The first four decades of Delany’s life saw exceptional production of numerous 
polemical and nonfictional texts on the topics of abolition, African American culture and the 
oppression of black people in the United States. His self-publishing efforts attracted the attention 
of Frederick Douglass, with whom he founded the well-known abolitionist paper The North Star, 
in 1847. The falling out between Douglass and Delany has been well-studied for its 
encapsulation of the assimilation/emigration debate within the African American abolitionist 
community. It was not long after their split that Delany made his first foray into fiction writing as 
another literary means through which to imagine a successful version of black liberation.  

Delany writes a novel in two parts. Part I, Chapters I-XXIV, is a series of chapters in 
which Delany’s protagonist, Henry Holland, escapes the plantation of his bondage and moves 
stealthily from plantation to plantation across the Deep South, into the Midwest, the Chesapeake 
region, before doubling back on his own path on multiple occasions. Henry meets with slaves to 
spread ideas of revolution, as opposed to freedom, in order to organize a nationwide slave 
uprising. Part II, Chapters XXXV-LXXIV, depict Henry’s reclaiming of his Cuban identity of 
Henrico Blacus, the “lost boy of Cuba” (195). From this island, Delany’s hyper-mobile 
protagonist sails to the Gulf of Guinea as the sailing master on a ship participating in the illicit 
slave trade, all while further laying the plans for his mass general insurrection. Henry’s 
marronage proves an effective form for spreading revolutionary ideas. The domestic slave trade 
of the time Delany recreates, the 1850s, meant that the trajectory of most blacks moving 
thousands of miles was one from the “breeder states” of Virginia and Kentucky down to the 
deadly plantations of Natchez and New Orleans.236 This is the trajectory that Harriet Beecher 
Stowe depicts in Uncle Tom’s Cabin. But Delany reverses it, telling the unlikely story of a slave 
who moves from the deepest of the Deep South to the North and back again before going on to 
Canada, Cuba and the Guinea Coast of Africa.  

Henry chooses this path after his wife Maggie is sold by their master to an American 
family in Cuba. In an early twist, the splitting of the family unit occasions the revelation that 
Henry was not born a slave. His true identity is that of Carolus Henrico Blacus, who was forced 
into slavery after going to sea as a sailor on a Spanish man-of-war (195). He was sold quickly to 
                                                        
236 For an illuminating history of this trend in the domestic trade as well as its consequences for all involved see 
Walter Johnson’s Soul by Soul: Life Inside the Antebellum Slave Market. 
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Colonel Franks and chose to stay enslaved because of his love for Maggie and their son Little 
Joe. He is given the name Henry Holland by Franks, and later, after running away anglicizes his 
Spanish name to Henry Blake. 

After Maggie’s sale, Henry’s mission is twofold: reunite with his wife and share his plot 
for mass insurrection with as many trusted slaves as possible. Henry does not flee the plantation 
with the intention of living and settling down in a “free state” to live as a free man. He chooses 
to live outside of society, on the move “sowing the seeds of future devastation and ruin to the 
master and redemption to the slave” (84). Henry eventually reaches Cuba, the island to which 
Maggie has been sold, and reunites with his extended family there. Taking on his original name, 
Henry is called Blake for the remainder of the novel. His marronage and organizing verges on 
the fantastic and is explicitly revolutionary—meaning it desires to upend the system and change 
it into something new, a black power Atlantic world. However, as mentioned above, the fate of 
the black revolutionaries is unknown. The novel is cut off, as violence escalates towards a 
climax. Will a mass black uprising in Cuba birth the second black Caribbean nation? Today’s 
reader cannot say for sure.  

Delany’s own national tours as an activist are the source of the realistic detail of Blake’s 
travels across the country. In his travels, Blake exhibits speed and an uncanny intuition for the 
American slave-holding south, and freeperson communities in New York and Canada that he 
visits. These are the scenes of Blake’s marronage, which Delany represents as a way of exploring 
the secret knowledge inherent in black communities. He imagines what might happen when that 
knowledge is implemented against slavery’s institutions. 

Forms of marronage structure the spread of revolutionary knowledge in the novel. The 
circulation of secret knowledge and denied information in Blake resemble the circulation of 
knowledge in successful practices of marronage. This reflects Delany’s knowledge of and 
admiration for such practices. He employs the practice to shape his literary form, or the way the 
story is told. Therefore, the movement of information from one plantation to another shapes the 
form of the story and the movement of Delany’s plot. Each new chapter in Part I is a scene of 
passing along the secret revolutionary knowledge. The plot moves because the information 
spreads, because Henry remains a maroon on a revolutionary mission. His movement is the 
movement of the secret—the movement of revolt.  

In addition to the novel’s formal resemblance to maroon practices, Blake exemplifies 
another crucial feature of marronage: the systematic denial of secret information to the outside 
observer. Delany’s reader follows the movement of knowledge without access to that knowledge. 
In a striking departure from the introspective and confessional genres of its time, Blake keeps the 
reader out. Access to details and inner feelings is limited to the novel’s sparse and sometimes 
difficult dialogue. The omniscient narrator rarely shares the interiority of characters, nor does the 
narrator share secret information with the reader. Dramatic irony is almost non-existent in this 
novel; The reader must do her best to keep on Henry’s heels, as he speeds around the world 
whispering in the ears of slaves the secret to immediate revolt. The form might best be compared 
to the inverse of an epistolary novel. The reader is presented with only the envelopes and 
encounters only the mail carriers.  

