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Abstract 

 

The nature of the Marvelous in René Depestre’s Hadriana dans tous mes rêves  

 

Jean Élie Belleroche, M. A.  

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Jean-Pierre Cauvin  

Co-Supervisor:  Alexandra K Wettlaufer  

 

My goal is to study the nature of the Marvelous in René Depestre's Hadriana 

dans tous mes rêves. I want to demonstrate that René Depestre, in his novel, combines a 

number of surrealist or neo-surrealist premises that have influenced him as a Haitian 

writer. This goes beyond differences that can be discerned between the ―Surrealist 

marvelous‖ endorsed by André Breton and the surrealists, and Alejo Capentier’s 

―marvelous real‖ later proposed by Jacques Stephen Alexis as ―marvelous realism.‖ 

Depestre adapts Haitian natives’ perceptions deep-rooted in their historical and social, 

cultural and religious past and ever-existing political and economical struggle.    

Taking into account both the surrealist perspective and the Haitian context, I shall 

address the complexity of the concept of the Marvelous and discuss Depestre’s use of 

―zombification‖ as a form of metamorphosis, which preserves the mystical nature of 

Vodou as a religion that syncretizes the Roman Catholic ritual of exorcism of the 

Christian West and the animist and magical practices inherited from Africa.   
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Scholars have explored the Marvelous and marvelous realism in Depestre’s works 

as a whole, but not in Hadriana dans tous mes rêves specifically. The exclusive nature of 

this study will show that Depestre draws from Haiti’s complex cultural ethos as well as 

from surrealism’s key principles, to create a hybrid Marvelous typical of Haiti and 

Depestre’s aesthetic as a writer. 
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Introduction  

 André Breton, in the first Manifesto of Surrealism, describes the Marvelous as 

―toujours beau,‖ and admits that its meaning varies at times.
1
 In the preface to Pierre 

Mabille's Mirror of the Marvelous, he [Breton] also explains that the marvelous can 

illuminate the furthest extremity of (a) vital movement and engage the full emotional 

realm.
2
 Breton, with this explanation, supports Robert Desnos’ earlier narrative on that 

same theme. Desnos had claimed the Marvelous as ―supreme goal of the human mind,‖ 

and as part of the everyday life that is essentially marvelous
3
. The leader of the surrealists 

[Breton] goes further, distinguishing the Marvelous from ―the fantastic‖ and ―mystery.‖ 

He maintains that ―the fantastic‖ falls under the order of what he calls ―inconsequential 

fiction‖
4
. He sees mystery [―mystère‖] as a cheap trick as well as an admission of 

weakness or jadedness when it is intentionally injected into art as into life.
5
 The 

―Surrealist marvelous‖ cannot be explained as easily. As a result, it has always been seen 

as elusive by critics.   

According to Pierre Mabille, the ―Surrealist marvelous‖ leads to the notion of 

―mirror‖ that is the most banal and extraordinary magical instrument. It allows reaching 

beyond limits to convert feelings of existence into a representation that helps self-

awareness.
6
 For the surrealists, the marvelous is embedded in daily reality, because it is 

―partout:‖ everywhere, at any moment.
7
 They also believe there is no need going through 

the mirror to reach it [the marvelous], because the reflection shows the exact nature of 

reality as well as one’s compulsive desires. Hence, the marvelous is in the reflection 
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where desires and reality become inseparable. ―Quant au miroir‖, Breton writes, ―il 

[Mabille] nous prévient que s’il est possible d’y comparer notre esprit, il faut admettre 

que « le tain en est constitué par la rouge coulée du désir »"
8
.    

This idea of reality also differs from one place to another. In Alejo Carpentier’s 

Latin America and in the Caribbean, for instance, reality defines the Marvelous, or the 

―marvelous real,‖ which totally contrasts with the ―Surrealist marvelous‖ of Europe in 

both spirit and practice. The ―marvelous real‖ has roots in human realities and 

presupposes faith.
9
 The Surrealists’ aversion to religion, any religion, Christian-based 

specifically, does not preclude, however, their acceptance of primitive esoteric and occult 

religious practices and forms of expression. Breton sees such primitive practice as an 

―instrument revendicatif des pouvoirs de l'homme face à leur usurpation par la 

religion‖
10

. He underlines ―pensée primitive‖ which appears to be strangely dominant in 

the Haitian Vodou. Breton stresses that during periods of great social and moral crisis, in 

order to find basic aspirations that are undoubtedly genuine to human beings, it is 

essential to refer to that ―pensée primitive‖.
11

 The rejection of religion thus is not 

necessarily a total rebellion against God or ―refus satanique ex négativo de l'existence 

d'un Créateur,‖ but a protest against ―l'illusion théologique niant l'humanité de 

l'homme.‖
12

    

Jacques Stephen Alexis later, at one with Carpentier, further defines ―marvelous 

realism.‖ This concept mirrors the real conditions of the people, the Haitian people, 

specifically in regards to Haitian history and literature.
13

 René Depestre, a contemporary 
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and good friend of Alexis, endorsed his friend’s ideas, displaying in his writings a keen 

awareness of his country’s realities.  

In this study, I focus on the nature of the Marvelous in René Depestre's novel 

Hadriana dans tous mes rêves. I intend to demonstrate that, beyond differences that 

might exist among the aforesaid versions of the Marvelous, Depestre combines surrealist 

premises with Haiti’s native perceptions. These are inherent in the country’s social, 

cultural and religious past, as well as in its present ongoing political and economic 

struggle.  

Scholars have explored the marvelous and marvelous realism in Depestre’s works 

as a whole, but not in Hadriana dans tous mes rêves specifically. The purpose of this 

study is to show that Depestre draws from Haiti’s complex cultural ethos as well as from 

surrealism’s key principles, to create a hybrid Marvelous typical of Haiti and his aesthetic 

as a writer.     

