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HEARING  HAUNTED VOICES:  VOICING THE  PAST IN 

CONTEMPORARY HAITIAN FICTION  

Robert Sapp 

N’oublie pas, une femme qui parle trop fait autant de bruit 
qu’un nuage dans le ciel. 

Marie-Célie Agnant, Le Livre d’Emma 

As the epigraph from Le Livre d’Emma suggests, a woman’s voice is 
especially vulnerable to selective hearing. That is, the more noise she makes, the 
less she is heard. Considering that this admonishment comes from a woman who 
at once seeks to make her voice heard, but insists on speaking a language that 
only a select group can understand (Kreyòl), it would seem that making noise is 
insufficient if one is to be heard. How a message is conveyed, then, is essential 
to the success of its transmission. The novels studied in this article forge new 
ways of being heard through the use of haunted voices. In this way the novels 
evoke a moral obligation on the part of the listener to allow herself to be haunted 
by the spectral voices and, subsequently, to hear the silenced stories of the past. 

In preparing this examination of voice in the works of two Haitian women 
writers, specifically, in Le Livre d’Emma (2001) by Marie-Célie Agnant and 
Bain de Lune (2014) by Yanick Lahens, a scene from William Faulkner’s 
Absalom Absalom! (1936) came to mind. In the following passage from 
Absalom Absalom! Rosa Coldfield recounts to Quentin Compson her memories 
of the local self-made man Thomas Sutpen who, at the time of the telling, has 
been dead for nearly 50 years. As Rosa relates the events that surround Sutpen’s 
arrival and establishment in the small town, the memory of the man takes on a 
spiritual form: 

Her voice would not cease, it would just vanish [...] and the voice not ceasing 
but vanishing into and then out of the long intervals like a stream, a trickle 
running from patch to patch of dried sand, and the ghost mused with shadowy 
docility as if it were the voice which he haunted where a more fortunate one 
would have had a house. (Faulkner 3-4) 

Through the retelling, a repeated story begins to crystalize and take on a shape 
perhaps greater than it had in waking life. This article considers the impact of a 
voice that is haunted and haunts, that carries with it much more than the 
utterances spoken. 

In an essay entitled “The Novel of the Americas” Edouard Glissant, also 
inspired by Faulkner, suggests that the American novel emphasizes the 
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226 Women in French Studies 

“haunting nature of the past” (144). Here Glissant reads America as the 
collective geography that spans North America and the Caribbean or, as Glissant 
himself says, “from Faulkner to Carpentier” (144). He explains that “caught in 
the swirl of time, the American novelist dramatizes it in order to deny it better or 
to reconstruct it” (145). Taking Glissant’s observations as a starting point, this 
study considers how Marie-Célie Agnant and Yanick Lahens use voice to 
express tortured chronology in an attempt to reclaim and reconstitute the past. 

In fact, the “tortured relationship between writing and orality” (147) that 
Glissant sees at work in American novelists is also observed by Myriam J. A. 
Chancy in her work Framing Silence: Revolutionary Novels by Haitian Women 
(1997). In this work, Chancy posits that Haitian women writers redefine the 
status quo rather than depend on a unified understanding of Haitian culture to 
write their narratives. According to Chancy, Haitian women writers offer a 
feminized version of Haitian history where fiction serves as a conduit for 
historical discourse that either silences women or refuses to tell their story. As 
she explains, “What Haitian women writers demonstrate is that the project of 
recovering Haitian women’s lives must begin with the re-composition of history 
and nationality” (13). Drawing from Chancy’s study of authors who have 
created a space for female voice within a Haitian history that otherwise has 
denied female expression, this paper considers the primacy of voice in 
uncovering the silenced story of female protagonists. 

In Le Livre d’Emma, for instance, the eponymous character has been 
silenced by a paternalistic society that ignores women who speak too loudly and 
too often. Diagnosed as mentally unsound, Emma relies on Flore to tell her story 
and transmit the historical narrative she has uncovered. In Yanick Lahens’s Bain 
de lune, the voice of a spectral first-person narrator is used to speak for a young 
woman whose body is found washed ashore. Through a close reading and 
comparison of these two novels, this paper uncovers the specific narrative 
devices used by Agnant and Lahens to elevate feminine voices from the past and 
considers what these approaches suggest about Haitian women and their 
relationship to the past. 

