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Ouvertures — the first feature film by The
Living and the Dead Ensemble1 — imagines
the revolutionary hero Toussaint Louverture
as the first Haitian diaspore. Napoléon exiled
in 1802, on the other side of the ocean, the
ancient slave who had become a rebel General.
He condemned him to icy French Jura, to an
anonymous death without burial a year later.
In Ouvertures, Toussaint travels once again
across the ocean, but in the other direction,
and returns to the Caribbean island today.
He does not recognise it, nor do people
recognise him. This is therefore a particular
form of restitution that resists the fixing
of the nationalist narrative. He is a vilified,
wandering, fugitive hero, accompanying a new
loop in the spiral of History.

While States always secretly impart a re-ordering
function to the act of restitution that is both
narrative and financial, the remains and the
objects looted by colonial powers often resist
their assigned function, spreading in return “the
chaotic disruption of old forms of relationality”,
to quote Felwin Sarr and Bénédicte Savoy2.
However, this chaotic disruption does not simply
affect the relationship between the robber and
the robbed, it is an upheaval for the country
experiencing the return. It demands that radical
hospitality be invented, that a space of reception
be formed and imagined. And here, one cannot
limit the question raised by this space to the
mere presence or absence of technical devices
capable of preserving, using identical fixing, the
artefacts “invented” in Western museums. Since,
to a certain extent, part of this repairing cannot
take place in the transaction itself and cannot be
mistaken for it. There is indeed an irreducible
remainder in the operation of return, a dark part

1. See the presentation of the Ensemble and its film here : https://thelivingandthedeadensemble.com/
2. Felwine Sarr and Bénédicte Savoy “The Restitution of African Cultural Heritage. Toward a New Relational Ethics” https://www.about-africa.de/
images/sonstiges/2018/sarr_savoy_en.pdf

created by the double movement of the diaspora.
This “unseen” part of objects cannot be revealed
without a particular attention and assembly.
Let us momentarily leave aside the excess value
that is carried by the object — that which it
would somehow fill in —, and instead immerse
ourselves in the available, ghostly space it
provides and in which will flow the community’s
inner landscapes, accumulated in the secret of
frustration, the inability to speak and to be heard.
This is a beautiful echo chamber for stories that
have never been heard.
The return ritual proposes not to talk about the
object but to talk in the object and to listen to it
talk in turn. These operations must take place
elsewhere, in the midst of wakes, out of sight,
outside the space of negotiated restitution and
scientific cooperation between the stealing states
and the stolen states, and perhaps also outside
the world heritage becoming of objects. This is a
situated relationship, which escapes ownership
and considers the objects as active substances
and disturbing forms of presence.

For the returning object — and this also goes for
the particular category of human remains since
restitution always involves remains returning
from a form of death — is a host whom the
receiving community cannot recognise without
the effort of reshaping itself around this familiar
strangeness, even though certain States will prefer
a political reordering, nationalist stagings, and
other capitalist strategies provided by the return
of this dark “treasure”. The object thus doesn’t
return back where it was, and it is precisely
because one cannot recognise it — as we shall
later see with Toussaint Louverture roaming the
streets of Port-au-Prince — that it is necessary
to create a new space, marked by relational
practices, a performance, a ritual, a site, in the
present of the return. Later, we will imagine this
site from the perspective of a gap, of fugitivity from
3. Fugitive slaves who formed independent communities.

the narrative centrality of States, which allows
one to read the markings of History on other
bodies and landscapes — and, in the case that
will interest us, to reconnect with the complex
ecology of a revolution. This way, the object finds
an updated function of intercessor with other
worlds and ways of saying and feeling, other ways
of arranging (hi)stories, which undo the idea
of heritage as shaped by French law, based on
immovable property, be it the result of predation.
Heritage will henceforth be replayed and
interpreted — both in a performative sense and in
that of an exercise of translation, which takes the
body as a tool, a way of being with. The artefacts
will provide a disquieting companionship, forms
of gap, spaces and new scenes in the fringes
of their captive stagings. They will no longer
be preserved, their form will keep changing,
producing new sites. These are Maroon3 objects.
If the term Maroon opens up poetic and political
uses that aim, in particular, to turn that word
into anticapitalist means of expression, it is
necessary, in order to avoid trivialising them by
removing them from the context in which they
appeared — and thereby forgetting some of their
characteristics —, to always specify what is meant
by their updating. Maroon is here understood
as a principle of deviation from toxic ecologies,
but also as a return from a form of death, of
non-being, as a movement that turns slaves’
runaway into an escape from the world of objects,
a detour — in the sense that there is no possible
symmetrical return — towards living forms.
We therefore believe that it is a useful concept
to change the perspective of the restitution
narrative.
The missing remains of the complicated hero
Toussaint Louverture — the fallen revolutionary
leader from Saint-Domingue — recovered from
their frozen exile in Jura, are a good example of the
epistemological mess of this impossible return.
The film Ouvertures opposes the arrangements