Taking into account both the Haitian context and the surrealist perspective, I shall 

address the question of narrative Marvelous in Hadriana dans tous mes rêves, and discuss 

Depestre’s use of Vodou and ―zombification‖ as a form of metamorphosis. I shall 

examine the logic of narrative and representation in the novel and Depestre’s association 

with the Surrealist movement to show how Depestre uses surrealist principles along with 

a Haitian ethos to create a hybrid Marvelous specific to Haiti.  
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I. The narrative Marvelous in  Hadriana dans tous mes rêves 

The question of narrative Marvelous in Hadriana dans tous mes rêves is not, 

surely, a simple matter of Hadriana Siloé being turned into a zombie. Zombification is 

unlawful, but a usual form of metamorphosis in Haiti—I will go into greater detail on this 

later. Mostly however, it is about who Hadriana Siloé is, and the way she dies, escapes 

and reappears that make the narrative marvelous.  

 The only daughter of the Siloés, Denise and André, a well-known and well-

respected French family living in Jacmel, Hadriana dies on the evening of the most 

beautiful day of her life. At the altar of her church, the church of Saint-Philippe-et-Saint-

Jacques, during her wedding ceremony with Hector Danoze, she passes out, as she is 

about to say the ritual ―oui.‖  

Hadriana is victim of an apparent death or zombification that began a half-hour 

earlier, before the wedding procession leaves from her house. Her passing brings a curse 

to Jacmel, a city that has always been regarded as joyful and delightful. Even decades 

after, Jacmel will be subject to all sorts of calamity: "[...] de ruines, à la fois le feu, le 

cyclone, la sécheresse, le pian, le paludisme et la présidence à vie, l'État, l’érosion, 

l’homo papadocus, soumis entre eux aux échanges d’une sorte d'osmose inéluctable."
14

  

Hadriana escapes from her killer and declares that: ―J’ai échappé aux parois du 

cercueil, à la rigidité cadavérique, à l’horreur de la mort zombie, à cet espace 

horriblement oppressant."
15

 A brief thirty-nine years after her apparent death in Jacmel, 
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in 1938, she ends up in Jamaica to be reunited with Patrick, the narrator of her story and 

longtime dearly loved friend. They live happily ever after together.     
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II. Vodou: a syncretized religion 

In order to more fully understand the role of the Marvelous in the narrative, it is 

helpful to understand Haitian Vodou. Haiti, as a nation, is composed of diverse peoples 

whose ancestors originated from very divergent backgrounds. Aside from the indigenous 

people who inhabited the island years before Christopher Columbus’ arrival and the 

European settlers, it is composed of peoples whose ancestors were from different groups 

and tribes across the African continent, and were brought as slaves to the New World. 

Haitian Vodou, as a result, has roots in old African religions that those slaves brought 

with them, in Native Indians’ rituals and beliefs, and in the Roman Catholicism that was 

imposed by European colonialists upon the New World. 

In his book, The Faces of the Gods: Vodou and Roman Catholicism in Haiti, 

Leslie G. Desmangles provides a definition that reinforces those important natures of 

Vodou as a syncretized religion. Vodou, he says, is an amalgam of religious traditions 

from three widely separated regions: Africa, Europe and the New World, all of which 

have persisted throughout Haitian history and have proven essential to the people's 

cultural and religious life. Desmangles writes, the Vodou ―lwas or loas‖1 and the 

imagined mythological personae or faces associated with them, are shaped by the events 

in Haitian history. He refers to these ―lwas‖ as providers of the mythological links that 

permit Haitians to identify with Africa as well as with Europe. He simultaneously points 

                                                 
1 A Lwa or Loa is a Vodou deity. The word is of Bagongo origin meaning spirit or force. It is the equivalent of the Fon or Dahomeyan 

vodouns. In the African-Haitian ontology, a Lwa or Loa is like an angel (good or bad), a saint, or simply a spirit or force, an entity of 
invisible matter.  
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at the creativity with which ―Vodouisants‖2 have assimilated New World beliefs and 

poured them into an African-European mold as a symbol that clearly shows their cultural 

and religious identity with Haiti's indigenous cultures.
16

  

The identification of the ―lwas‖ with the saints, the separate sites of the Catholic 

and Vodou rites, the coexistence of Vodou and Catholic ritual paraphernalia on the same 

―pé,‖3 and the temporal juxtaposition in the ritual manipulation of each of these objects in 

the same Vodou ceremonies are all tangible ways Haitian Vodou blends West African 

elements with Roman Catholicism. The Vodouisants’ simultaneous practice of 

Catholicism and Vodou, as well as the correspondences in the liturgical calendars of the 

two religions, are what give Vodou its Creole character.
17

 

A genuine Vodou sees himself/herself as a good Catholic. He or she offers 

sacrifices to the ―lwas‖ and is possessed by them on Saturday nights during a Vodou 

ceremony, and will be among the first attending a Catholic mass on Sunday mornings. 

He/she attaches to his/her familiar ―lwa,‖ while being faithful to the church.
18

  

René Depestre personally experienced this confluence in his early age in both 

Jacmel and Port-au-Prince. In an interview with Joan Dayan, he talks about his own 

knowledge of the gods, and specifically the base for his use of Vodou in his writings. He 

confirms that his adolescence was filled with gods and services to them.  

The gods and the songs of the Vodoun gods, all that has origins in my memory, 

in things that I saw and lived in Jacmel and Port-au-Prince. My mother would 

                                                 
2 Vodou believers or practitioners. People who practice Vodou or ―serviteurs lwa (servants of the lwa).‖   

3Pé (Vodou altar): Vodou pé, or altars: the alter stone, with stones, wax candles, crosses, the statues or saints, and pots containing 
souls of the dead.  
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take us to ceremonies on Saturday nights; […] Catholicism and Vodoun lead to 

an evangelical vision of the world, my sign of the cross. (138)
19

 

These lines, along the lines of                             ’ conceptual 

narrative, reflect Depestre’s notion of an everlasting conflict between two belief systems 

vying for the Haitian imaginary: the Christian and Vodou.
20

 How do these conflictual 

belief systems, in the context of Haiti’s cultural and religious struggle function or tend to 

be represented in the novel?           

HADRIANA THE WOMAN: THE IMMACULATE AND ERZULIE FRÉDA. 

 

To some extent, there is not much of a conflict between the two belief systems. In 

the Haitian Vodou Pantheon, for instance, Immaculate Conception and Erzulie are alike. 