The fact that many years after the publication of Chancy’s Framing Silence, 
female Haitian authors Marie-Célie Agnant and Yanick Lahens still work to 
recover these histories suggests that the tension between orality and writing is 
far from resolved. Indeed, Chancy goes so far as to say that for “communities of 
the African diaspora, and most especially in the Caribbean, orality equals 
survival” (74). As we will see, both Lahens and Agnant privilege oral tradition 
in transmitting legacies of resistance. Both novels preserve legacies that attest to 
injustices committed against women. Yet, the aim is not to propagate despair, 
but to serve as a call to arms and source of solidarity across generations of 
women. As Marie-Célie Agnant explains in an interview for an issue of Women 
In French Studies: “grâce à cette transmission dont elles s’acquittent, d’une 
génération à l’autre les femmes savent que les systèmes et les traditions qui les 
soutiennent, leur imposent des limites, les pénalisent, les condamnent souvent à 
n’être que des citoyennes de la marge” (in Schwerdtner 221). Ultimately, these 
novels transmit legacies of resistance. 
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Sapp 227 

That Haitian female authors still work to transmit such legacies suggests 
that the assertion made by Chancy over twenty years ago about Haitian women 
being exiled from the narrative of their own country, a country that she says is 
defined by “an overtly male identified national identity,” is still true today (13). 
Yet, Nick Nesbitt remains optimistic with regard to the power of voice in 
affecting change and redeeming lost stories. In Voicing Memory (2003) Nesbitt 
sees haunting as a redeeming factor in the works of Edwidge Danticat: “It is 
here, in the haunting of the present by the past, in which subjects are enchained 
to their memories, that freedom might be recovered. To write of those who have 
been stripped of freedom and life itself does not yet free or redeem their 
premature disappearance but at least denies that their disappearance was 
absolute” (Nesbitt 212). Both Agnant and Lahens employ spectral figures to 
make use of the redeeming value of haunting that Nesbitt observes. The former 
uses the apparition of women from the past that revisit and transmit their stories 
while the latter makes us of a spectral narrator. 

Hearing Haunted Voices   
Since the publication of the English translation in 1994, Derrida’s Spectres 

of Marx has ushered in what Jeffrey Weinstock has termed a “spectral turn” in 
criticism (3). For Derrida, the figure of the ghost is a deconstructive agent whose 
spectral subjectivity, a simultaneous absence and presence, disrupts the very 
notion of the present as tied to reality. Derrida’s conception of hauntologie 
elaborates an ethical obligation, the acceptance of the ghost’s indeterminacy that 
asks us “to learn to live with ghosts, in the upkeep, conversation, the company, 
or the companionship” (xviii). The willingness to live with ghosts, to accept that 
events or phenomena are unfinished and may return, is perhaps most clearly 
articulated in Avery F. Gordon’s Ghostly Matters (1997). This is especially true 
for forms of repression thought to be finished. For Gordon “haunting is one way 
in which abusive systems of power make themselves known and their impacts 
felt in everyday life, especially when they are supposedly over and done with 
(slavery, for instance)” (xvi). Gordon offers a cogent explanation of the ethical 
implication of living with ghosts in her analysis of Toni Morrison’s Beloved 
(1987). Here, Gordon addresses the “lingering inheritance of racial slavery, the 
unfinished project of Reconstruction, and the compulsions and forces that all of 
us inevitably experience in the face of slavery’s having once existed in our 
nation” (190). In this way, Beloved haunts the reader in as much as it brings the 
history of slavery into the present and questions whether racial inequalities in 
the United States are truly a thing of the past. 

