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The Black Lives Matter movement has delivered a timely reminder of the
colonial narratives underpinning commemorative statuary in the public
sphere. Crucial to this renewed scrutiny of public memorialization is a
consideration of the intersection of political and historical narratives with
systems of oppression such as gender and race. This essay explores the
gendering of colonial and anticolonial commemorative statuary on display
in the French Caribbean islands of Martinique and Guadeloupe. As
overseas departments of France, these islands remain politically,
administratively and economically tied to their former colonizer. The essay
traces the evolution in Antillean memorialization from the glorification of
the white male colonizer or abolitionist to the celebration of slave
resistance through the figure of the maroon. It examines a range of public
artworks dating from 1904 to 2002, questioning the extent to which these
memorials, whether commemorating colonial history, abolitionist rhetoric
or anticolonial resistance, uphold “great men of history” narratives. The
essay explores the subversion of classical representations of colonial and
abolitionist figures through the vandalism and destruction of a number of
statues of abolitionist Victor Schoelcher. It examines the masculine
iconography of resistance, often premised on the radical appropriation of
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classicist forms to celebrate male resistors, while women and their roles in
anticolonial struggle are commonly obscured or depicted in ways which
uphold dominant racial narratives and gender stereotypes. Finally, the
essay explores the subversive anticolonial forms employed in several recent
installations, which move beyond mimetic depictions of the male body to
showcase elements usually excluded from representation, including the
grotesque, disfigured or wounded body, or to eschew portrayals of the
(gendered and racialized) body altogether. These works point to more
inclusive ways of portraying not only resistance to colonialism, but also
the suffering and the collective humanity of enslaved peoples.

Introduction

The Black Lives Matter protests of 2020 have impelled modern society to
question the alienating narratives enshrined in public art. This challenging
of insidious political and historical narratives in the public sphere has been
ongoing for several decades in the Caribbean,1 including in the Antillean
islands of Martinique and Guadeloupe,2 former slave colonies of France
located in the Caribbean archipelago. In contrast to the widespread global
move towards decolonization and national independence by former colonies
in the second half of the twentieth century, these islands elected to become
departments of France in 1946 “as part of a century-long quest to end Antil-
leans’ unequal inclusion” by obtaining equal rights as French citizens (Bonilla
2015, 20). One of the most enduring legacies of the islands’ turbulent history
is the problematic relation of successive generations to their traumatic past,
which has provoked “a denial of collective memory, of regional identity”
(Glissant 1992, 7). Thus, while the BLM “war on statues” resonates power-
fully in the French Caribbean context and has prompted the destruction of a
number of works, the political and historical narratives inscribed in colonial
statuary and anticolonial commemorations defy simple categorization in
these islands whose “political formations… have long challenged the domi-
nant paradigms of modern sovereignty” (Bonilla 2015, 11).
While public art is “notoriously ill-defined”, this essay will rely on its broad

characterization as “‘sculpture in the open air’… located in the ideological
public realm” (Selwood 1995, 6). Such works function, in Pierre Nora’s
terms, as lieux de mémoire: symbolic and representative spaces which
embody particular narratives of history and memory (Nora 1984). These
monuments are inscribed within, and perpetuate, specific historical and pol-
itical discourses, contributing to the “instrumentalization” of memory “for
various contemporary, ideological concerns” (Forsdick 2012, 280).
As such, the memorials function as “lightning rods for wider conflicts