Their Catholic counterpart is the Immaculata, which means the Immaculate One—the 

Virgin Mary. Depestre’s characters reflect this kinship. Hadriana recounts the following 

about Rosalvo Rosanfer’s actions and words:  

—Sauf ça ! dit-il en plaquant brutalement sa main de cultivateur contre mon 

amande. Parlez d’un mille-feuilles dans la main d’un docteur-feuilles ! Bonjour 

fleur-soleil-levé! Bonjour baubo de reine Erzili-Fréda! Félicitations, Madan 

Rosalvo! […] La mariée a un loa-marassa-blanc sous ses voiles. (181)
21

   

The Virgin Mary, according to the dogma of the Immaculate Conception, was 

conceived without the stain of original sin and, preserved from all stain of sin or its 

effects, received this particular grace and privilege of almighty God the father of Jesus 

Christ the Messiah. Like Christ, Mary has been given supreme and lasting resistance to 
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Lucifer, against sin. She is infallible and protected from original sin. Mark Miravalle 

points out:   

Any participation in the effects of original sin would place the Mother of Jesus 

in at least partial participation with Satan and sin, thereby destroying the 

complete God-given enmity as revealed in the book of Genesis 3: 15. (65)
22

   

Likewise, Hadriana is pure. She is fabulously rich in beauty, sweetness, love and 

sensuality. She is the Immaculate one, Virgin Mary and Erzulie all together, and like 

Christ, she was killed. She was killed the night of the happiest day of her life. The Greek 

poet Sophocles (496–406 BC) cited by Depestre in the epigraph of Chapter six would tell 

Hadriana that, "tu marches vers une mort illustre sans être tachée par la maladie ni par 

l'épée."
23 

André Siloé, naively, walked his daughter ―Nana‖ to the altar, giving her away 

to be zombified4. Nobody else saw that she was dying either (547)
24

. Hadriana ultimately, 

nonetheless, overcomes zombification. She escapes the rigid and awful death of a 

zombie, a state that would put her in a horribly oppressive sphere: ―A mort Granchiré! 

Nana est ressusciteé! Rien n’a changé sa mort-vie.‖
25

     

  

                                                 
4 This process consists of the separation of a person’s soul in two spirits: the ―big-good-angel (gros-bon-ange)‖ and the ―little-good-
angel (ti-bon-ange).‖ The body, according to Vodou believers, depends on the big-good-angel, because the god does have not control 

of a body, unless this spirit is displaced first. The ―big-good-angel‖ then determines the very natural essence of a human being or his 

soul, while the ―little-good-angel‖ represents his conscience. The contact between the body and the ―little-good-angel‖ is maintained 
by the ―big-good-angel‖ (Wand 48).  
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III. Zombification: a metaphor for metamorphosis 

Zombification, in general and from a Haitian point of view particularly, is a form 

of metamorphosis. Its main goal is to reduce a being to servitude or a zombie state. A 

zombie or living dead is a person who has been dispossessed of his ―big-good-angel.‖ A 

Bokor5 usually administers a poison to his targeted human being, who dies soon 

thereafter, is buried and awakes later as a zombie. As for Hadriana, for instance, she 

drinks the poison from a full goblet of iced lemonade. ― Bien en vue sur le dressoir en 

chêne, une carafe de limonade frappée  m’attendait. Je m’en suis versé une pleine 

timbale, une deuxième, une troisième bue tout d’un trait jusqu'à plus soif.‖
26

 Hadriana 

Siloé dies. The ―Bokor‖ who killed her, however, cannot acquire her as his zombie. 

Something happened to foil papa Rosanfer’s evil plan to catch her: ―Il n’est pas arrivé à 

capter son petit bon ange.‖
27

 This leads one to question, then: what do Hadriana’s death 

and reappearance mean in Haiti, a country where, as was pointed out above, Christian 

and Vodou beliefs conflict and collide?  

THE QUESTION OF HADRIANA’S DEATH AND REAPPEARANCE 

Turning people into zombies is common in Haiti: ―the island abounds with stories 

of people who have died, been buried and reappeared as a walking corpse sometimes 

years later.‖
28

 But the circumstances surrounding the death and reappearance of Hadriana 

are atypical. In this context, zombification as a metaphor rekindles many of both 

                                                 
5 A Vodou sorcerer.  
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Christian and Vodou traditions and transforms these traditions, in relation to Haiti’s 

environmental, socio-cultural, and economic situations. It confirms a paradigm according 

to which good overpowers evil, while Vodou is being secured as a religion—like many 

others, a religion that condemns wrongdoings and oppression, all forms of killings and 

zombification specifically. The rituals during Hadriana’s wedding and death preserve the 

mystical nature of Vodou as a religion that syncretizes the Roman Catholic rite of 

exorcism of the Christian West and the animist and magical practices inherited from 

Africa and the New World.   

Loa saint Jacques saint patron de Jacmel  

Sauvez-nous la belle Nana que voici  

Un papillon maudit lui a jeté un sort  

Toi qui aimes tant le soleil-vagin  

Remets-le en marche dans notre sang !  

Refrain :  

Loa saint Jacques général du feu  

Toi qui aimes tant les gros tétés  

Rallume Nana Siloé dans notre vie! (76)
29

       

Depestre, certainly with these lines, in contrast to the pervasive assumption that 

Vodou is savage, barbaric and illicit, wants to present this religion as licit, dis-alienated 

and revolutionary. ―Writers have blamed Haiti's troubles on vodoun, most often a vodoun 

misrepresented as criminal secret societies or sorcery‖ (165)
30

. Still, it needs to be 

pointed out that Vodou is the mixture of both the sacred and mundane. Hadriana dies at 

the moment of her wedding and this happens scandalously, in her ―Father’s house‖ that 

is, the Church of Saint-Philippe-et-Saint-Jacques. But, her death is the result of the poison 

she has been given to drink. Hadriana has been taken at a young age. She has always 

wanted her death to be celebrated to the fullest by everyone who loves her with drums 
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and masques during the days of carnival, if she were to die young.
31

 Thus, ―le carnaval a 

commencé aussitôt sur la place.‖
32
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IV. The logic (or realm) of narrative and representation 

Hadriana dans tous mes rêves is complex. The narrative does not simply relate 

Hadriana’s escape from being a zombie. It also gives an overview of the relationship 

between good and evil, while reflecting on the historical, cultural and social struggle 

within Haitian society. It helps to keep alive the faith of Vodou as a religion and the 

ambivalent relation between Haiti and France, its former colonizer and master.  