Gordon’s understanding of haunting in Beloved conjures the initial 
reflection on the haunted voice in Faulkner. In an article that compares the use 
of the ghost as a narrative device in Beloved and Absalom, Absalom!, Peter 
Ramos reads the ghost in both novels as a means of voicing the “unspeakable” 
events of history, specifically the institution of slavery. He argues that since 
factual representation falls short of explaining or understanding such 
unspeakable events as slavery in the South, the ghost offers a means of doing so: 
“In this way, they [ghosts] attempt to speak not silence, but that which might 
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228 Women in French Studies 

otherwise be unspeakable” (Ramos 48). Like Gordon, Ramos detects an 
underlying moral imperative in the ghost story: “Here we might begin to find 
not final and complete closure or even resolution but the beginning of an 
ethics—a way of remembering the traumatic past in order (occasionally) to 
forget it” (Ramos 64). Thus, one might be inclined to conclude with Gordon and 
Ramos that haunting uncovers forgotten histories and brings them to bear on the 
present, evoking a sense of accountability for those who are willing to live with 
ghosts. Likewise, in Le Livre d’Emma and Bain de lune, haunted voices 
establish a spectral connectivity between diasporic Haitians through a common 
history that stretches beyond the Middle Passage. 

Emma’s Embodied Voice  
Current research on Agnant and voice is extensive (cf. the collection by 

Colette Boucher and Thomas C. Spear). With regard to voice in Le Livre 
d’Emma, Carmen Mata Barreiro offers more precision: the aim of Emma’s 
project, specifically her rejected doctoral thesis on the slave trade, is not only to 
bring a voice to the voiceless, but also to reposition the voice of marginalized 
women at the center of a discourse with political and historical implications 
(112). Emma seeks to rewrite a hegemonic view of history, to challenge “la 
mentalité de colonisateur, et [de] l’ordre politique, social et culturel dominant” 
that Dr. MacLeod, the man writing the account of Emma’s story, represents 
(Adamowicz-Hariasz 158). Yet, in her exchange with the interpreter, Flore, 
Emma’s voice finds expression beyond geopolitical and temporal frontiers. 
Indeed, Lisa Connell rightly points out that Emma’s life stretches beyond 
Montreal and Haiti to express the psychic and sociocultural consequences of the 
slave trade (32). Connell convincingly argues for the ambivalent nature of 
écriture, but also makes a point to assert the primacy of the voice in Emma’s 
memory project. She astutely notes that, from the outset, the novel foregrounds 
the importance of Emma’s voice (32). For Connell, the initial encounter with 
Emma’s voice, the cries that characterize the timbre of Emma’s voice are more 
closely tied to corporality: “La voix d’Emma met l’accent sur un mode d’oralité 
que l’on peu associer au corps [...] une repossession d’un corps” (32). Still, 
Connell affirms the importance of voice in the corporeal topography that she 
reads in the novel. As she explains, “il s’agit aussi d’une écriture qui existe 
grâce à la voix d’Emma, voix qui [...] redéfinit la manière dont Flore ressent 
sont propre corps” (41). The following examines how voice mediates the 
corporality that Connell observes in Agnant’s text. 

Told from the perspective of Flore, an interpreter at a psychiatric hospital, 
the novel explores the relationship between the interpreter and Emma (the 
eponymous character who is accused of having murdered of her own daughter). 
While Flore sympathizes with Emma, the latter sees the former, initially, as an 
accomplice to the very powers that keep her oppressed. 

From the outset, voice plays a critical role. It is Emma’s refusal to speak 
French and subsequent insistence on speaking Haitian Kreyòl that necessitates 
the interpreter, Flore. As Flore explains: “Le cas d’Emma est trop difficile. . .et 
le problème de la communication. . . dit-elle, irritée elle aussi, un faux problème 
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Sapp 229 

par surcroît, un problème qui n’en est pas un, puisque Emma parle très bien le 
français” (15). This false problem, this refusal to voice in the language of the 
hegemony lends power to Emma’s discourse. Emma’s insistence on Kreyòl is 
not a refusal to speak—hers is a story that wants to be told, that must be 
transmitted. Thus, the insistence on Kreyòl should be seen as both a leveling of 
the linguistic playing field and a call to seek out a compatriot, an attempt to find 
a receptive vessel to receive the story Emma transmits. 