Today’s reader can make an informed guess about the “secret” of Blake’s plan. My own 
readings lead me to a similar place as McGann: The individual slave has the power to end 
slavery. They must make the personal choice to pick up their tools, see their potential to 
transform into weapons, and use them against their enslavers. Henry reminds those he meets that 
this choice can be executed by any laborer anywhere. Séjour makes this point too. To eliminate 
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his enslaver, Georges need only to raise the axe with which he cleared a path through the woods 
to the maroon camp and lower it on Alfred’s head. The often-necessary violence of personal 
liberation from slavery is one principle of marronage that Delany and Séjour both explore. These 
authors imagine through fiction the consequences of choosing to live as a maroon as opposed to 
entering a “free” society. The fact that Séjour was an emigrant and Delany an emigrationist is not 
a coincidence in my mind. Their actions and life’s work reveal their desire to remain outside of 
an American society that accepts and promotes slavery. Séjour is able at a young age to make the 
choice to physically leave, while Delany works during much of his adult life to set up colonies in 
Liberia for free and formerly enslaved African Americans.237  
 
Paperless Pedagogy  
 

Martin Delany’s papers were lost in a fire. The collection burned as Wilberforce 
University’s original building was engulfed in flames on April 14, 1865.238 The first black 
college in America, Wilberforce was the logical location for Delany’s work. As discussed above, 
Delany’s life’s work put heavy emphasis on the importance of black written record and written 
history. His own productivity reflects his great desire to put the black experience on paper. His 
writing of a novel is yet another form through which he pursued this goal. However, that same 
novel, Blake, deemphasizes the importance of the written word in the work of organizing and 
radical change. Rather, it demonstrates the safety of the unwritten word, of messaging that comes 
in a more ephemeral or disguised form. As this chapter continues to discuss the “paperless 
pedagogy” of Blake, it is worth keeping in mind the ways in which historical events have in an 
odd way come to mirror the content of Delany’s novel. As mentioned, the final chapters of the 
novel are lost. Those pieces of paper are missing. The Wilberforce fire appears to have destroyed 
any manuscripts, drafts or correspondence relating to the novel. As a result, McGann’s most 
updated edition is the most complete extant version of the text. Certainly, the scholar of literature 
fears fire and flood most of all, for their ability to give the lie to the permanence of the written 
word in a society of letters. Even so, Blake, a text done exceptional damage by such maladies of 
the archive, offers scholars another way of considering how information is passed on, and the 
potential optimism of seemingly unconcluded narratives.  

In today’s parlance, the phrase “going paperless” is used to evoke a kind of conservation. 
Rather than receive a paper bill in the mail, go paperless and get your bill by email! It is a 
familiar rhetoric: “save a tree, go paperless.” Of course, as James Glanz has pointed out, email is 
wrongly thought of as an ephemeral, “zero-waste” mode of communicating.239 The digital 
world’s version of “paperless” still leaves a trail and trash. For a truer example of “paperless” 
modes of communication, maroons offer a powerful example. Among other measures of escape, 
maroons distanced themselves from the colonial print societies filled with racist founding 

                                                        
237 Though his desire for black emigration consumed his work in the 1850s, all of Delany’s colonization efforts 
failed. He traveled in 1859 to West Africa and England to plan and raise money for a community that would house 
black Americans in the Niger Valley. English Imperialism and the beginning of the American Civil War led to a 
shift in Delany’s expectations for the fate of African Americans. 
238 See, “Martin R. Delany,” https://www.encyclopediavirginia.org/Delany_Martin_R_1812-1885#start_entry. 
239 James Glanz, “Power, Pollution and the Internet,” The New York Times, Sept. 22, 2012, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/09/23/technology/data-centers-waste-vast-amounts-of-energy-belying-industry-
image.html?pagewanted=all. 
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documents and descriptive slave advertisements that sought to re-enslave them.240  
In the first half of Blake, Delany explores the maroon’s relationship to the printed word. 

The trajectory of Blake away from the world of text to a world of secret messages and maroon 
reading practices shapes the form of the novel into a book that models a kind of paperless 
pedagogy by depicting the spread of secret information. It does so while simultaneously denying 
the reader access to that information. In the way that maroons often blindfolded someone they 
were taking to their camp or hideout, Delany’s reader is brought along on the journey to 
revolutionary places without being given any information with which she could betray the plan. 
The work of the novel’s conversations in this case is one of life and death. The high-stakes of 
secrecy extend to the text’s relationship with the reader who is not given full access to the 
content of the revolutionary work.  

The novel retains its instruction for revolution within itself, excluding the reader from an 
inner (though fast-growing) circle of the knowledgeable. Rather than educate the reader, Blake 
models education and organizing through Henry’s acts of spreading secret knowledge amongst 
an oppressed group of people. In various scenes, the reader observes Blake approach groups of 
enslaved people, get a sense for their level of education and their potential for rebellion or 
resistance. He then approaches that group in a way that is appropriate to these factors in order to 
convince them of his plan. (I will return to some of these examples shortly).  