Haiti was colonized by the French for about 150 years, from 1664 to 1804 

approximately. The Haitians defeated the French and gained their independence on 

January 1
st
, 1804; but Haitians always have the French in mind, because of the misery 

they endured from them. Depestre states, ―Haitians are obsessed by the French, who 

made them slaves, who made them suffer‖
 33

. In such a context, the character Balthazar 

Granchiré symbolizes two things. First, those Haitians’ ancestors who were captured 

everywhere in Africa and elsewhere to be brought (sold) to the island as slaves. A 

product of mystery, his parents were unknown. He was left in a Main Street, just hours 

after his birth, and adopted by Okil Okilon, a famous magician who, on his twelfth 

birthday, initiated him into ―Vlanbindingues6‖
34

. He sees the conquest of Hadriana Siloé, 

the young French virgin woman, as an act of retribution, besides satisfying his sexual 

appetite.    

Second, a symbol of fear and evil, he represents the wickedness of his entire 

society and religion. He is one side of Haiti—the side that is detrimental to itself and its 

                                                 
6A secret society of wizards in the southwestern part of the country.   
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destiny. He sets himself apart from the other side of the country, which represents all the 

good: people, things, traditions and beliefs.  

A quinze ans il avait déjà à son tableau d’aventures une centaine de femmes de 

tous âges. Un an plus tard, il séduisit la "femme-jardin" de son père adoptif. 

(24)
35

  

One can notice that Depestre uses the bible as a source of inspiration for this plot. 

Okilon’s ―Femme-jardin or Garden Woman,‖7 by analogy, is the forbidden fruit, the 

object of desire that should never be seduced or touched. Okilon’s Gardens—or Haiti—is 

the Garden of Eden. Okil Okilon himself is a representation of God. Balthazar Granchiré 

is Lucifer, and as such he must pay for his offense. Similarly to Lucifer in the bible who 

was metamorphosed into a serpent, he is changed into a ―papillon:‖8  

Okilon tira aussitôt vengeance de l’outrage : il changea son rival en papillon tout 

en l’accablant de malédictions […] : - Ti garçon ingrat et sans manman, je te 

ravale dans la catégorie des sphinx les plus ténébreux de la Caraïbe. Tes ailes 

supérieures seront d’un brun rouge avec des ocellations bleues, striées de noir. 

Tes ailes postérieures auront toutes les nuances de l’ocre, et leur bord externe, 

couleur de miel, sera garni d’un fin liséré mauve […]. (24-25)
36

 

Granchiré is banished from Okilon’s gardens, in the same way Satan was from the 

Garden of Eden: ―Putain de satyre au zozo zombificateur, éloigne-toi des jardins d’Okil 

Okilon!‖
37

 The biblical story, in the book of Genesis, is more metaphorical than in 

Depestre’s Hadriana dans tous mes rêves. But the author represents both the Christian 

and Haitian Vodou beliefs and traditions similarly. Like the apple in the Garden of Eden, 

                                                 
7A so-called ―Garden woman‖ is one of a man’s several wives who may live in separate dwellings within a lakou. He frequently can 

build houses for secondary wives on outlying parcels that he controls and on which she will raise crops to support herself.  

Esler, Philip F. Ancient Israel: The Old Testament in Its Social Context. Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2006, p. 56. 
8  A butterfly 
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in a ―lakou,‖9 no one should touch a Vodou priest’s wife or/and ―Femme-jardin (Garden 

woman).‖  

Hadriana is a French woman. She represents France. ―J’étais un puissant cerf-

volant, bleu, blanc, rouge, aux couleurs de ma patrie.‖
38

 She also loves Haiti and Jacmel: 

―Je suis pareille aux capes multicolores des compétitions animées que les jeunes gens de 

Jacmel organisaient sur la plage.‖ Haiti and especially Jacmel love her too. She has been 

regarded as the gift that the France of Debussy and Renoir offers to Haiti. Most 

importantly to Jacmel, she is ―plus qu’une jeune fille de dix-neuf ans, la fée tutélaire et 

tune rose piquée au chapeau du Bon Dieu.‖
39

 Yet, she cannot deny the rivalry between 

France and Haiti:  

Il restait en face de moi un grand cerf-volant en toile bleue et rouge. […] j’ai 

compris que c’était un tournoi aérien entre la France et Haïti : bleu, blanc, rouge, 

contre bleu et rouge. (155)
40

  

Hadriana’s shared love, thus, for her native France and adoptive Haiti, does force 

her to opt for lasting peace and love between these two countries. A dream character, like 

Depestre, she is in the midst of two cultures. Marina Ondo would say that, Depestre’s 

character results from ―la formation d’une double identité mais d’un seul être-au-monde 

dans l’entre-deux de la vie et de la mort."
41

      

                                                 
9 In Haiti, a lakou is an area in which are gathered extended families who live in separate dwellings, sometimes with one dwelling that 

serves as a temple. The members of the lakou gather around the home of a patriarch (chef lakou), whom they regard as the link 

between the secular and sacred worlds. Lakou means as well a place, a sacred patrimony where Vodou practices take place.  
Glazier, Stephen D. Encyclopedia of African and African-American Religions. Routledge Encyclopedias of Religion and Society. New 

York: Routledge, 2001, p. 364.  
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This peace, which stands for tolerance and acceptance, comes into play when the 

young French woman waves a handkerchief: ―J’agitais un mouchoir.‖
42

 Depestre does 

not explicitly tell about this handkerchief’s color, but by inference, one can assume that it 

is white—like Hadriana’s skin color itself, the single color that differentiates the French 

flag from the Haitian, the color of the Europeans who established slavery and used 

enslaved Africans in the New World, but a sign of purity and clairvoyance as well. In this 

context, I mean by clairvoyance the supposed ability to map out ways to surmount 

various differences, go beyond the range of simple human senses, in order to reach, as 

Depestre says, what Catholicism and Vodou lead to—an evangelical vision of the world. 