Yet, the narrative that Emma seeks to impart on Flore is not her own. She 
carries within her memories reaching back to the African continent. Part of the 
legacy passed down to Emma is mediated through a haunting. Three spectral 
figures of women long dead appear to Emma’s maternal grandmother, Rosa, in 
the throes of a depression that has left her bed-ridden. The three spirits who visit 
Rosa are Kilima, the first of her ancestors brought from Africa to Saint 
Domingue, Cécile, the rebellious slave who is mutilated for having protected 
Kilima from the advances of the plantation owner, and Béa her mother-in-law. 
The women, dressed in white, a warm glow around their faces, make a circle 
around Rosa. Together they form a community of women, not linked through 
filial tiles but through shared history of suffering and oppression. They remind 
her of the traumatic past. Their haunting serves as a reminder to Rosa, that she 
does not have the right to break the transmission by succumbing to death. These 
ghosts do not come to scare, but to support the fallen Rosa: “Relève-toi. Nous le 
demandons” (124). Here the ghost’s voice is a gentle admonishment. She must 
carry on to her ultimate goal, maintaining the link to an African origin. 

Describing the memories of the women who came before her, that haunt her 
body, Emma says: “Elles ont fait en moi leur route, pour ne jamais me quitter. Je 
les sens, comme des choses vivantes qui gonflent, éclatant en mille petites 
douleurs, s’agglutinant au creux de l’estomac. Quelquefois, elles s’installent 
dans la région du cœur et jettent en moi un trouble infini. Parfois, elles 
m’apaisent” (176). The previous citation suggests that these stories of women 
who lived through the Middle Passage and enslavement are bound to Emma’s 
body yet reach back to a point in time beyond her memory. The story Emma 
wants to transmit is the story of the women whose voices have been lost to 
history, or as Nick Nesbitt might say, whose memory was driven underground 
by the plantation system (3). She decries the mistreatment of those first Africans 
brought to the new world as slaves to Dr. MacCleod : “Jadis, docteur MacLeod, 
je veux parler du temps des négriers et de la canne, les négresses vivantes 
intéressaient les négociants. On nous échangeait contre les armes à feu, contre 
les pierres à fusil, contre les armes blanches, l’alcool, les métaux. Vous voyez, 
nous rapportions gros. Tout cela, c’était dans ma thèse” (25). Ultimately, as she 
explains to Flore, her task is to lend a voice to those who have been silenced by 
history: “Nous hurlons pour toutes celles à qui on refuse le droit de se faire 
entendre” (71). Yet, Emma soon discovers that her attempts to transmit this 
story through accepted channels, in her case the written word of a dissertation, 
are futile. 

She explains to Flore how the rejection of her thesis was inevitable as it 
threatened the dominant historical discourse: “C’est ça, ma pauvre Poupette, 
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230 Women in French Studies 

c’est pour cela qu’ils ont piétiné mon travail [her thesis on the slave trade]. 
Ainsi, eux seules continueront à écrire pour nous, pour qu’on ne sache pas que 
déjà sur les bateaux ils nous volaient et notre corps et notre âme” (22-23). 
Because her dissertation was rejected by her committee at Bordeaux, Emma 
understands that books do not work for women who would dare to reconstitute 
the past. Speaking of her family in Haiti, she explains to Flore : “Elles buvaient 
les livres, elles les engloutissaient! Mais, hélas, les livres n’ont rien changé à 
leur vie de négresses. Mission inutile...” (29-30). 

Her rejected thesis offers a sharp contrast to the masculine, presumably 
anglophone voice of Dr. MacCleod who is writing a medical treatise on Emma: 
“Quand tu auras tout noté, tu écriras un livre, c’est ça? Et personne n’aura le 
droit de douter de tes sources. Elles seront dignes de foi, n’est-ce pas?” (32). In 
this example, a sort of bizarre historical appropriation, Emma’s story is 
recuperated and distorted into an affirmation of mental illness. Yet, Emma is 
also wary of a woman who would rely too heavily on her own voice. She 
admonishes Flore, “N’oublie pas, une femme qui parle trop fait autant de bruit 
qu’un nuage dans le ciel” (139). Here she makes reference to her own situation, 
locked away, confined to a hospital as an hysterical madwomen whose oral 
ramblings must be interpreted, decoded, and ultimately written up in a medical 
treatise to be understood. 