between competing visions of history”, and represent a visible trajectory in

1 Female artists from
across the Caribbean,
including performers
and sculptors, have
been engaged in
challenging public
statuary since the late
twentieth century.
Key figures include
Jamaican artist Laura
Facey Cooper,
sculptor of
Redemption Song
(2003), a monument
to Jamaican
independence;
Barbadian artist
Sheena Rose;
Vincentian curator,
writer and artist
Holly Bynoe;
Jamaican sculptor
and media artist
Petrona Morrison;
and Dominican
visual artist Belkis
Ramírez. These
female artists
encourage viewers to
engage critically with
public art and to
question overarching
political narratives,
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memorial discourses surrounding slavery and French colonialism (John
2019). The oldest memorials in the islands, from the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, honour colonial figures such as the Empress Joséphine
(the Martiniquan-born wife of Napoleon I), Christopher Columbus, and
Pierre Belain d’Esnambuc, the first French settler in Martinique. By contrast,
monuments from the early to mid-twentieth century glorify abolitionist nar-
ratives through the figure of Victor Schoelcher. More recently, local figures of
resistance have come to be revalorized in public commemoration, including
the maroon slave and historical agents such as Louis Delgrès, a soldier
who died resisting the reinstatement of slavery in Guadeloupe in 1802.
These recent monuments celebrate slave agency and resistance, and take
similar forms to commemorations of anticolonial resistance in decolonized
nations such as Barbados, Haiti and Dominica.
Despite the radically divergent political claims inscribed in these works,

however, their presentation of gender remains largely consistent. Many of
these memorials enshrine male figures and masculine features, contributing
to “great men of history” narratives (Carlyle 1841). This essay relies on a fem-
inist understanding of gender as “a stylized repetition of acts” which are
socially constructed through norms, codes and established roles (Butler
1990, 179). The body in public statuary is therefore presented according
to, and reflects, these socially constructed norms and stereotypes. This under-
standing of gender is informed by the work of prominent black feminist
critics who highlight both the double marginalization and pernicious stereo-
typing of black women by both race and gender (hooks 1981, 1984, 1992;
Crenshaw 1989; Davis 1981; Collins 1990, 2005; White 1985). The essay
will analyse the racial and gendered stereotyping of people of colour for pol-
itical purposes in these works.
Masculinity is a central, but often unmarked or unchallenged, feature of

many of these memorials (Beauvoir 1971). Early installations generally per-
petuate the “blatant gender imbalance” of colonial statuary (Sèbe 2020, 305),
figuring power as masculine and featuring a cast of white male icons. Resist-
ance to slavery has also largely been portrayed as an inherently masculine act
(Burton 1997), while women of colour are subject to the “double enslave-
ment” of both gender and race (King 1988). A number of notable exceptions
to this cast of “great men” do exist, such as the Empress Joséphine in Fort-de-
France – one of the most iconic, and controversial, Antillean monuments –
and, more recently, Solitude, who famously resisted the reinstatement of
slavery in Guadeloupe in 1802. However, where women are depicted in com-
memorative statuary in the islands, they are largely portrayed according to a
number of androcentric stereotypes which will be explored later in the essay.
This issue of representation also includes a racial dimension, as public art-
works inMartinique and Guadeloupe tend to portray either white Europeans

and often use the
personal as a lens
through which to
approach the
political. Other
interesting
approaches to
dismantling the
“mythomania”
surrounding public
statuary in the
Caribbean have
included covering up
statues of Columbus
with floral material
and projecting
alternative images
onto memorials to
Nelson (Deosaran
2020).
2 Most infamously,
through the
beheading of the
statue of the Empress
Joséphine in 1991
and continued
attacks on the
monument since that
date, which
culminated in its
destruction in July
2020. Born into a
local béké family,
Joséphine married
Napoleon I and is
largely considered
responsible for the
reinstatement of
slavery in 1802.
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or those of African descent.3 While local figures have recently come to be
revalorized in the region, particularly through the maroon, this has not yet
transcended ethnic simplification to represent, for instance, East Asian min-
ority populations brought to the islands as indentured workers.
This essay will explore representations of gender in a number of artworks,

dating from 1904 to 2002 and all displayed in public spaces in Martinique
and Guadeloupe until May 2020.4 It will examine the ways in which narra-
tives of male heroism are upheld in these memorials which variously com-
memorate colonial history, abolitionist rhetoric and anticolonial resistance.
Although there is no shortage of well-known female artists working and
living in Martinique and Guadeloupe,5 or in the Caribbean more broadly,
many of the official state-commissioned and state-funded monuments on
public display in Martinique and Guadeloupe are the work of male artists,
including five of the six selected for analysis in this essay. In addition, the
essay will explore the radical rewriting of classicist and paternalistic com-
memorations of colonial and abolitionist icons through vandalism, as well
as the subversion of this traditionally imperial form in portrayals of the
maroon. Finally, it will examine a number of recent installations which
point to more inclusive depictions of resistance to colonialism and the suffer-
ing of enslaved peoples.