The world of Haiti specifically, is one where fear and indignation, grief and carnival 

often appear inseparable, during funeral ceremonies. The fascinating enigma of 

Hadriana’s disappearance underscores this world of assimilation and compromise. 

Patrick, the character narrator in the novel, reports the following:  

Cette nuit-là, pour limiter autant que possible les dégâts, ma mère et d’autres 

personnes proches des Siloé passèrent leur temps à trouver de fragiles 

compromis entre les rituels catholique et vaudou, frères ennemis qui se 

disputèrent âprement le corps et l’âme de la jeune fille. (52)
43

             

The love between Hadriana Siloé and her Haitian fiancé Hector, too, symbolizes 

the socio-cultural and economic realities (situations) of Haiti. It is as strong as it is 

mutual: ―Je lui envoyais des baisers. Avant de s’éloigner il a tracé à la fumée rose mon 

prénom dans l’azur du golfe.‖
44

 Hadriana is a rich white young French woman. Hector is 

as rich as she is, but black and Haitian. The son of the Danozes, a very wealthy Haitian 

family, he is a well-educated young man and a pilot trained by the Americans. As the 
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chosen one, his tie with Hadriana is the perfect symbol of the union of Haiti’s upper class 

that has always controlled the country’s social and political affairs. Their union, taking 

into account a religious and cultural, social and historical context, is the same as of 

Erzulie Freda10 who is white, and Ogoun11 who is black. This analogy is true for the 

union of Hadriana and Patrick at the very end of the story in Jamaica. Over two centuries 

ago likewise, that union was needed, for Haitians of different races or skin colors to stand 

together for their freedom. This way, Depestre lays to rest the ever ongoing discourse on 

color and race. The Haitian politicians make use too often of this divisive distinction for 

their own self-interest in acquiring and maintaining power. Together with the majority of 

the Haitian intelligentsia, he has always seen this argument as a block to his country’s 

progress. Because ―the categories of color are not rigid in Vodou,‖
45

 he, then, brings into 

play the Haitian Vodou mythology spirit to remove this block.   

 Hadriana’s literary representation, as a white woman, is an image of such 

aspiration of reformation and revolt. As he has admitted, in his native Haiti, there is 

always talking of virgin women who have been victims of an attempted zombification. 

This goes beyond being solely a fact of mentalité, but has become a phenomenon of 

Haiti’s social life, a part of the country’s history. ―As it was elaborated as a concept in the 

realities of the colonial plantation,‖
46

 he believes. Too, there has always been a 

perception that zombification only affects black Haitians. Depestre, then, with Hadriana 

                                                 
10Erzilie is the goddess of sexual love. She is the Queen of the lwas.   
11Ogoun or Ogou Fer is the god of war and armor, iron and metalworking, wisdom and fire, and is associated with St. James 
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achieves two main things: 1) he refutes Haiti-France polemical discourses and the master-

slave relationship; 2) he challenges traditions that make only Black Haitians zombies. As 

a result, he states:       

Now, by introducing one of the most contradictory elements in the history of 

Haiti-France and the French-it became something else. Imagine. A zombie 

seizing the bon ange of a white. (142)
47

   

As a leitmotiv of the entire story, this statement confirms what I have previously 

underscored: Hadriana being the representation of the Haitian-French debate, Vodou-

Catholicism, and Haiti-zombification. It does not end the ongoing debate on whether or 

not Haiti is a zombified country. Most fascinatingly however, Depestre establishes a 

strong and controversial connection between love and death, or simply zombification. Is 

he relating love and death to Haiti’s political history? I would like to expand on this 

important idea, basing my comments on Depestre's personal input. I may only say 

Hadriana is no longer a zombie when she gets together with Patrick at the end.    
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V. Discussion: The Marvelous: surrealism and Haiti 

When, in December 1945, André Breton visited Haiti, he was fascinated by this 

country, its great natively surrealist arts and religious rituals. For his works, Breton 

praised Hector Hyppolite, a gifted Haitian painter. He called him a brilliant, prophetic 

creator and an "unconscious surrealist."
48

 In literature, singling out the egocentric 

character of Magloire Saint-Aude’s poetics, he praised the disdained aspects of Saint-

Aude’s works. He calls him the ―exception,‖ and says that Saint-Aude’s works belong to 

the most beautiful type ever, because, the language and the poetic attitude, constantly 

attain their supreme point.  ―At last,‖ he continues, ―no more silly little secrets to be 

heard here. At this poet's cradle, the Caribbean fairy met the "African fairy" once 

glimpsed by Rimbaud, and I will never forget the voice I heard one night, bearing within 

itself the whole fabulous island.‖
49

 Jean-Claude Michel reports that, ―without mentioning 

the fact of social disengagement,‖ Breton equals Saint-Aude to the best French speaking 

poets of his generation.
50

 Breton’s admiration for Jacques Roumain is strong as well. He 

refers to his novel Gouverneurs de la rosée as a ―beautiful book,‖ adding that Roumain’s 

work plays an influential role in triggering changes within Haitian society.  

Breton experienced several non-ordinary things during his sojourn in Haiti. They 

certainly left a lasting impression on him. He particularly mentions Vodou ceremonies 

that he witnessed, because they offered him the opportunity to throw himself into their 

atmosphere, to open himself to what he describes as the flood of primal forces that they 
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stimulated.
51

 Attracted by the Haitian Vodou’s natural, esoteric rites and mysticism, 

Breton underscores the greatness of the Vodou ritual’s complexity:  

Without recourse to specialized works, one can only formulate a poor idea of it; 

and to try to shed some light on it would be, in my eyes, to profane it. Besides, I 

have a completely different purpose: to show what I valued most in witnessing 

these ceremonies (from which, in general, Whites were excluded). (xii)
52

   

However, it seems that, he [Breton] never really could understand certain aspects 

of those rituals. The method of ―being processed,‖ for instance, eluded him because of 

the ―style‖ of these possessions, when they occurred. He doubts that they are imported 

exclusively from Africa, because he finds  ―traces of mesmerism there.‖ He describes it 

as: ―Still a mystery‖ and reveals, “[…] I benefited from these exchanges […] Pierre 

Mabille’s company then was exactly what I valued when he slid open the door of the 

houmfort12[…].‖
53

 Jean-Claude Michel confirms the following about Mabille.   