Still, there is strength in Emma’s voice. Through her work with Emma, 
Flore is transformed. As Flore explains: “Je ne suis pas un simple interprète. 
Petit à petit, j’abandonne mon rôle, je deviens une partie d’Emma, j’épouse le 
destin d’Emma” (18). Flore is aware that Emma’s words carry the weight of 
history with them: “Avec Emma, je traduis non pas des mots, mais des vies, des 
histoires. La sienne d’abord [....]  Je traduis ensuite l’histoire d’une île, lambeau 
de l’époque coloniale, vestige de sa cruauté, de son inhumanité” (16-17). Flore 
realizes that she is part of a larger memory project. The source of this strength, 
as mentioned earlier, is that Emma’s story is not her own, but is transmitted to 
her through a collective of spectral women who have returned to tell their 
stories. Thus, Emma’s orality is both a form of resistance and a means of 
passing on her legacy to Flore, such that the latter is not simply the passive 
interpreter of her story, but becomes the new vessel for these collective 
memories. Here is how Flore explains her transformation: “La voix d’Emma 
s’est incrustée en moi, elle a pris possession de moi, comme la mousse s’empare 
de la rocaille et des troncs des arbres” (34). Transforming Flore and linking her 
to a narrative chain, Emma’s voice circumvents the traditional, written routes of 
historicisation in an attempt to restore lost perspectives of the past. 

What began for Emma as a doctoral thesis on the treatment of women in the 
slave trade eventually came to dominate her life, to the point of manifesting 
itself in her body. As Flore describes, “Emma parlait, et sa voix se déroulait, son 
corps se vidait de ces images surgies du fond d’une mémoire ancienne, paroles 
extraites d’archives enfouies dans ses entrailles” (emphasis added 132). Her 
body becomes the vessel for the lost archives. The traces of the women ignored 
by or excluded from the dominant discourse are the stories that she now seeks to 
pass on to Flore. After Emma’s suicide, Flore senses her presence in and around 
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her and even begins to act like Emma. The legacy Emma transmits has 
transformative powers. 

After their first encounter, Flore begins to question her role as interpreter: 
“De quel droit allais-je participer à une rencontre où l’on s’apprêtait à décider du 
sort d’Emma ? Ce comité ne cherchera-t-il pas à m’utiliser pour faire son 
rapport au tribunal ?” (35). Flore’s newfound awareness of her designated role 
offers both a form of resistance to Dr. MacLeod’s project and an act of solidarity 
with Emma. It is at the moment of her newfound cultural agency that Flore’s 
transformation begins. When Flore describes the initial effect of Emma’s voice 
she uses the verb “impregner” to evoke the idea of another life, a body within a 
body, that has taken shape in Emma, and though she does not know it, will soon 
inhabit her own: “Chacune de ses phrases emplit ma poitrine d’une douleur 
sourde, celle-là même qui imprègne son corps” (16). This possession reaches its 
climax in the final pages of the novel when Flore returns to Emma’s apartment 
to fall into the arms of Nickolas Zankoffi, Emma’s former lover. As she 
explains, her body is neither her own, nor Emma’s, but, “celui de toutes les 
négresses” (166). Here the haunting’s influence over Flore’s life is evident. She 
is now part of a larger chain of transmission. Not surprisingly, Agnant asserts 
the transformative power of transmission in an interview from 2015: “On peut 
dire donc que la transmission s’apparente au mimétisme (celui qui reçoit 
apprenant à agir à la manière de celui qui transmet” (in Schwerdtner 219). 