Challenging “great emancipator” narratives6

In Martinique and Guadeloupe, the commemorative landscape was long
dominated by statues and busts of colonial and abolitionist figures such as
Columbus, Esnambuc and Schoelcher, commissioned and funded by local
authorities during the peak of Antillean assimilationism. Inscribed within
the “phallocentric discourse” of the European architectural mode (Bloomer
2000, 371), these works entail high plinths and vast, monumental construc-
tions in which “the Phallic meets the political: verticality symbolizes Power”
(Lefebvre 1974, 302) – the power of the (male) colonizer. In combination
with this phallic verticality, monuments to colonial and abolitionist icons
in Martinique and Guadeloupe typically take classicist forms, characterized
by aesthetic harmony, balance and proportion, and render the protagonist
“the radiant centre of a transcendent individualism… [anticipating] passive
admiration from below” (Stallybrass and White 1986, 21–2). The classical
mode is not only androcentric (Freedberg 1998) but also upholds “the
mythology of white dominance”, and, crucially, serves to “[protect] some
while carefully alienating others” (Mackrandilal 2017). In this post-slavery
context, the classical form has historically been employed to glorify white,

3 One notable
exception is the 2003
statue of Mahatma
Gandhi erected in
Fort-de-France,
which was, however,
beheaded in January
2016 for reasons
which remain largely
unclear.
4 In May 2020 a
number of colonial
and abolitionist
monuments
(including statues of
Victor Schoelcher
and Pierre Belain
d’Esnambuc) were
torn down and have
since been removed.
5 Well-known
contemporary female
artists from the
islands include,
amongst many
others,
Guadeloupean Joëlle
Ferly, an artist who

has exhibited in
Spain, France, Cuba
and beyond, and who
founded Artocarpe in
2008 with the goal of
creating an
internationally
connected space for
artists which breaks
with the cultural and
economic
dependence on
metropolitan France;
Valérie John, a
Martiniquan plastic
artist and educator
who explores and
problematizes
questions of identity,
belonging and
displacement; and
Minia Biabiany, a
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male colonial figures, while excluding those who suffered and resisted
enslavement.
Since the early twentieth century, this colonial iconography has been used

to depict abolitionist Victor Schoelcher, portrayed as the benevolent father
figure who bestowed the gift of freedom upon the grateful, passive slave
population. Anatole Marquet de Vasselot’s 1904 work, depicting a paterna-
listic Schoelcher bending over a small slave girl, presents Schoelcher as the
saviour of the slave population (Figure 1). The portrayal reinforces both
gender and racial hierarchies, with the fatherly (white European) Schoelcher
guiding a young slave girl who symbolizes the slave population which is,
metaphorically, “not only infantilized but… [also] feminized, and thus
doubly diminished” in relation to the metropole (Burton 1994, 129–30; my
translation).
In a symbolic contestation of this narrative, a number of these colonial and

abolitionist statues have been publicly vandalized and destroyed since the late
twentieth century. Vasselot’s sculpture was first attacked and Schoelcher’s
“guiding” hand removed in the late twentieth century (date unknown),
defying the implied passivity and feminization of the slave population. Simi-
larly, a 1964 statue of Schoelcher by Marie-Thérèse Julien-Lung Fou, located
in the Schoelcher bourg of Martinique, was attacked in September 2013,
when the face was destroyed and the plinth branded with pro-independence
slogans such as “Freedom is not given… it is seized” (my translation) – a sym-
bolic reassertion of slave agency in abolition (Figure 2).
This attack was strongly criticized at the time in an official statement by the