Mabille could discover in Haiti this very surrealist land in which the structure of 

Voodoo mythology was almost in harmony with the concept of surrealist 

merveilleux. The sacred objects of this popular Haitian religion, as well as the 

Hougan’s (Voodoo priest) ritualistic words, were supposed to have this 

immediate and magical efficacy, tirelessly sought after by surrealists in their 

poetical and artistic creations. The state of trance of Voodoo worshippers when 

possessed by the Loas (Voodoo gods), —held to be mediums between the 

earthly world and the world of spirits—might fascinate those surrealists who 

were attempting to reach the unknown through mediums, and were speaking of 

poets’ trance-like and automatic writing. (124)
54

      

 A natural, indigenous surrealism of sorts was unconsciously, but hugely present in 

Haiti, much before Breton arrived. It is there still, and has always been embedded in the 

Haitian people’s traditions. It is part of their core beliefs and way of life. For example, 

Haitian Vodou mythology and rituals remain a mystery to most people, and mostly the 

                                                 
12 The vodou temple.    
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outside world. Haitian people have revolted against many things during their existence as 

a people. From slavery, oppression, tyranny and injustice of all kind to freedom, they 

constantly fight for change. In their quest for this change that should lead to a better life, 

their daily existence is filled with elements of surprise, and the marvelous. As a result, 

―outside ordinary‖ events happen, new ways to conquer the impossible come up. Through 

revolts and love, religion and arts, Haitians dream of liberation, change life and turn 

people into zombies and use them as personal slaves. It is the Marvelous that Breton sets 

in opposition to ―the fantastic‖, when he states that ―le fantastique est presque toujours de 

l'ordre de la fiction sans conséquence.‖
55

 Surrealism, local traditions and beliefs can 

create a hybrid marvelous, in Haiti. 

DEPESTRE AND SURREALISM: A HYBRID MARVELOUS TYPICAL TO HAITI 

  Depestre is far from being an orthodox Surrealist. Like several of his Haitian 

contemporary writers, poets, and critics, he has identified contradictions and limits within 

the surrealist movement. In line with Jean-Paul Sartre especially and other French 

Marxists who had challenged Breton and Surrealism, Depestre would claim that Breton’s 

real object of concern is the human condition, well before the social condition. Such a 

stance, from a Marxist perspective, is unacceptable. Nonetheless, he deeply admires 

Breton. He talks about the fascinating personality of the founder of the Surrealist 

movement and his personal encounters with him during his visit in Haiti. He 

acknowledges the positive influence on, and important contribution of Surrealism to, 

modern poetry.
56

 Besides, in his writings he often purposely applies surrealist principles 
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to force readers to think differently, in order to see things from all sides. In Un Arc-en-

c  l p    l’ cc      Ch é    , Cap'tain Zombi, a character who conquers a synesthesia of 

all the senses, is a surrealist incarnation. Depestre calls him his personal surrealism, while 

explaining his technique:   

[…] it's my personal surrealism. I fashioned a man-god who could provoke a 

déreglement général de tous les sens, because Cap'tain Zombi is a human temple 

of strange and unwonted mutations. But I formed him through a surrealism that 

was collective as well as individual: a method that would contain French literary 

history as well as my other spontaneous surrealism that corresponds to Haitian 

sensibility, that forces you to see things from all sides, and at the same time. 

(149)
57

 

Likewise, in Hadriana dans tous mes rêves, Depestre uses surrealist 

principles and Haitian ethos to create this hybrid Marvelous typical of Haiti. 

Surrealism, as I have previously underlined, stands diametrically opposed to the 

Western rationalist tradition and especially its religious Christian tradition. Depestre in 

Hadriana dans tous mes rêves blends surrealist principles and the Haitian ethos, 

specifically Haitian Vodou mythology, to create his hybrid Marvelous. He uses these 

principles and zombification to produce a novel that reflects his country and his people’s 

realities. The surrealists in general, and André Breton in particular could appreciate such 

fusion. ―Tout ce que j'aime,‖ he says, ―tout ce que je pense et ressens, m'incline à une 

philosophie particulière de l'immanence d'après laquelle la surréalité serait contenue dans 

la réalité même et ne lui serait ni supérieure ni extérieure."
58

 I suppose that the 

term ―immanence‖ in this context, is different from its principle, which supports a single 
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mode of reality and a philosophy that excludes divine transcendence.
59

 If, it is not, 

Carpentier’s criticism of ―Surrealist marvelous,‖ quoted above, is valid.  

The theme of revolt: the revolt of man, one of the key surrealist principles, 

denotes a rupture, a powerful force of rupture, which leads to a new perception of one’s 

existing world of traditions, with the goal of breaking these traditions and exploring new 

spheres.
60

 Depestre acknowledges that what he does with Hadriana is precisely 

analogous:   

I broke with a tradition that made all zombies Haitian. For the first time I 

presented the experience of a person of the white race, which introduced into the 

system of fear and belief an unusual element. I ruptured the myth and 

interrogated it. (142)
61

   

 I should emphasize that throughout Hadriana dans tous mes rêves, there is 

a strong desire to be vigilant, to ―change life,‖ to conquer and possess the secret 

of the universe—one’s universe. Such desire is natural to Surrealism. It is one of 

the fundamental principles of surrealist ethics.
62

 Apollinaire calls this desire ―la 

grande force‖ and Maurice Nadeau emphasizes that, for the surrealists, the real 

revolution is the victory of desire. I say this is an aspiration to know, to 

investigate and to discover what is hidden from view. Patrick, the narrator in this 

novel, expresses this aspiration from the beginning of the story. He recounts, ―Je 

guettais l’incident qui mettrait mon imagination sur quelque piste du surréalisme 

quotidien.‖
63

 By "surréalisme quotidien", I assume he means everything in daily 

life that is out of the ordinary, creates surprises, and leads to the surreal. This, 
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obviously, is a fusion of desire and love, liberty and imagination—the need to 

satisfy one’s ―imaginary thirst‖ and receptivity to ―hasard objectif.‖13   

Victory over that desire challenges everything usual. It calls for an 

absolute revolt, a total defiance, the cult of the absurd, humor and the sabotage of 

rules.
64

 Hence Hadriana’s refusal to be zombified and alienated. ―A cet instant 

précis,‖ she recounts, ―Je me suis regardée dans le miroir intérieur : « En avant, 