Disembodied Voice   
In an interview from 1992, Lahens is asked to comment on why “nobody 

talks very much outside Haiti about the women writers here [Haiti]” (Taleb-
Khyar 441). Lahens acknowledges this fact and attributes it to socioeconomic 
issues as well as social expectations. However, she goes on to elaborate that, 
despite their limited exposure, Haitian women writers are actually more free to 
express themselves in writing than men, since the latter must affirm, in the face 
of the Western denial of their manhood, that they are 1) men and 2) individual 
authors. As she explains, “Never has a French writer needed to begin with ‘I am 
French, I am white.’ He has much more freedom to explore the immense fields 
of literature” (in Taleb-Khyar 443). For Lahens, it is the unquestioned use of the 
first person pronoun “I” that allows for such freedom and distinguishes the West 
from Caribbean literature: “In the West, an individual’s articulation of his or her 
voice is one of the characteristics of modern literature. Thus, the speaker can 
emerge as an individual distinct from community, family, nation—to reach the 
universal” (443). She attributes this initial idea to Maryse Condé: “when she 
[Condé] presented Caribbean literature in a small book on the Caribbean novel, 
[she] said justly that the Caribbean writer rarely uses the ‘I’—and even when he 
or she did so, the ‘I’ always means ‘we’ (in Taleb-Khyar 442). As this early 
interview indicates, questions surrounding the voice of women writers in Haiti 
and the interplay between “I” and “We” have long interested Yanick Lahens as a 
critic. Now, as in her role as novelist, she takes on these same questions through 
the disembodied voice of a spectral narrator in her 2014 novel Bain de lune. 
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232 Women in French Studies 

Indeed, in Bain de lune, Yanick Lahens employs two narrative voices: the 
first-person (je) narrator, linked to the mutilated body of Cétoute Florival that 
washes up on the shore of a Haitian village, and the second-person plural (nous), 
which represents an ambiguous collective of Haitian peasants and bourgeois 
landowners spanning time and space. The formal division between je and nous 
within the novel calls into question conventional wisdom on the narrative 
capacity of the recently departed but also, and perhaps more importantly, 
illustrates the novel’s active engagement with the past, as Bain de lune 
undermines traditional distinctions of past, present, and future. 

In Bain de lune, the voice of a recently murdered woman insists on being 
heard. What is remarkable in Bain de lune is not, however, that the dead do 
indeed tell tales but rather how the tale is told. The first chapter introduces the 
reader to Cétoute Florival, the youngest in the Lafleur family line and one of the 
novel’s two narrative voices. Her voice, scripted entirely in italics to set it apart 
from the rest of the text, is written from the first-person je perspective. Thus, the 
reader’s view is initially limited to the sights, sounds, and smells that surround 
Cétoute. In fact, it is not clear until the end just who she is and in what condition 
she finds herself. As the novel progresses, it is revealed that her lifeless, 
mutilated body has been found washed up on the beach of a Haitian village. 

Her role as spiritual intermediary is to collect and transmit the stories that 
link her family into a cohesive yet disjointed narrative. In fact, her status as 
spirit entails a strong desire, perhaps even an obligation, to link past and present, 
to connect more recent traces all the way to an idealized, ancestral Africa. This 
spectral narrator retraces her filial ties from the American occupation of Haiti to 
the present day. She suggests that linking disparate moments will offer her a 
greater understanding of who she is and her role in history: “Remonter toute la 
chaine de mon existence pour comprendre une fois pour toutes. . . . Remettre au 
monde un à un mes aïeuls et aïeules. Jusqu’à l’aïeul franginen” (10). As with Le 
livre d’Emma there is an insistence on linking to ancestral Africa. The glossary 
explains that the Kreyòl term franginen refers to an individual born in Africa 
who survived the Haitian Revolution of 1804.1 Interestingly, both novels make 
limited use of Kreyòl but to different ends. The use of Kreyòl in a francophone 
novel alludes to a deeper understanding of the text that might be lost on the non-
initiate. In Agnant’s case the exclusion of the reader seems complete since we 
only receive Emma’s story through the medium of the interpreter, whereas 
Lahens’s inclusion of a glossary suggests an interest in opening that knowledge 
to a wider readership. 

Returning to Bain de lune, rather than see these two narrative voices as 
distinct, perhaps it is better to read them as one. As Madison Smartt Bell 
explains, “The presence of a shared unconscious [in Haitian society] creates an 
opportunity for the soul to be freed from the self, from the egoistic limits of the 
‘I.’ It makes extraordinary communal experiences not only possible but likely” 
(173).  Following Smartt Bell’s suggestion, the interplay between the first- and 
second-person narrators in Bain de lune allows for both a communal experience 
and the possibility of moving beyond the referential self. This interplay allows 
Lahens to create a narrative space in which she can engage Haiti’s history in a 
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manner that better reflects the individual Haitians’ connection with the greater 
community and a shared relationship to the past. 

