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relaciones mensuales de multas entre 1835 y 1855 pudiera ampliar el 
foco de la búsqueda.

El trabajo de Chinea es monumental, tanto por su riqueza estadís-
tica como por el cuidado de sus análisis. Pocas veces se ha visto un 
empeño tan sostenido en precisar los rasgos demográficos de nuestra 
población inmigrante.

Fernando Picó
Departamento de Historia
Universidad de Puerto Rico
Recinto de Río Piedras
fafpico@hotmail.com

Edouard Glissant. 2005. Monsieur Toussaint: A Play. Translated 
by J. Michael Dash and Edouard Glissant. Boulder: Lynne 
Rienner Publishers. 127pp. ISBN: 0-89410-870-0.

The original version of Monsieur Toussaint, Edouard Glissant’s only 
published play, was written in 1959 and appeared in print in 1961. 

Not designed with theatrical production in mind, it was performed as 
a radio play (on “France-Culture”) in 1971. Redrafted as a shorter 
stage production and presented for the first time in Paris in October 
1977, it was republished by Acoma in 1978 under the title Monsieur 
Toussaint: version scénique and later by the Editions du Seuil in 1986. 
Three Continents Press published the first English translation in 1981. 
The republication of the play by Gallimard in the Collection Blanche 
appeared in February 1998.

The bicentennial of the Haitian Revolution provided an excep-
tional opportunity for a restaging of the events that led to the death 
of its charismatic hero, François-Dominique Toussaint, also known 
as Toussaint-Louverture, and the declaration of Haitian independence 
in 1804. June 7-9, 2003, a new stage production was performed in 
the main courtyard of the Fort de Joux, in the French Jura moun-
tains, where Toussaint had been imprisoned and where he died from 
the hardship of the icy solitude of his cell during the winter of 1803. 
Based on the original play, this new stage version stems from the col-
laborative work between the major writer and theorist from Martinique 
and the stage director Greg Germain. The appearance in 2005 of a 
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new English translation by J. Michael Dash in collaboration with the 
author based on the 2003 stage version of Monsieur Toussaint not only 
captures the striking essence of the original play but is an assertion of 
the work’s value as both a literary and a dramatic text. This careful and 
elegant translation makes possible the (re)discovery and the dissemi-
nation to all non-French readers of this intriguing text that provides 
an unusual window into the fascinating complexities of Haiti’s his-
tory. Furthermore this new translation brings to the English-speaking 
world in Lynne Rienner’s skillful edition a provocative, alternative 
interpretation of the events from the perspective of Toussaint’s mental 
space as he awaits death in his icy French prison. Most important, it 
is an invitation to reconsider the play in the light of Glissant’s desire 
not to reduce the Haitian Revolution as a marginalized episode of 
modern history. Rather than recounting an inspiring narrative of black 
slave resistance or a war of national independence, Glissant situates 
the Haitian Revolution in the context of its universalist radicalism. 
Given the magnitude of the revolutionary transformation of the social 
and economic order that the events brought about in colonial Saint-
Domingue, its main protagonist emerges as a world-historical figure 
rooted firmly in the Caribbean but stretching far beyond his initial 
historical and geographical context. In this sense, the new translation 
of Glissant’s play has perhaps never been more relevant than today.

A brief  but detailed introduction by Olivia Lorac outlines Toussaint-
Louverture’s life. It also provides a useful overview for the reader not 
familiar with the complex historical events by highlighting the main 
historical and chronological points of the struggle of Saint-Domingue 
for independence. Despite the challenges inherent in the original script 
that still exist in this new version —the static plot structure, the non-
linear time frames, the complexity of rapidly shifting scenes from the 
prison to the insular space, the juxtaposition of historical facts and real 
events with imaginary dialogue between Toussaint and the dead who 
visit him, and the large number of characters— Monsieur Toussaint 
remains an original and powerful representation of Haiti in the light 
of the struggle that the hero of Haitian independence re-lives from his 
prison cell.

One of the most admirable aspects of the play is Glissant’s willing-
ness to approach this imposing figure of epic proportions from a new 
angle. Consequently he avoids the risks of a simplistic glorification of 
Haiti’s revolutionary leader as a romanticized liberator imbued with 
the ideas of freedom and human dignity. Refusing the reductive expla-

nicole Kaplan
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nations of history, Glissant focuses instead on the deep contradictions 
and contrasting inconsistencies of this revered personage in Haitian 
history. In this sense, Glissant’s portrayal of the Haitian revolutionary 
marks a radical departure from previous grand narratives of enlight-
enment and emancipation. As the title of the play suggests, from the 
beginning we encounter neither the hero nor the historical figure but 
rather an ordinary man, stripped of his title Louverture. In facing the 
prospect of slow death in Fort de Joux, Toussaint is anything but the 
romanticized liberator as history has tended to portray him. On the 
contrary, as the play progresses he often appears to be ever more over-
whelmed by the events and the forces he has unleashed and helped 
set in motion. It is only when Glissant’s protagonist emerges as an 
embodiment of contradictions and internal conflicts, in the last act 
entitled “The Heroes,” that we move beyond his previous anonymity 
to the name of the mythical figure he represents. In the only passage in 
which he utters Creole (Act IV, scene 7), Toussaint identifies himself 
by name: “My name is Toussaint L’ouverture.”