Hadriana ! » m’a dit le côté  marin de ma nature.‖
65

 By analogy, the mirror is an 

opening which multiplies visions. It is the symbol between the conscious and the 

unconscious. It implies reflections from which thoughts are constructed. Being in 

front of the mirror Hadriana asks herself about the exact nature of her personal 

past, her current and future reality. Responses to her questions allow her to re-

evaluate the facts and explore her imagination. She realizes the enormity of her 

trouble; she maps out plans to reach the surreal from the real, and trigger the 

Marvelous.
66

  

Her alertness or vigilance discloses a ―hasard,‖ when in the midst of 

escaping from being turned into a zombie and eventually to take permanent refuge 

in Jamaica, Hadriana claims that in the purse attached to her belt, there was an 

envelope. And, in this envelope, which she sees as ―une surprise qui cadrait 

parfaitement avec le surréalisme échevelé de son aventure,‖
67

 is contained her 

                                                 
13 Coincidence or the old belief in the encounter between human desire and the mysterious forces.   
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dowry money and a card with a message, presumably from her father, in which 

she could read: ―A Nana, le jour de ses noces, ce viatique, pour la traversée des 

mauvais jours.‖
68

 Hadriana ends up in real trouble, during her ―noces‖ and her 

escape: a ―pétrifiante coïncidence‖ that is poetic, but not scientific. One may 

wonder how the subjectivity of André Siloe’s preventive gesture has led to the 

tangible objectivity of his daughter’ current situation. In the context of this story, 

the power of belief is important. But, I must refer to the character of the surrealist 

chance that causes subjectivity and objectivity, dreams and reality to collide, in 

order to bring the marvelous into everyday life.
69

               

The openness to chance goes hand in hand with Hadriana’s desire to 

escape from Rosalvo Rosanfer’s zombification. Her love of life and her 

determination to resist being alienated and to change her life as a zombie to a 

better life of hope and liberty lead to the ―point suprême,‖ what the surrealists see 

as the ultimate ―foyer‖ of the real and the surreal. Breton argues that this notion 

―traduit une aspiration si profonde que c’est d’elle essentiellement que le 

surréalisme passera pour s’être fait la substance.‖
70

   

  Based on this, an examination of Hadriana’s aspiration to freedom should 

reveal that her desire is ascendant. It initially takes the form of something that is 

impossible or just cannot happen. ―J’allais de l’avant dans une sorte de désespoir 

et d’étourdissement passionnés. […] en moins de vingt-quatre heures, ma vie a 
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cessé  d’être un sésame à Jacmel. Mon nom n’ouvrait plus aucune porte, pas 

même l’huis de mon foyer.‖
71

 The desire progresses and the character expresses 

the hope: ―la mer de Jacmel me rabattait secrètement vers l’espace lumineux de 

tout ce que j’étais à un doigt de perdre à jamais. La victoire était encore possible 

sur les forces démoniaques qui me zombifiaient.‖
72

 It turns into something 

impressively constant, and then becomes a reality:  

Il fallait prêter l’oreille à tout ce qui avait constitué jusque-là la trame de mes 

jours. […] Il fallait rester attentive au flux des belles années vécues à la rue 

d’Orléans, entre la place Armes et le golfe.  […] Alors il n’y avait rien de plus 

urgent que de me projeter vers les hauteurs du jour resplendissant qui continuait 

sans moi à étinceler sur les eaux denses et bleues du golfe de Jacmel. […] Je me 

suis lancée au grand dehors ensoleillé de Jacmel. (174-175)
73

  

 I want to point out the repeated presence of such terms as ―extérieur,‖ 

―dehors,‖ ―espace lumineux,‖ ―soleil,‖ ―ensoleillé,‖ ―hauteurs,‖ ―végétation,‖ 

―mer,‖ ―golfe,‖ and other indicators of light, mountain, and ocean in Hadriana’s 

sequence of events. The light is evidence of a need for guidance and clarity. The 

Ocean is the feminine symbol of both Hadriana the person, the woman as well as 

the infinite space of her coveted freedom. The mountain and the forest, which are 

alike in Haiti, represent her unconsciousness and naïveté. These, with the support 

of nature, unite to help her avoid danger. Major events happen during the night, 

but lead the way to a waiting, which is an ―endless wait‖
74

 or suspense during the 

day. Her account, is in some ways reminiscent of Julien Gracq’s character Heide 

in Au Château d'Argol and Breton’s Nadja.     
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Hadriana’s zombification, like the setting of Gracq’s novel, is made of 

dreams, mystery and imagination. Similarly to Heide who is sacrificed there or 

Nadja who is abandoned to her fate in an asylum, Hadriana has been sacrificed in 

her own way, i.e., zombified:      

Pour un forfait que je n’ai pas commis, on a laissé tomber ma vie dans un lieu 

sans lien temporel ou spatial avec l’extérieur. J’étais perdue dans le vide 

stupéfiant baptisé zombie en Haïti. J’étais provisoirement jetée au cahot d’une 

fosse de cimetière avant d’être écartelée par la magie en gros bon ange et petit 

bon ange, dans un semblant d’existence doublement végétative : d’un côté belle 

tête de bétail corvéable et taillable, et surtout baisable et enculable à merci; et de 

l’autre côté, hôte à vie d’une vieille grosse bouteille de champagne. (173)
75

  