For example, at the end of the novel, the same nous narrator recounts the 
events of Cétoute’s funeral fusing the je and the nous. Just as Cétoute’s voice 
joins the collective, the narrator shifts perspective from Cétoute to her brother 
who leads the procession: “Alors, nous avons suivi Abner, […] qui brouillait la 
route devant nous. La route de demain” (262). The previous citation suggests 
that the collective’s voice not only spans the generations depicted, but will 
continue to stay with the family. 

The dual narrative voices propose an innovative way of engaging history, 
countering historiographical practices that make a distinction between the events 
that take place and the voicing of these events. In Bain de lune, Lahens writes a 
past that is not finished, not left to be discovered in the archives, but actively 
lived through the spectralized narrator that comes to represent the sense of a 
collective. Thus, while Bain de lune makes use of narrative devices to recount a 
moment in Haiti’s history, the text is also advocating a way of keeping the past 
alive, of living with history and its ghosts in the same way Gordon sees Beloved 
uncovering the “seething presence” of Slavery in the United States (8). Indeed, 
both novels employ haunting to reveal what is there but obscured, particularly 
the exclusions from history that uncover forms of exploitation and repression. 

A distinguishing feature of Emma’s embodied vocal practice is that it 
requires a receptive audience. Although she has recounted a similar story to her 
dissertation committee and the staff at the medical hospital, only her interpreter, 
Flore, truly hears her voice and is altered by it. In this way Agnant emphasizes 
the impact of voice on individuals and their willingness to hear, to be haunted by 
the ghosts that inhabit the voice. In Bain de lune, however, Lahens employs a 
disembodied voice, through which she is able to access a broader community. 
This is evidenced in the interplay and ultimate sublimation between the je and 
the nous narrative voices in the final chapter of the novel. This community, like 
the ghosts in Agnant’s text, spans a time that reaches back to the aïeul 
franginen.2 Furthermore, the importance of community over the individual 
evokes the spirit of the lakou and situates Bain de lune within the tradition of the 
peasant novel characterized by Jacques Roumain’s iconic Gouverneurs de la 
Rosée. This alignment with the literary tradition of the peasant novel is perhaps 
what explains the different uses of voice in Bain de lune and Le Livre d’Emma. 
Lahens’s narrators preserve the continuity of the community while Agnant’s use 
of voice depicts a diasporic community, scattered individuals, linked by a 
common history. Still, whether Agnant’s personal experience within the Haitian 
Diaspora in Montreal and Lahens’s seeming adherence to a Haitian literary 
tradition can be seen as a distinguishing factor between the novels requires 
further investigation beyond the scope of this study. 

Lahens and Agnant employ haunted voices as a means of bypassing 
traditional narrative practices to keep the past alive. For Emma the voice is 
transmitted through, and acts upon, the body. Both she and the recipient are 
altered by the spirits of women whose legacy reaches back to the Middle 
Passage. In Bain de lune, the voice of the nous narrator, unaltered through time, 
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though heterogeneous in its composition, suggests a recurring engagement with 
the past that is seamlessly transmitted between generations, stretching back to 
the African continent. In both Bain de lune and Le Livre d’Emma, the haunted 
voice is able to speak the unspeakable, transmit the ignored or the excluded 
stories and overcome systemic powers that have worked to silence the noisy 
women of history. If, as Emma explains to Flore, women who talk too much 
make as much noise as clouds in the sky, then it becomes an ethical obligation to 
hear and be haunted by these ignored voices. 

College of Charleston 

Notes 

1 For a further discussion of the paratextual elements in Bain de lune, including the 
family tree, see Robert Sapp, “The Talking Dead.”

2 In Le Livre d’Emma, Kilima is the ancestral connection to Africa, the first in a 
chain of women that spans the Middle passage and enslavement. Likewise, Bain de lune 
traces a broken lineage to Dieunor the aïeul franginen which the glossary in the text 
defines as an ancestor born on the African continent who survived the Haitian 
Revolution. 
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