Although in the preface to the first edition Edouard Glissant rec-
ognizes his debt to the versions of Toussaint presented by C.L.R James 
in The Black Jacobins and in Aimé Césaire’s Toussaint-Louverture, 
whose reworking of the Haitian revolutionary leader “bring together 
all the essential information about this heroic figure,” the author con-
siders their contribution mainly as source material rather than a direct 
inspiration. By avoiding making clear political statements, Glissant 
avoids militant art. Indeed, in the preface to the 1961 edition he points 
out that his work “is not politically inspired; rather it is linked to what 
I would call, paradoxically, a prophetic vision of the past. For those 
whose history has been reduced by others to darkness and despair, the 
recovery of the near or distant past is imperative. To renew acquain-
tance with one’s history, obscured or obliterated by others, is to relish 
fully the present, for the experience of the present, stripped of its roots 
in time, yields only hollow delights. This is a poetic endeavor” (pp. 
15-16).

The suggestion of a poetic engagement to reconstruct fragmented, 
suppressed or erased elements of Martiniquan or Caribbean history 
can be interpreted as an attempt on the author’s part to assert a cre-
olized collective memory and consciousness. Indeed, if Monsieur 
Toussaint appears to be mostly concerned with the reappropriation of 
the West Indian past, this preoccupation can be viewed as a reaction to 
what Glissant sees as the amnesia in the Francophone Caribbean and 
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the need for the Caribbean people to understand the present and the 
future in terms of their past. 

The complex nature of the notions of time and space —central to 
the play— reflects precisely Glissant’s prophetic vision of the past. 
The non-chronological unfolding of events, the continuous interaction 
of past and present are for the author necessary elements and should 
not be construed as efforts at sophisticated dramaturgical techniques 
as he clearly states in the foreword to the first edition: “The simultane-
ity of the two time frames in which Toussaint lives (that of the insular 
space and that of the prison) does not stem from technical sophistica-
tion; the equivalence of past and present is essential in light of what he 
[Toussaint] has or has not accomplished and of what he expects—or 
no longer expects” (p. 16). 

As the events unfold, Toussaint, who awaits his death, increas-
ingly emerges as an enigmatic and ambiguous character who wrestles 
with the paradoxes of personal and political conflicts. At the same 
time, the prison cell, which forms the nucleus of the stage, becomes 
even more an undefined and ambivalent space in which borders are 
blurred and previously clear distinctions between France and Saint-
Domingue are eclipsed. As Glissant warns in the opening act, “The 
Gods,” that “there is no clearly defined frontier between the world of 
the prison in France and the lands of the Caribbean island” (p. 21), 
he succeeds in creating an imaginary geography in which Toussaint’s 
mind is the locus for a surreal and liberating journey which ultimately 
takes the protagonist from the constrictive walls of his French cell to 
his native land in the Caribbean. 

The presence of the dead around Toussaint, the forgotten ghosts of 
the past, reflects not only the structures and traditions and the modes of 
perception of casual communication in the Caribbean between the liv-
ing and the dead. Toussaint’s communication with the dead —mainly 
a series of historical figures who represent issues and positions in the 
Haitian war of independence— also allows Glissant to revisit and 
reflect on the many complexities as well as nuances of the history of 
Saint Domingue. By reinterpreting and rewriting the Haitian revolu-
tion as a series of coexisting, contradictory visions, he situates the 
staging of these unresolved contradictions into the subject-matter of 
his play. It is precisely from the resulting reinterpretation and alter-
native ways of looking at the colonial past that Glissant’s prophetic 
vision of a post-colonial future for the Caribbean begins to emerge.

nicole Kaplan
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This English translation captures beautifully the richness, sensi-
bility and poetic style of Glissant’s writing as well as the author’s 
own sense of pleasure in “the sprinkling of Creole lines,” which for 
Edouard Glissant represent “above all the pure pleasure of writing at 
last a language as one hears it” (p. 14). Monsieur Toussaint consti-
tutes a unique account of one of the most fascinating historical figures 
of Haiti. It is an important contribution to the study of Caribbean his-
tory and its place in the largest context of world affairs. Glissant’s and 
Dash’s efforts are essential reading for all of those who are interested 
in colonial and postcolonial studies.

Nicole Kaplan
Central College, Iowa
KAPLANN@central.edu

Constance R. Sutton, ed. 2005. Revisiting Caribbean Labour: 
Essays in Honour of O. Nigel Bolland. Kingston, Jamaica: 
Ian Randle Publishers. 150 pp. ISBN: 976-637-190-3.

This edited collection of labor history essays grows out of discus-
sions begun at the 2003 Caribbean Studies Association meeting 

in Belize and promises to “provide today’s Caribbean labour move-
ments with an understanding of their history that can help them more 
effectively face the challenges of today.” (from the backcover) But 
it is also much more. Inspired by the work of O. Nigel Bolland the 
book brings together a mix of scholars from the well established to the 
newly minted. Like Bolland’s own path-breaking work, this collection 
spans both English and Spanish-speaking regions of the Caribbean. 
Written for both a scholarly audience and contemporary organizers, 
the work should serve as a shot in the arm to Caribbean labor histo-
rians, pointing a way forward while reminding the reader of just how 
far the field has come.

For scholars of the Caribbean, Bolland’s work needs little intro-
duction. And indeed it gets very little here. Sutton notes only Bolland’s 
multidisciplinary approach to issues of race, class and gender and his 
comparative framework as the issues the authors in this collection 
bring to bear on their subjects. She leaves the authors themselves to 