of the nationalist narrative with the necessities
of a ritual renewing the hero’s potentialities.
This is not the smooth ore used for making
statues but the multifaceted crystal diffracting
all the faces of a community. This is where
the power of Louverture’s heritage lies — an
unresolved disorder, an ongoing revolutionary
affair. Its imperfection is a precious legacy,
its contradictions and wanderings force the
community welcoming him to question itself
and invent new paths. If the body of the hero
returns, it is therefore not to be erected, but on
the contrary to “become ground” that is new
and unstable. Louverture is a Potomitan — the
central post of the Vodou temple around which
everything is structured. Yet, a post that is
burning, melting, like the one the French used to
attach the body of the rebel François Mackandal,
publicly setting him on fire on January 20,
1768. For nearly eighteen years, they had been
looking for the charismatic Maroon, blamed for
the deaths of some six thousand settlers. While
the flames of the burning pyre were taking hold
of the famous one-armed poisoner, the post to
which he was attached collapsed due to the heat.
According to folk history, Mackandal then turned
into an animal and jumped away from the fire,
disappearing into the forest, using yet another
magical trick, of which he holds the secret. This
counter-narrative creates a fluid figure running
away from the stage built by French power in
order to celebrate his death, and thereby, the
destruction of a powerful imaginary world of
resistance. Yet, Mackandal’s alternative end
opens up, on the contrary, a potential space in the
margins of the stage of this political spectacle, in
the darkness of the forest hills, which soon after
became the backdrop for new uprisings. Thirty
three years later, it is in Bois Caïman that the
revolution of an entire population began.
In turn, the film Ouvertures neither celebrates nor
gets rid of the hero. Instead, it seeks to make him
fertile again in the present of a fighting community.

In order to track his remains that are both
untraceable and cumbersome, it is necessary
to make a detour through the beautiful island
of Saint-Domingue, the “pearl of the Caribbean”
for the French and sunny hell for the slaves
who founded Haiti. On the eve of the French
Revolution, the Saint-Domingue colony enjoyed
unparalleled prosperity and wealth in the
Caribbean. In 1789, it was the world’s largest
producer of sugar and coffee. Its foreign trade
represented over one third of that of Metropolitan
France, and one in eight French people lived
directly or indirectly on it. As a plantation, the
economic and social organisation of SaintDomingue was dominated by the privileges of
great white plantation owners, but it was placed
under control of Metropolitan France, which set
prices, enjoyed trade monopoly whilst prohibiting
the development of any form of local industry.
Adding to this first level of tension between
the white elites from Metropolitan France and
those from the colony — as well as between the
colonial powers in the region —, there was also
a complex social structure wherein small whites
— employees, workers, civil servants — lived
alongside, and not without friction, free men of
colour — freedmen or creole mulattos — and
slaves, some of whom, having run away from the
plantation, already formed Maroon communities
— and soon real armies.
While it is widely celebrated as the modern
world’s first successful slave uprising, the Haitian
Revolution is thus much more heterogeneous
than the crystal-clear expression suggests. For
this interplay of contradictions, of pragmatic
or unexpected alliances with or against France,
this weaving together of contingencies, of debts,
of enmities and hard feelings composing the
creole ethos form the very matrix of this pivotal
event in colonial modernity. This impure form
obviously does not take away any of the power
of the Haitian revolutionary act. It simply