As a result, the reader learns strategies of organizing around an issue. The reader 
observes Henry selecting future leaders from within a slave community in order to organize them 
around his cause. In a scene on the plantation from which Henry escapes, Henry shares the plan 
with his friends Charles and Andy and entreats them to spread the word: “You must now go on 
and organize continually…All you have to do, is find one good man or woman…on a single 
plantation and hold a seclusion and impart the secret to them, and make them the organizers for 
their own plantation, and they in like manner impart it to some other next to them, and so on. In 
this way it will spread like smallpox among them” (42). Blake, then, functions for the reader 
more like a pedagogy course on how to organize than an introduction to slave insurrection and its 
implementation. The difference is one of “how” versus “what” to teach.  

Just as it is possible to view the dearth of maroon archival materials as potential 
indication of successful marronage, this project interprets Delany’s formal denials of 
revolutionary information and the novel’s missing ending as openings through which to imagine 
another version of the world. Again, from the perspective of marronage as a practice, the fewer 
papers the better.241 Reading for marronage, then, means at times approaching the archive 
seeking moments in which someone has escaped the narrative. The ever-poetic Jean Fouchard 
describes these kind of sources as “the last available rafts on which we may journey to a 
rendezvous with the ... Maroons on the shores of the past,” meaning texts like runaway 
advertisements are the points from which an escaped ancestor can be wished farewell and good 
luck.242 (106). The narrative of slavery with an unknown ending is a narrative that retains the 

                                                        
240 There are of course exceptions to this form. Maroon societies of large-size sometimes negotiated treaties or 
agreements with plantation owners or colonial governments. Paperwork was often involved. See chapter 2 for a 
discussion of how the minimal paperwork extant on Jamaican maroon treaties has led to the conflicting written and 
oral archives surrounding Nanny of the maroons in particular. This discussion, especially as it pertains to Delany 
and Séjour’s texts, is most focused on the initial moments of flight, the decision to live as a maroon and the extreme 
secrecy and security necessary to successfully escape into a maroon existence or a maroon society. Leaving no trail 
was of the utmost importance.  
241 This is something that marronage studies in academic forums must continue to wrestle with. 
242 Fouchard, Haitian Maroons, 106. 
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possibility of the formerly enslaved person permanently escaping bondage. In this light, Delany’s 
missing ending is a site of potential continuation of revolutionary fights. The reader or scholar’s 
knowing is deprioritized. Her inability to know may be the result of a violent History machine’s 
failures in attention to or recognition of maroons’ stories. But her inability to know may also be 
the result of successes in marronage.  

Present day knowledge of what happened to people is, of course, desired and prioritized 
because it means for many a connection to the past. Such forms of knowledge are often produced 
by a narrative whole, a beginning, middle and end. Blake’s missing ending and the “missing” 
endings of many revolutionary acts appear at first as a broken or missing connection. The reader 
or researcher may feel disconnected from the text or the historical persons because she does not 
know what happened to them. For much of the history of scholarly work on slavery, this has 
been the lamented feature of a deadly archive. We do not know the stories of most enslaved 
people because society and its “History” failed them in many ways, including the failure of 
recognition. For my part, marronage as another product of that history offers an additional 
reading of archival “silences.” Silence as success. We do not know what happened to them 
because, at the very least, some maroons got out beyond the oppressive grasp of the enslaver’s 
pen and paper.  

Blake or the Huts of America, Delany’s only fiction, is generous in what it offers the 
present-day reader in lessons of covert organizing and the slave’s potential to rise up. However, 
from what it does not offer, we can learn a lot about the knowledge structures of marronage as 
they might lead to revolt. We can learn how the absence or secreting of knowledge can lead to 
successful revolt, or at the precious least, the successful imagination of revolt—which is after all, 
the very first step to any revolutionary change. The novel strays far from the norms of its time—
sentimental antislavery tomes, fiery first person fugitive slave narratives—to look to the future 
and imagine. To marroner, for Delany, meant to speculate through fiction on an escape from 
slavery that leaves behind the society that offered, in his mind, no real version of assimilation. 
The emigration strains that underlie Blake resonate with the future-oriented flight of maroons 
around the Atlantic world, who in their escape, sought a literal or spiritual return to Africa.  
 
Maroon Reading 
 

In the first half of the novel, scenes of maroon reading model a paperless form of 
organizing that relies on a certain inscrutability of the natural world. As Susan Scott Parrish 
demonstrates in American Curiosities, by the eighteenth century, the black slave comes to be 
associated with the “hidden” or “secret” in nature, especially as a source of poison or medicine. 
In Delany’s nineteenth-century imagining of long-desired slave uprising, he flips the colonial 
script and depicts an escaped slave using nature to facilitate secrecy rather than as the source of 
secret knowledge. Early in Henry’s marronage, depictions of maroon reading practices function 
pedagogically for the reader who follows Henry on his journey. Though Henry refers often to his 
plan, his “course laid out,” it is never articulated (18). The reader is excluded and, as a result, 
must look for surrogate learners in the other characters.243 The secret conveyance of precious 

                                                        
243 The first person who claims to grasp the plan is Colonel Franks, Henry’s master. When Henry proclaims to him 
that “the tie is broken…I will not suffer you to whip me,” Franks immediately interprets the statement as rebellion, 
and in so doing foreshadows the novel’s long plot that will soon leave him behind (19). When his wife, like the 
reader, seeks the meaning of Henry’s words, Franks yells, “Mean, my dear? It’s rebellion! A plot—this is but the 
shadow of a cloud that’s fast gathering around us! I see it plainly! I see it!” (19-20). Franks’ vision magnifies 
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information (not the information itself) is modeled twice before Henry leaves the Franks 
plantation in search of likeminded slaves. These are moments in which Delany draws back the 
curtain, if briefly, to reveal his characters’ methods of spreading secret information between 
those who are enslaved and those who have gone maroon. 