municipality, which claimed that Schoelcher’s “foresight set in motion the
process of liberation, while agitation by black populations did the rest”
(my translation) – symbolically re-prioritizing Schoelcher’s agency in liber-
ation. In the graffiti, the use of the feminine demonstrative adjective “cette
homme” (“this man”) – a grammatical anomaly – symbolically de-masculi-
nizes this metropolitan icon, refusing his paternalistic authority, and
denotes an Oedipal desire to “kill the father” in order to break out of the
restrictive paternalistic French rhetoric of abolition.
On 22 May 2020 – the 172nd anniversary of local abolition – both statues

were again targeted by protestors who attacked the works and tore them
from their plinths. The act was claimed by the Pan-African Ligue de
Défense Noire Africaine, who had previously called for politicians to “oust
… the former executioners of our people, such as the benefactors of those
who supported slavery, like Victor Schoelcher” (Ligue de Défense Noire Afri-
caine 2020).7 Most recently, on the night of 5 March 2021, protestors
destroyed a bust of Schoelcher in Diamant, Martinique, and daubed the
plinth with the words: “Proud of being colonized?” (my translation).
In political terms, these acts of vandalism testify to the growing desire to

assert slave agency in abolition. This vandalism can also be understood in

Guadeloupean
plastic artist whose
work deconstructs
official social and
cultural narratives
and is particularly
concerned with
depictions of cultural
heritage and
postcolonialism.
Many of these female
artists eschew
“permanent”
installations such as
stone sculpture, and
instead explore issues
of identity through
media such as the
spoken word,
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the broader context of the questioning of imperialist narratives across the
Caribbean over the last number of decades. Reinscriptions of colonial
statues have included (arguably less permanent) acts such as “cloaking”
Columbus and projecting alternative images onto Nelson (Deosaran 2020).
The rewriting of symbols of metropolitan domination and assimilationism
allows these works to be “reconfigured as political spaces of memory”, to

Figure 1Memorial to Victor Schoelcher by AnatoleMarquet de Vasselot (1904). Fort-de-France,
Martinique. Author’s own image

performance art and
textiles.
6 See Araujo (2014).
7 The LDNA, a
French organization
founded in 2018, is
part of the Pan-
African global
movement first
established in the
early twentieth
century which
promotes community
and solidarity with
indigenous and
diasporic peoples of
African descent.
However, critics
condemn the
organization’s
tendency to obscure
the socio-historical
specificities of many
territories, such as
these islands, and the
heterogeneous racial
and ethnic identities
of Antillean peoples
produced by
centuries of racial
mixing, not only
between white
settlers and African
slaves, but also
groups such as Asian
and Indian
indentured workers
brought to the
Caribbean following
the end of the slave
trade.
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enable dialogue around slavery and colonialism (Curtius 2008, 99; my trans-
lation). Moreover, the contestation of the statues represents a powerful form
of “counter-visuality” by “[claiming] autonomy from… authority… and
spontaneously [inventing] new forms” (Mirzoeff 2011, 3–4). The reinscrip-
tion of these works equally demonstrates the “agency” of these pieces
beyond the vision of the artist, and forcibly inscribes them with the lived

Figure 2 Statue of Victor Schoelcher by Marie-Thérèse Lung-Fou (1965). Schoelcher, Martini-
que. Author’s own image
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realities of those who live alongside them, rendering them “[expressions] of
social reality” (Viala 2019). Indeed, we might suggest that this form of acti-
vism provides Antilleans with an alternative way of living their contempor-
ary, “non-sovereign” reality (Bonilla 2015).
In gender terms, the vandalism of these works contests the metropolitan

narrative of abolition as a gift bestowed by humane Europeans on the grate-
ful, passive slave population. As these official lieux de mémoire are imbued
with a conception of Schoelcher as father and liberator, the monuments
must be symbolically castrated to reinstate the masculinity of the slaves
themselves.