opposes the romantic pantheon of heroes with
a human and non-human assembly that keeps
being recreated and a revolution as a movement
without a resolution. The «Chaos-Monde» that
produces a creolised situation is thus inherently
unpredictable and unstable. Here, we understand
creolised as the quality of an ownerless form,
produced by multiple contingencies that find
a precarious balance in a specific historical
situation. This creolised stage has nothing to do
with a peaceful resolution — it cannot be fixed, it
is a space undergoing constant transition, which
the national narratives will deliberately attempt
to stabilise, at the cost of several omissions and
trafficking. Although the exercise of revolutionary
composition is in fact even broader, extending
beyond the human faction. One has to take into
account the specific geography of the island of
Saint-Domingue, its mountains and caves, which
provide particularly effective shelter for Maroons,
as well as the climate and geological forces that
literally took part in the battle — including the
devastating 1784 earthquake. Not to mention
the several unannounced alliances with nonhuman and viral forms. The yellow fever —
which plagued from 1802 to 1803 a signifiant
proportion of the expeditionary forces brought to
Général Leclerc to restore slavery on the island —
provided support, so to speak, to the insurgents
during the Battle of Vertières that marked the
final victory and soon the island’s independence.

In order to apprehend the Haitian revolution,
it is therefore necessary to think about the
configuration of these human conflicts and
non-human forces rather than to renew an
imaginary world that would cleanse history of its
contradictory and chaotic movements, relegating
this break with the colonial order to the shadow
of the French Revolution. Or, on the contrary, to
radically underestimate the relations between the
Haitian Revolution and the French Revolution, in
favour of a purely indigenist narrative or one that

would magnify the invisible hand of natural forces.
This revolution is therefore a wonderfully impure
form just as the very figure of Toussaint Louverture
is. The return of his — real or imaginary —
remains is the promise of a productive disorder, of
a revolutionary reimplementing, of which he will
be the battle field.
Born a slave around 1743, Toussaint was first
employed as a coachman at the Bréda Plantation
managed by Bayon de Libertat, who granted him
“Savanah freedom” — freedom of movement
— without officially freeing him. He is likely to
have been freed towards the end of the 1760s
or during the 1770s. Toussaint Bréda — he
would soon be called, using as a patronymic the
name of the plantation where he was a “grande
case” slave, enjoying privileges that field slaves
did not have — navigated very early on across
categories. He rode horses, he knew the art of
plants, and later, he would learn to read and
write, feeding the legend that he was the heir to
a royal African line. For absolutely nothing about
him matched the image of the Black Man created
in the plantation imagination. As a free man, he
possessed in the 1780s his own property as well
as slaves, including a man named Jean-Jacques
— none other than Jean-Jacques Dessalines, the
one who would succeed him in the revolutionary
struggle. The Bréda Plantation was then the
symbol of a Creole Black elite who would have to
deal with the great white owners as well as with
the freed Mulattos — Metis freedmen. While,
at the start of the revolution, he skillfully set
up Maroon armies and proved to be a ferocious
military strategist, he did not fail, once in power,
to call upon former settlers in order to revive the
economy, and he re-established Black labour on
plantations. Toussaint Louverture is therefore
a shaky hero, tragically trapped between
two irreconcilable options: too ambitious for
Napoléon, who refused to see his precious colony
emancipate itself from Metropolitan France under

the leadership of the man he had, himself, named
Captain-General of Saint-Domingue; and a traitor
to the spirit of the revolution according to small
plantation owners and the revolted slave people
who regarded him as the way too caring servant of
Creole elites and of the French Republic, where the
profits of slavery had not entirely been forgotten.
Thus, after a dazzling rise, former slave Toussaint
Bréda, who had become Louverture, was
deported to France on June 7, 1802, following
orders from Paris. His departure therefore
freed up a space, a new revolutionary opening,
whose imminence he would have sensed. Did
he willingly give way to those who were to lead
the ultimate fight? Anyhow, he died of cold
and hunger, in exile in the far East of France, in
his Fort de Joux cell on April 7, 1803, without
witnessing the proclamation of the independent
Republic of Haiti on January 1, 1804 — following
a struggle led by one of his former lieutenants,
Jean-Jacques Dessalines.
The latter, scarred by his past hardships as a
slave, was less inclined than Louverture to a
strategic dialogue with former settlers. He left a
racial mark on the very first hours of the young
State. Once the independence was proclaimed,
a large part of Whites and Mulatto elites was
thereby hunted down and killed. The island was
intentionally “blackened”. Dessalines confiscated
the lands and prohibited private property for
Whites, except for those who had been granted
citizenship by the government. That same
year, he declared himself Emperor but did not
survive a new period of instability as he urged
farmers to forced labour in order to revive the
economy whilst simultaneously undertaking
an agrarian reform in favour of landless slaves.
He was murdered in Pont-Rouge, North of
Port-au-Prince, on October 17, 1806, by some
of his allies, including Pétion and Christophe.
An elite, consisting mainly of former freedmen