Henry has been sold by Colonel Franks but is given time to say his goodbyes; he takes 
that opportunity to escape into the night. Henry plans to lay out around the plantation and 
eventually take his young son away with him for good. He warns the child’s grandparents of this 
and instructs them on how they will know what has passed:  

Then from this time hence, I become a runaway. Take care of my poor boy while he’s with 
you. When I leave the swamps, or where I’ll go, will never be known to you. Should my boy 
be suddenly missed, and you find three notches cut in the bark of the big willow tree, on the 
side away from your hut, then give yourself no uneasiness; but if you don’t find these 
notches in the tree, then I know nothing about him (33).244  

These three marks on the tree are only legible to Judy and Joe, and the implication is that they 
will be legible to no one else. No one else will be able to interpret them. It is an ideal way to 
communicate secret knowledge. Even if the marks are found and read by someone other than 
Judy and Joe (another slave, Mr. or Mrs. Franks, or later by an anthropologist or archaeologist) 
and are identified as marks that signify some content or message, the latter will not be available 
to any of those unprivileged readers. 

The marked tree scene of maroon reading can be contrasted with an earlier scene in the novel 
that depicts a kind of fugitive reading. In chapter VIII, “The Sale,” Henry receives and reads his 
pass from Franks: “Permit the bearer my boy Henry, sometimes calling himself Henry Holland—
a kind of negro pride he has—to pass and repass wherever he wants to go, he behaving himself 
properly” (29). However, Henry denies Frank’s intention for the pass that he “take [it] and go to 
Jackson and Woodville, or anywhere else you wish to see your friends, so that you be back 
against [sic] Monday noon.” Instead, he “bec[ame] a runaway” (33). Henry converts a painfully 
legible document into a pass off the plantation for good. Moving about with the pass, Henry 
manipulates the intention of the precious piece of paper, risking at every moment being caught 
abusing a written pass.245  

In contrast with the hyper-legible pass from Franks that must accompany Henry’s hyper-
visible visits to various plantations, the tree marks are not only illegible to all but three people, 
they are in practice invisible. Henry makes them in the dark as he absconds away with Little Joe, 
and Judy and Joe read them in the dark. Touch is the method of reading. Judy and Joe go “out in 
the dark, feeling the trunk of the willow,” grasping with anticipation until “three notches in the 
bark were distinct to the touch” (37). The sweet relief expressed by Little Joe’s grandparents lies 
in the limited but all-important knowledge that Joe cries out, “It am he, it am Henry got ’im!” 
(37). Henry has little Joe and that is all they can know. For as Henry says before departing, 

                                                        
Henry’s personal rebellion, his refusal to be whipped, into a full-scale insurrection plot, an impending storm. He 
sees before him the manifestation of his and every other slave owner’s paranoid (though justified) fears that their 
slaves will one day lift the machete used in clearing the land and turn to lower it on their master’s heads. In this 
moment, Franks and Henry envision the same future. 
244 We can reasonably assume the notches are made by a hatchet or knife. 
245 McGann notes the double-entendre of Delany’s use of “charte volante” to describe the pass at the end of this 
scene: “While the term ‘charte volante’ here primarily means a loose note, or ‘feuille volante,’ it carries another 
meaning in the sphere of card tricks and magic illusions (a wild card). In the present context, that double meaning is 
entirely pertinent, for while Franks wrote the note with a secret meaning and purpose, Henry will use it to thwart 
Franks’ intention” (318).   



 83 

“When I leave the swamps, or where I’ll go, will never be known to you.” 
Delany proposes the tree as text. For the limits of the written pass are demonstrated in the 

earlier scene. That document, written by one white man for another, is meant to attest to Henry’s 
status and whereabouts and mislead Henry about the upcoming sale. It testifies to his permission 
to be in a certain place. After deciding to leave and travel amongst the enslaved and the formerly 
enslaved, Henry needs a mode of communication that is secret, nondescript and impervious to 
the realities of illiteracy. The tree, a symbolic choice for our purposes as the source of all paper, 
will come to function as a tabula rasa, its bark one day growing to enfold and “erase” Henry’s 
notches. Natural landmarks, especially those on the periphery of plantations in the U.S. Deep 
South, served to communicate messages or hold contraband that moved between maroons, other 
runaways and their enslaved relatives.246 Delany’s novel resembles the tree’s withholding nature, 
but his reader is limited to their use of the sense of sight, not touch, to learn of little Joe’s fate. 
This scene sets a standard of distinction between the reader and the other characters who are in 
contact with Henry. In only one other scene is maroon reading demonstrated in detail, but in this 
case, it sets the pattern for subsequent meetings between Henry and others because it shows how 
Henry connects with people and gains their trust and secrecy. The second example, too, 
demonstrates the method of setting up a secret meeting, but it does not share with the reader the 
content of that meeting, the details of Henry’s “plan laid out.”  