 She will escape, of course, but she experiences a great deal of terror 

during the ―endless wait‖ between being turned into a zombie and her marvelous 

feat. In contrast to Gracq’s Heide and Breton’s Nadja, Depestre does not want 

Hadriana to be a phantom. Throughout the story, she knows who she is. She is 

naturally not an unknown: Hadriana uses the pronoun ―Je‖ or says ―Je suis.‖ Even 

when Rosanfer changes her name from Hadriana Siloé to ―Eolis Anahir-dah‖ and 

states that ―Je mets tout à l’envers dans ta vie […]‖
76

, Hadriana is plotting her 

escape.  In the face of danger, Heide and Nadja behave differently, because their 

reality is dissimilar to Hadriana’s. Following Carpentier, Depestre would say that 

they experience European reality, which represents the French and other forms of 

European literary practice.  Therefore, they are ―phantomized.‖  Heide is 

introduced as ―Elle,‖ in the third person. Her world is totally unknown: ―La figure 

de Heide demeurait pour Albert presque entièrement inconnue.‖ 
77

 In Nadja, 
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Breton starts with a question: ―Qui-suis je?‖
78

 He, a wandering soul, starts a quest 

of himself. Nadja will serve as the psychic medium of his quest through the entire 

story. She is free, but doesn’t have an identity. She is fragile, vulnerable and does 

not know how to defend herself. She represents the vehicle of a new vision of 

things and especially the harbinger of the author’s own destiny. She is the image 

of a phantom, according to Breton’s representation of this concept.
79 

Balthazar 

Granchiré, too, like Nadja, is an unknown. His metamorphosis into a "papillon" 

makes him, according to the Haitian traditions a phantom-like creature, but of 

course, he is not the main character or hero: Hadriana is.   

Hadriana is less passive. She is naïve but vigilant. Her desire to not be 

zombified makes her inspirational and revolutionary. Because dreams are the best 

path at the core of Surrealism
80

, her story is all about dreams. Hadriana is 

drenched in dreams—dreams that come from ―le sommeil hypnotique‖ and lead 

to a ―monde mystérieux‖ where one becomes a ―medium:‖ the most surprising 

―medium.‖ It is the mysterious world of marvelous, because ―la liberté commence 

où naît le merveilleux‖
81

.     

 As a Surrealist woman, she is more like André Pieyre de Mandiargues’ 

character Sarah Mose in Le Diamant—an Amazon.  She is special, predestined 

and mystical. Everything unusual that happens to her on a daily basis fascinates 
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her. She is respected, beloved and sublimated. But unlike Sarah, who is caught in 

an erotic encounter in spite of herself, Hadriana’s eroticism derives from love. 

Ma (seconde) surprise, ça aura été l’accueil des habitants de Bainet. […] Loin 

d’être consternés par mon apparition insolite, à mesure que je me rapprochais 

d’eux, leurs visages prenaient un air d’émerveillement, comme si mon 

accoutrement, témoin dépenaillé du naufrage de mes noces, étais à leurs yeux la 

révélation d’un fascinant mystère. […] la mort dont j’étais morte s’est échappée 

de mes veines. La générosité de ces gens m’a inondée de joie de vivre. Chaque 

gorgée redonnait à ma chair et à mon esprit la perception de la femme qui 

naissait une seconde fois en moi.  (187-190)
82

 

 The myth of ―Simbi-la-Source,‖ she is being represented by several other 

personalities in the Haitian Vodou pantheon, as previously detailed (Erzulie 

Freda, Virgin Mary and Immaculate Conception).  Her representation conforms to 

―le mythe de la femme féerique,‖ a major theme of Breton’s thought. Nadja 

likewise is not a phantom similar to any other; she is the spectrum of ―soie de la 

femme-fée‖—the character of Mélusine whose personality takes all mystical 

variances.
83

 

 During Hadriana’s ―errance‖ in the mountains and encounters with the villagers, 

she is joyful. Depestre, like Louis Aragon in Le Paysan de Paris who extends an 

invitation to readers, seems to invite us to a ―promenade‖ with his character. I mean a 

surrealist ―promenade‖ during which the ―promeneur‖ keeps his/her attention ―éveillée,‖ 

not conditioned by habit and not motivated by anything. Such a ―promenade‖ requires 

only a pre-disposition of mind. At the end, we will experience the "Marvelous". ―Quel 

délice extraordinaire il y avait à pouvoir simplement rire à l’air libre et ensoleillé du 
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matin. Mon éclat de rire était si transparent qu’il semblait avoir filtré sous la terre à 

travers le cristal d’une source de montagne‖
84

.  There is in these lines a kind of aura that 

forms the premise of a marvelous demonstration, with the lyric of love, the terror of an 

apparent death (zombification) and the struggle for life. Vodou echoes the mystical and 

innovative aspects that further this demonstration. A revolutionary religion, it has always 

reflected Haitians’ resistance against alienation. Having gone through Hadriana’s soul
85

, 

the two: Vodou and resistance (Hadriana) blend. From their fusion, even in chaos, they 

discover the unknown—revealing what is still hidden, the break with traditions and a 

change of life.  
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Conclusion 

  In a surrealist context, a Zombie is a fictional monster or phantom. By 

accepting the apparent death of his heroine, without being alienated, Depestre 

secures the essential, which is to redeem her unharmed from zombification. He 

uses her as a medium to marvelously explore his own mysterious sphere (self, 

dreams or sphere of dreams), and achieves three things. First, he supports 

Carpentier and Alexis’ rationale on the concept of reality against Breton and the 

surrealists. Second, he refutes their [surrealists] perception of representing 

(heroines or main) characters as phantoms (or monsters), in order to reach the 

Marvelous. Third, he fashions his personal form of the marvelous. He mixes other 

forms inherent to his world with key surrealist principles that he retains as his 

―personal surrealism‖ to fashion a hybrid form. This particular form, to quote 

Depestre, reflects French literary influences (works) and other spontaneous 

surrealism that corresponds to the Haitian sensibility, aims to force one to see 

things from all sides
86

. It is also collective as well as individual. This hybrid form 

of the marvelous however, should be generally defined as a mixture of the key 

principles of any movement or expression (within the arts) with the local ethos. In 

Haiti’s context, that (is) of ―Haitian marvelous realism.‖   
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