Re-membering resistance

Imperialist narratives in the public realm are also contested and challenged
through the appropriation of classicist forms to celebrate slave agency and
resistance. The replication of the classical in portrayals of the anticolonial
represents a common stage in the decolonization of public statuary, when
“colonialist celebration is simply upended… and, ironically, [bears] many
of the same tropes”, including celebratory portrayals of heroism and
symbols of national identity, installed in prominent public spaces (Aldrich
2012). The representation of slave bodies in sculpture reverses the elision
of enslaved people or their portrayal as passive, unindividuated figures in art-
works of the nineteenth century (Brown 2002, 110), and, crucially, refutes
the dehumanization of slaves which was central to the colonial enterprise.
Indeed, the depiction of the slave body in resistance presents a significant
step in racial emancipation as “the racial subaltern… finally comes into rep-
resentation as a transparent ‘I’ when articulating an emancipatory project”
(Ferreira da Silva 2007, xxiv). The reinscription of imperial classicist forms
to depict resistance may thus constitute a “performative claim [for] the
right to look where none [existed]” on behalf of these resistors (Mirzoeff
2011, 24), asserting their right to be publicly recognized as independent
and individual subjects worthy of commemoration, and elevating them to
heroic status.
Many memorials dedicated to resistance were commissioned and erected

following the French policy of decentralization in the 1980s, which
allowed for greater regional autonomy in patrimonial affairs and, crucially,
budgets. At the end of the twentieth century a number of local adminis-
trations, many in consultation with local communities, commissioned
public sculptures by local artists to celebrate a series of significant anniver-
saries relating to colonialism and slavery, such as the sesquicentenary of
the (second) abolition of slavery in 1998. This coincided with an emerging
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desire to acknowledge the role of slavery in the creation of the modern world
(culminating in the 2001 Taubira law which named slavery and the slave
trade as crimes against humanity). This “memorial frenzy” (Chivallon
2010, 235; my translation) was also driven by the emergence of global initiat-
ives, such as UNESCO’s international Slave Route project, launched in 1994.
The project seeks to connect significant memorial sites across continents, in
order to “[break] the silence surrounding the slave route and slavery that
have concerned all continents” (UNESCO 2021). This initiative reflects an
emerging desire to unite populations who suffered deportation and enslave-
ment throughout the world.
The convergence of these factors resulted in a “memory boom”, during

which “narratives of slave resistance were revisited and reshaped to address
the concerns of the present” (Bonilla 2015, 175). At this time the maroon,
the runaway slave who absconds from the plantation to live in freedom,
was largely adopted as a popular symbol of local identity in commemorations
of slavery. Moreover, as marronnage was a phenomenon which occurred
(albeit in various forms and contexts) across the archipelago, the celebration
of the maroon serves to connect Martinique and Guadeloupe with former
slave colonies across the Caribbean, cementing the islands’ archipelagic
links and moving beyond their close ties to the metropole.
The maroon slave has not always figured as a “rebel, warrior or hero” in

the Antillean popular imagination; rather, he/she has been consciously
reclaimed in theory and literature since the 1980s (Bonilla 2015, 45). In Car-
ibbean Discourse, Glissant celebrated the maroon as “the hero who in our
true history has taken unto himself the cause of our resistance” (1992,
220). Althoughmarronnage, both “petit” (a short-term escape from the plan-
tation before a voluntary return) and “grand” (a definitive rejection of ensla-
vement), was much less common in Martinique and Guadeloupe than in
other Caribbean slave societies such as Jamaica (Burton 1997), the maroon
is nonetheless – or perhaps due to this historical rarity – a symbolic figure
in the Antillean imaginary. Indeed, for Glissant, marronnage offers a power-
ful model of resistance through which to advocate political rupture with
France and seek “relation” with the broader archipelago, while the maroon
constitutes a perfect protagonist for recentred Caribbean narratives. The rep-
resentation of the human body in statues of the maroon symbolically serves
to reclaim the slave body from the exploitation of slavery (Gilroy 1993) and
highlights the “bodily freedom” so long denied to slaves by the colonizer
(Sheller 2012, 279). These depictions thus reassert the individuality and
humanity of the slave population.
However, despite their central role in challenging colonial narratives,