In a second example, shortly after Henry hides out with Little Joe, he must meet with his 
trusted friends Andy and Charles so that he may pass on the secret plan to them before he leaves. 
Delany exhibits somewhat awkwardly, through a fairly unnatural exchange, the method by which 
the men confirm a meeting:  

‘How did you get word to meet me here?’ asked Henry 
‘By Ailcey; she give me the stone, an’ I give it to Andy, an’ we both sent one apiece back. 
Didn’t you git ’em?’ 
‘Yes, that’s the way I knew you intended to meet me,’ replied Henry. 
‘So we thought,’ said Charles, ‘but tell us, Henry, what you want us to do?’ (38) 

Like in the example of the willow tree, Henry uses the natural landscape to communicate 
messages that must remain unsaid: In this case, the stones do the talking. Ailcey is a go-between 
who passes the stone that is again passed. Confirmation of receipt of the stone is given through 
Andy and Charles passing back their own stones. These last rocks confirm receipt of the first and 
an intention to attend. Delany reveals this non-verbal, unwritten communication but once again 
withholds the content of the meeting.  

 
Knowledge Laid Out 
 
Henry, at first withholds the details of his plan from Charles and Andy who grow more and more 
tired of Henry’s delay in sharing the plan. For a moment, the reader is aligned with characters 
who express frustration and eager anticipation of the secret. The men implore Henry over and 
over: 

“For God sake!” said Andy, “let us hear w’at it is, anyhow, Henry; yeh keeps a body in 
’spence so long, till I’s mose crazy to hear it. Dat’s no way!”… 
“Tell it! Tell it!” urged both in a whisper… 
“Tell us Henry, how’s dis to be carried out?” Enquired Andy… 

                                                        
246 For a detailed discussion of this in a nearby region to the novel’s setting, see, Gwendolyn Midlo Hall, Africans in 
Colonial Louisiana.  
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“What!” exclaimed Charles… 
“Are we to know it now?” enquired Charles… 
“Go on Henry tell us! Give it to us!” they urged… 
“We are satisfied! The secret, the secret!” they importuned (39-41). 

Henry is almost cruel. He stalls and takes every small tangent away from the plan. He makes the 
men pray more than once. The delay is peppered by the above exclamations of Andy and 
Charles, bursting with impatience. It is a repeated call with no response. Delany’s readers and 
characters experience frustrated expectations of both the form (call and response) and content 
(the “course laid out”). 

 Finally, the men’s frustration is released in a wave of comic shock as the simplicity of the 
plan becomes known to them: 

‘O, dat’s da thing!’ exclaimed Andy. 
‘Capital, capital!’ responded Charles. ‘What fools we was that we didn’t know it long ago!’ 
‘I is mad wid myse’f now!’ said Andy (41). 

As behind the text Andy and Charles slap their palms to their foreheads, facing the text, the 
reader pulls at their hair. These revised frustrations are different but both rooted in disbelief. 
How did I not think of this already? How could he not have told me, too? The plan is apparently 
simple, so simple “a child could understand, it’s so easy!” (42). But what is it? This meeting sets 
the pattern for the rest of the novel’s first part, in which the reader “enjoys” repeated delayed 
revelations paired with numerous articulations of the “easy” or self-evident nature of the plan. 

The plan can therefore only be described obliquely, in terms of how it is received. From 
the many reactions the plan elicits, it can be understood as an old plan, long-awaited but long-
lost from collective memory. For those who have been leaders in their own communities, the 
plan is familiar. A Native American chief in Arkansas recognizes it as something he’s seen 
before: “‘Ah hah!’ exclaimed the old chief after an hour’s seclusion with him. ‘ah hah! Indian 
have something like that long ago. I wonder your people aint got it before! That what make 
Indian strong; that what make Indian and black man in Florida hold together’” (88). The head 
conjurer in the Great Dismal Swamp seems to expect it: “‘I been lookin’ fah yeh dis many 
years,’ said old Gamby Gholar, a noted high conjurer and compeer of Nat Turner, who for more 
than thirty years has been secluded in the Swamp, ‘an’ been tellin’ on ’em dat yeh ’ood come 
long’” (113).  

For enslaved persons on plantations across the Southern states, the plan offers obvious 
and certain success. Each subsequent “aha!” moment reaffirms the greatness of Henry’s plan 
while simultaneously delaying its revelation. These lively scenes deny the reader inclusion and 
participation in the plan. It follows, then, that the plan must be unapparent but undeniably true 
once articulated. Like Charles and Andy, Phebe in New Orleans feels she has seen the light: “For 
wat I feels an’ da knowledge I has receive dis night! I been all my days in darkness till now! I 
feels we shall be a people yit!” (104). In an Arkansas hut,  

They drew together in a corner between the head of the bed and well-daubed wall to hold 
their seclusion.  
‘Laud!’ exclaimed Uncle Jerry, after the secrets were fully imparted to them; “Make beah 
dine all-conquering arm! Strike off de chains dat dy people may go free! Come, Laud! a 
little nigheh!’(92).  