— Blacks and Mulattos — recovered a central
position, and began to compete for power, over
the century, at the expense of slave descendants.
The revolutionary expansion stiffened into a
widely westernised, urban republic, which made
its margins — its Maroon part — disappear
and broke away from its rural origins. The Bois
Caïman ceremony which, fifteen years earlier, had
sealed — at night in the forest through a Vodou
ritual — the first alliance between rebels from all
sides, then seemed very far away.
While the Republic of Haiti was bled white at
the start of the 21st century, this situation was
not solely due to the series of natural disasters,
to infighting, to the bad habits of the dictatorial
episodes of the Duvallier family, whose sole
domestic and foreign policy was the spectre of
the expansion of Cuban communism to the whole
region. For the record, France only recognised
the independence of Haiti in 1825, upon the
150-million-franc compensation allowance
to “compensate former settlers”, which was
re-negotiated in 1838 to 90 million francs,
amounting to 17 billion euros in 2012. While this
“debt” was fully refunded in 1883, the interest
payments on loans ran until the middle of the
20th century. To a certain extent, this drain has,
until today, maintained Haiti at the mercy of the
various western colonial powers in the region.
The mercantilist legacy of the past, which was
opposed to the development of the colony’s
local industry, was also involved in new forms of
dependence upon foreign imports as in all the
“French West Indies”.
The influence of the Haitian revolution
nevertheless remained key in Black studies
and afro-descendants’ political imagination. In
particular, it contributed to undoing the most
widespread abolitionist narrative by putting
slave struggles at the very heart of a process
of emancipation that did not wait until 1848

4. Louis-George Tin quoting, in an article of the newspaper Le Monde from December 22, 2011, the historian Daniel Desormeaux, author of
Mémoires du général Toussaint Louverture, Paris, Garnier, 2011.

to assert itself. Like the importance of Maroon
activity throughout the plantation period and the
uprisings taking place ever since the first slave
ships crossed the Atlantic Ocean, the narrative
of this revolutionary moment contributed to
making the figure of the slave break away from
its passive and sadly apathetic image, whilst
complicating the picture of the colony’s social
and political landscape, introducing the pivotal
role of Black elites and freed Mulattos. After the
military defeat of Napoléon’s army, France thus
carried out a merciless economic fight in Haiti
in order to progressively restore its position,
while simultaneously deploying counter-attack
narratives, which have helped maintain, up to the
present day, its undeniable cultural influence in
the country.

So when Napoléon deported Toussaint
Louverture from his Caribbean island to the
most Eastern region of Metropolitan France,
to the heart of a freezing cell in Jura, “it is not
just a matter of locking him up for fear that he
might escape, but of turning him into a kind of
dull existence that must disappear from collective
imagination”4. And the undertaking was close
to completion since France thereafter strove to
break any relationship between the General who
had died in exile and the independent Republic of
Haiti. For among all the paradoxes accompanying
the fate of Louverture, he disappeared in 1803
as a French citizen from the West Indies, while
Saint-Domingue was still a colony; leading French
President Charles de Gaulle to say much later —
and not without a hint of irony and contempt —,
as the Haitian State’ request for the restitution of
Louverture’s remains was getting pressing, under
the presidency of François Duvallier (1957-1971):
“…what’s the point of these people demanding the
remains of a former French General?”

But rather than accepting him as a prisoner
of his French fate, Louverture was soon to be
imagined, on the Haitian side, as the first of a
new diaspora heading towards the West. For the
storytelling and position of Louverture in Haitian
historiography has kept changing. Without
questioning the central role played by Dessalines,
Christophe and Pétion in the struggle for the
island’s true independence and the end of slavery,
Louverture will be given a pioneering role, that
of a visionary leader. In any case, he became a
great Black hero and his remains, consequently,
became relics that are claimed back from France,
not without a hidden political agenda. And yet,
there are no remains. Louverture’s corpse was
thrown in a common grave, and the site near Fort
de Joux has since undergone a number of ground
movements, preventing the search for these
precious bones. The Haitian State had to settle
for an urn filled with soil from Jura, collected
from the alleged common grave area. But the son
of Duvallier, who in turn became President, did
not fail to lavishly celebrate, on April 7, 1983,
the return of these symbolic spoils, during the
inauguration of the Musée du Panthéon National
Haïtien in Port-au-Prince. The State’s grand
narrative was thereby deployed. As often, it fixes
the meaning and provides no other perspective
than that of a new fossilisation, a heroic catch
that re-shapes history with no rough edges — a
narcissistic mirror handed over to the Haitian
people, embarking on a nationalist narrative with
no blind spot.
The approach of the film Ouvertures can therefore
be contemplated in the light of another form of
restitution — if one is willing to consider the
act of restitution not as the soothed return of
property, the handing over of spoils of war that
would restore the commercial balance of the
national narratives, but as the incontrollable
re-appearance of a blurred presence. Any kind
of restitution alters the state of the object, which