The reader, relegated to observer status, is not privy to the knowledge revealed and can only 
hurry behind Henry on his rapid flight, catching snippets of how not what he disseminates. 

Despite this difference, it is clear to the reader that the organizing Blake has done across 
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the Atlantic world prepares the enslaved for a bloody revolution. As Henry’s travels extend to 
the broader Atlantic world, thematics and plot developments become more and more centered 
around violence. Blake’s simple message must be, you are already armed. 
 
Suspended Violence  
 

 As the novel approaches its climax, it offers more and more explicitly a version of 
Lamming’s argument of the plough. The black citizens of Cuba and (we are meant to 
understand) the United States stand ready to take their own somersault as they wait for Blake’s 
signal. “Tools” in hand, they are ready for Lamming’s moment of somersault, in which the 
fungibility of the object becomes transformation. The tool becomes a weapon. Before the novel 
is formally severed by its missing ending, the hatchet reappears in the form of the carving knife. 
It anticipates the kind of decapitation that concludes Georges’ story. The last section of this 
chapter considers the final extant scenes of the novel and the suspended violence of Blake.  

The novel ends in Cuba with the image of a raised carving knife. The weapon is held by 
Gofer Gondolier, “the caterer of the palace cuisine,” and designer of the weapon he calls the 
“Cuban carver” (249,256). Gondolier has disguised the revolutionary hatchet as a common 
kitchen tool of everyday use. Earlier he explains the crucial fungibility of his invention:  

“So you see sir, by making a carving knife, I present something that comes in general use 
as a domestic and family convenience, with which every person may supply himself 
without suspicion, especially the blacks, who are not only great imitators of the whites as 
they say we are, but also great eaters as we know ourselves to be” (255-6).  

The Cuban carver can be used for lunch or war. Gondolier intends the latter, for, as the novel has 
hinted already, he anticipates a “different kind” of carving than that done in the kitchen (256). 

Toward its climax, the novel hurries forward as newly instated “Negro laws” precipitate 
violence towards upper-class blacks in Havana. The final extant chapter, “American Tyranny—
Oppression of the Negroes,” describes how Henry, now called Blake, and his fellow plotters lay 
low as tensions escalate. There are public confrontations as various blacks are attacked, but the 
final extant scene occurs in a boudoir. Ambrosina Cordora, a young wealthy Creole, has just 
been whipped in the streets on her way home. The room full of women wail and pray, one even 
predicting, that “if our men do not soon decide on something in our favor, they will soon be 
called to look upon us in a state of concubinage” (313). In walks Juan Montego, a co-conspirator, 
who exclaims, “By yonder blue heavens, I’ll avenge this outrage!” while out walks Gondolier, 
“rejoicing as he left the room to spread among the blacks an authentic statement of the outrage: 
‘Woe be unto those devils of whites, I say!’” (313). 

Gondolier, never without his knife, is a lit match running out into a world of kindling.247 
His declaration of war is the novel’s final extant line. The text we have today ends with a 
warning, but not with the bloody uprising for which Blake and others have prepared. The action 
stops just before the knife is brought down, before Blake’s “war upon the whites” (291). 
Gondolier’s dramatic exit evokes the numerous Cuban carvers in the hands of slaves across the 
island. His individual gesture previews thousands of uplifted arms raising up knives, axes, picks 
and hatchets. Still—as it ends, no one has died. No blood has been spilled. Unlike “Le Mulâtre,” 
this story’s severed ending suspends the impending acts of violence by Gondolier, Blake and 
others.  
                                                        
247 Gondolier’s eagerness to use his weapon is his prominent characteristic. He is “no speaker, but whenever there’s 
any carving to be done, give me a chance; I’m your man” (291). 
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Ending here conflicts with Blake’s message at the final meeting of revolt leaders, “that 
the time to strike was fast verging upon them, from which, like the approach of the evening 
shadow of the hill tops, there was no escape” (293). Instead, that time has been escaped. It is a 
most ominous place for the plot to be cut off, and an example of Delany’s mastery of the 
serialized narrative.248 Delany’s archive means both that the revolution can only be imagined and 
that it can be imagined. The dead-ended paper trail is an opportunity for the scholar and reader to 
imagine or reimagine what Blake’s black transnational revolution might have involved. 

For the twenty-first-century reader, the unknown details of Henry’s plan—amplified by 
the missing ending of the novel—are further compounded by history’s eternal “what if.” What if 
U.S. American, Caribbean and South American slaves had risen up en masse? What if someone 
had come up with a plan that made hearers of it slap their foreheads in sweet disbelief—of 
course! For Delany’s readers of the serialized editions at the beginning of the Civil War, the 
novel’s revolution must have rung so very differently. An alternative end to slavery (one distinct 
from Delany’s vision) was being played out—its future success or failure yet to be seen. By 
contrast, every reader of Blake after 1865 knows which “plan” played out. And the unrevealed 
and unfinished nature of Blake’s revolution makes the novel read as an alternate history. It is as 
if the story of Atlantic slavery were written as a “choose your own ending” book, and you could 
only come to read Delany’s version if back on page three you had taken the swamp instead of the 
road.  

Blake’s final soliloquy articulates a future personal marronage for this leader. To his 
followers, he insists on the continuity of the fight and the strength to be found in the maroon’s 
position:    

“I will never leave you. An overwhelming power of our oppressors or some stern 
adversity, brethren, may force you to forsake me, but even then I will not leave you. I will 
take me to the mountains, and there in the dreary seclusion of the wilderness, though 
alone, will I stand firmly in defence [sic] of our cause. Buckle on your armor then, and 
stand ready for the fight! Finally, brethren, I may eventually go down to a disappointed 
and untimely, but never to a coward’s or a traitor’s grave!” (291 Emphasis added). 

The odd reflexive construction of Blake’s phrase, I will take me to the mountains, offers a 
possible English translation of the verb Césaire will coin ninety-four years after Blake is 
published.249  Marroner: to take oneself to the mountains. Blake’s phrase is a promise sustained 
across time and space, echoing into a future and taken up and condensed into a verb by a black 
anticolonial poet who like Séjour and Delany strove to yoke content and form in pursuit of 
antiracist revolution. Their representations of revolt, inspired by maroons past and present, argue 
for a lineage between the individual revolution of each maroon’s literal escape and each poet’s 
formal escape. Boukman, Séjour, Delany, Césaire all marronent, holding close to the present 
tense which begets the future tense, and, in so doing, they continue a revolution that is ongoing, a 
fight that is continuous. 

Coda 
                                                        
248 Serialized texts like Blake would ideally feature cliffhangers like this between issues in order to ensure continued 
subscription and purchase of the host paper. 
249 Blake’s lines echo the words of freedmen leaders in Saint Domingue whose address to Civil Commissioners was 
recorded on February 15, 1792: “We will defy the tyrants and the enemies of equality and rather than allow your 
liberty to be endangered, we will go and live with you [the Africans] in those hills which have always offered shelter 
to persecuted men. And there we will know how to make ourselves feared” (Fouchard 297). Blake’s marronage is 
oddly individual and solitary though it suggests the same sentiment of the collective actions voiced by the freedmen 
of Saint Domingue.  
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Altars and Monuments 
 
 In New Orleans, Louisiana, the Spanish colonial archives contain much of what you might 
expect. They hold documents chronicling the endless woes and failures of an ill-equipped regime 
that sought to dominate diverse groups of people across an entire coastline. There are accounts of 
this government’s attempts to capture maroons living outside the city of New Orleans, but for a 
long time the maroons were winning. 
 I went to these archives to see what had been written about the maroon leader named San 
Malo who lived in the 1780s. He was legendary in New Orleans for his ability to evade the 
armed forces sent to catch him. He built up a substantial community of fellow maroons in the 
swamps around the city and was eventually hung by the Spanish colonial government in 1784.250 
San Malo is described in archival texts as leading a group of at least twenty people with the 
assistance of his partner, dubbed, “El Caballero del Hacha” or the Knight of the Axe.251  
 Today, San Malo is most alive in the present-day public sphere. He is considered a 
powerful ancestor by native New Orleanians who practice “the religion,” or what is called by 
those outside, New Orleans Voodoo.252 For this community, San Malo is a part of the spiritual 
landscape and is appealed to for help and care. His life, as a leader of large-scale resistance to 
enslavement is still honored today, and he is turned to as an inspiring example and for direct help 
in the lives of his descendants. 
 During my last trip to New Orleans, I came across a recently-constructed public altar to 
San Malo. University of New Orleans Professor Rachel Sian Breunlin and musician Bruce 
Sunpie Barnes, built an altar to San Malo that traveled around town so that offerings might be 
made by different groups of people. The politics of this act merit another discussion in itself, but 
nevertheless, this altar offered a three-dimensional representation of San Malo. To the altar’s 
creators, San Malo embodied rebellion, civil rights and freedom. Objects, images and texts 
crafted by a wide variety of hands adorned the altar. The creators incorporated visuals of the 
landscape that he lived in, everyday objects he might have held and used, as well as imagined 
renderings of his likeness next to other powerful deities. In building this altar, the creators 
elaborated on San Malo—on how he flourished like the magnolia flowers on the altar, on how 
he extended his reach like the palmettos that would have helped conceal him.   
 I would like to conclude by briefly discussing a poem that was placed on this altar for all 
to read, Brenda Marie Osbey’s “The Business of Pursuit: San Malo’s Prayer.”253 The poem 
functions as a kind of textual altar holding various objects through which one can think about 
who San Malo was and what might have happened to him. The space poetry creates for 
elaboration is in stark contrast with the archive’s tendency to truncate, diminish, and obliterate 
black subjects. Archival texts have represented San Malo and his fellow maroons, like Georges 
and Blake and Rosette, as wielding hatchets in their escape as maroons. Osbey’s poem is one 
example of how subsequent cultural practices and literary works retain the hatchet so as to light a 
candle. Reading for the severance at work in San Malo’s representation reveals an ongoing 

                                                        
250 For extended discussions of San Malo’s archive, see Gwendolyn Midlo Hall and Gilbert C. Din. The two do not 
always agree.  
251 Letter to the Governor Gálvez, May 28, 1784. Acts of Cabildo, 1769-1803, AB300, New Orleans Public Library, 
New Orleans, LA.  
252 Erin Elizabeth Voisin, “Saint Maló Remembered,” (PhD diss., Loyola University of New Orleans, 2004). 
253 Brenda Marie Osbey, All Saints, (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1997), 108.  
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spiritual legacy in New Orleans. It is a happy but useful linguistic accident that the Spanish word 
hacha means both an axe and a large candle.  
 