4. Louis-George Tin quoting, in an article of the newspaper Le Monde from December 22, 2011, the historian Daniel Desormeaux, author of
Mémoires du général Toussaint Louverture, Paris, Garnier, 2011.

shifts from one shape to another, calling for
new translations and uses, a new language, and
a new space. The looted object always has this
hybrid nature — it is the same yet different, it
comes from here and elsewhere. Stating that it
forms a creolised bridge between two societies,
as implied by Felwine Sarr and Bénédicte Savoy
in their famous report, is to speculate on what
the return does to the arranging of reality and
to only see it as a form of happy resolution. But
the restitution needs to confront the impossible
return and to invent fruitful transitions.

The film Ouvertures frees itself, so to speak, from
the narrative imposed by institutional devices and
the negotiations on remains. It invents another
myth. The spectre of Louverture suddenly reappears on the island of Haiti, without a ceremony
or a period costume, following an organic process:
through the melting of his Jura archive, sentenced
to oblivion, the hero becomes liquid, he switches
from a state of petrification to a fluid life form,
from one mode of narration to another. He leaves
the heroic narrative regime and the statuary form,
instead coming to life as fertile, growing, and
decaying matter. This restitution is rooted in what
the Martinican poet and thinker Edouard Glissant
names “a prophetic vision of the past”5. This vision
invents an Haitian Louverture as a form of necessity
to act in the present. The return produces a new
artefact, it does not bring things back where they
were, it is a detour as the only way to return from a
form of death. Toussaint is now walking in the busy
streets of Port-au-Prince, but nobody recognises
him. He is this familiar stranger. He soon bursts
into the assembly of bodies of a young theatre
company in Port-au-Prince which, performing the
play M.Toussaint by Edouard Glissant in a Haitian
Creole translation, creates a call for a revolutionary
updating. But restoring live memory, building up a
future, requires to re-engage in Maroon activity in
order assemble the revolution’s components and
forsaken places.

Of course, Toussaint is not a Maroon. As a house
slave and then a freed Black, everything keeps
him away from this fugitive destiny. Yet, returning
off-beat from the national narrative, he presents
himself as a naked Black man, stripped of the
privileges of the hero. No one recognises him,
nor welcomes him. He is scowled at like all those
who don’t fit in, who don’t know where they come
from, all those who have forgotten their names.
He wanders about, like the roaming Bossale,
and can only offer this gap, which is specific to
Maroons — this distancing that is his response to
the call of the youth struggling against a corrupt
State6. Toussaint’s return therefore embodies
the possibility of a new historical spiral, of a new
revolutionary cycle, whose assembly space he
would produce. He then leaves the city and takes
the young performers to re-enact History in the
forest hills, in the caves and at night, to find the
spirit of Maroons and “the language of storms”, so
dear to the great Haitian poet Frankétienne. He
takes us on a journey and displays, once again,
the space of controversy, that of an assembly that
keeps looking for its form. l

5. The phrase appeared in the first preface written by Edouard Glissant in his play M. Toussaint. (The theatrical version was published by Éditions du
Seuil in 1986)
6. The PetroCaribe affair, which was exposed in 2018, is the greatest case of corruption and embezzlement of public funds in the entire history of the
Republic of Haiti. This economic and political scandal involved four Haitian Presidents and six governments. The plaintiffs condemned the embezzlement of 3.8 billion American dollars from the PetroCaribe development Fund. Faced with the current President Jovenel Moïse’s refusal to account for
these matters, Haiti has gone through a deep political crisis until the peyi lock (blocked country) in February 2019 as popular protests turned into riots.