 “My tongue is mine” San Malo proclaims. It has not been cut out. In Brenda Marie 
Osbey’s 1997 poem, San Malo speaks and has much to say. The poem is titled, “The Business of 
Pursuit: San Malo’s Prayer,” and it elaborates on San Malo as an emotional being. What might 
he have felt as a maroon, as a leader encouraging others to escape enslavement? In the poem, 
San Malo looks back on his life and death and thinks about his executioner, Luís Congo, a black 
man who traded the work of death for his freedom. Even though San Malo is known to have 
refused to give up his comrades to authorities, in the poem he thinks about the choices made by 
Luís Congo, and empathizes with them, even understands them. 
 In the poem, Osbey plays brilliantly with time, using anachronism to create the 
impossible juxtaposition between two of the more infamous black men in eighteenth-century 
Louisiana. Both men escaped enslavement, but in different ways. San Malo, as has been said, led 
a maroon encampment outside the city, while Luís Congo, agreed to be the city’s executioner in 
exchange for his freedom and a large plot of land. Congo meted out the city leaders’ 
punishments on white and black and native people, alike. It is documented that he was attacked 
at least twice by Native American and black slaves. Congo’s form of freedom and his decision to 
live the life of what would be today called a “race traitor” is what San Malo reflects upon in 
Osbey’s poem.  
 “The Business of Pursuit” is written from San Malo’s perspective and uses flashback and 
fragmentation to tell the story of the maroon’s life and death. The poem is broken up into five 
sections. The first and fourth address Congo directly, while the second and third flash back to the 
moments just before San Malo and his community members are captured. The final section has a 
broader addressee and reflects openly about the nature of freedom.  
 San Malo describes how both men have a vision of freedom. Congo’s is a vision retained 
in spite of his morbid work, while San Malo’s is born of “gaping pools of unrest,” of “our truest 
selves” who “bare our teeth and glisten,” prepared to fight to the death. Both men must bloody 
their hands to achieve their freedom, but in different ways. Congo puts on the executioner’s 
gloves, but still his hands are “bloodstained” before his own people. His is a traitor’s freedom. 
San Malo and his fellow maroons “taste” freedom as they “go a-hacking and a-slashing/our 
bloody ungloved hands a-steaming—.” They bloody their hands chopping through the brush 
away from the plantations.  
 After contemplating his executioner, then recalling his own pursuit of freedom (“i am 
afraid,” he says) San Malo concludes, “i say it is all the same.” He argues that the dead have 
been singing the same sorrow songs and same freedom songs for countless years, and that a 
desire to live free takes many forms: 
 i say it is all the same  
 i say there are angels  
 black angels  
 congo angels  
 all singing the same songs  
 one hundred, two hundred years.  
 how free can any of us have been?  
 how different is a traitor’s heart than that of any slave?  
 and how free? 
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 …  
 i say it is no small thing to betray one’s own  
 i say he had a vision and a lust for life as deep as any    

slave’s 
By the poem’s conclusion, the bitterness of its opening (“o great o great o great/Deceiver,” he 
says) has melted away as the two men approach each other in San Malo’s mind. How different is 
an executioner’s heart from a maroon’s if they both pursue freedom at all costs? Aren’t they 
singing the same song?  

To conclude, I will end with the same “small thing” that the poem ends with, which is 
San Malo’s persistence over time. No small thing, perhaps. But the final stanza reads: 
 one other small thing: 
 i have never been to the chapel room at ms. timotea’s. 
 but when I go 
 i set my light on the altar of san malo.  
San Malo has never been to his altar but when he goes he leaves a light. The grammatical 
slippage of these lines leaves San Malo delightfully outside of time. In this final gesture, Osbey 
again rejects chronology. Anachronism, the line argues, is essential to the spirit world. At the end 
of this ritual poem, San Malo has arrived. He has never gone, but he is there. He lights the altar 
where he has never been. 
 

New Orleans is a city that has only recently taken down longstanding pro-slavery 
Confederate monuments. It had to be done under the cover of night. The death threats and car 
bombs launched against those contracted to do the removals meant that the rejections of these 
symbols celebrating slavery could not be scheduled or public. Still, they are coming down. They 
began to come down within a few months after the public altar to San Malo went up. Maroons. 
Confederates. Politicians. Parishioners. Is this a sign of shifting historical perspective in New 
Orleans? Is it a sign of new definitions of moral leadership? Which rebellion is acknowledged? 
Which is memorialized? Which is the celebrated history?  

San Malo persists and he does so in a city that will long continue to confront the 
monuments it erected and the rebellions sanctioned by the winners who wrote history. 
Importantly, San Malo’s history has been continuously, though sometimes clandestinely, written 
by poets and worshippers alike. 
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