many of these memorials similarly valorize “individual ‘great men’”
(Brown 2002, 110). Unlike in Jamaica, where Queen Nanny of the
Maroons is a prominent maroon figure (albeit one whose portrayals
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correspond to a number of established gender typologies), in Martinique and
Guadeloupe the act of marronnage is commonly figured as “an essentially
virile protest against the ‘feminized’ world of the plantation”, through
which the resistor demonstrates his (hyper-)masculinity and symbolically
defies his emasculation by the white colonizer (Burton 1997, 24). Memorials
to the maroon throughout Martinique and Guadeloupe typically feature a
muscular, “physically powerful and robust male figure”, using his “Herculean
strength” to break his chains, often shown dangling, broken, from his wrists
(Nicolas 2009, 11–12). His violent resistance is often symbolized by a raised
weapon, while his expression is jubilant and victorious. The depiction of
resistance through this “hyper-virile super-male” (Milne 2003, 73) thus
reflects and perpetuates configurations of violent physicality as inherently
masculine.
The hyper-masculine maroon is exemplified by a memorial in Diamant,

constructed by Martiniquan artist Hector Charpentier (Figure 3). Inaugu-
rated on 22 May 1998, Charpentier’s monument was installed as part of
the commemoration of the sesquicentenary of abolition. As with statues of
the maroon slave elsewhere in the islands, the monument features a muscular
male figure symbolically seizing his freedom by breaking his chains. His head
is held high, his look triumphant and resolute. His confident stance, denoting

Figure 3 Memorial to the Maroon Slave by Hector Charpentier (1998). Diamant, Martinique.
Author’s own image
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his strength and agency in liberation, refutes portrayals of slave passivity and
feminization in colonial statuary, such as the memorial to Schoelcher in Fort-
de-France. As in many maroon depictions, such as Michel Glondu’s statue in
Saint-Esprit, he wears only shorts, his powerful torso exposed in a display of
physical prowess, while his muscular frame and dynamic posture serve to
sexualize him. This sexualization subverts the “erotic subjugation of black
bodies” on which colonialism rested, thereby making a political claim for
the “embodied freedom” denied to slaves (Sheller 2012, 276). In his right
hand the maroon holds a conch shell, and at his feet lies a drum, from
which he symbolically draws his strength. These accoutrements associated
with resistance, which recur in many representations of the marron, symbo-
lize his African heritage and represent the methods of communication
amongst slaves and maroons. These features thus anchor him in a pan-Car-
ibbean community, in a symbolic assertion of solidarity with the other islands
of the archipelago and of independence from the French colonizing power.
These characteristics are also found in anticolonial monuments in neigh-

bouring islands. Many (although not all) memorials to resistance throughout
the Caribbean and beyond similarly enshrine the violent male maroon;
notable examples include the Emancipation Statue in Bridgetown, Barbados,
the “Marron inconnu” (“Unknown Maroon”) in Port-au-Prince in Haiti, and
the “Nèg mawon” (“Maroon Slave”) Emancipation Monument in Roseau,
Dominica. These works, all sponsored by local administrations and sculpted
by male artists, collectively reinforce the typology of (violent male) resistance,
contributing to the glorification of masculine physicality through a single,
recognizably male figure, often bearing the broken chains from which he
has liberated himself. While rewriting the imperial associations of classical
statuary, these works perpetuate the masculinist iconography of the maroon.
This hyper-masculine depiction of the maroon arguably results in a rather

one-dimensional portrayal of this symbolic figure (Dumont et al. 2015, 675),
and, paradoxically, may even reduce this anticolonial icon to caricature.
Moreover, the hyper-masculine iconography of resistance in these post-
1998 works obscures the suffering, the lived experiences, and the resistance
of enslaved people (Mulot 2013), but particularly of female slaves. The cele-
bration of (male) resistance effectively becomes a “narrative strategy” which
elides the suffering of enslaved peoples, “[making]… the slave past visible
only so that its glorious defeat can be… celebrated” (Chivallon 2014, 38–
9). In contrast to these symbols of masculine resistance, women are often
either excluded from representation or portrayed according to a number of
established stereotypes of black womanhood, often relating either to sexu-
ality or motherhood, or both (Rosenthal and Lobel 2016).
As I have argued elsewhere, women are memorialized in the islands accord-

ing to three major typologies: firstly, as national allegory (for the island or
metropole); secondly, as passive, self-sacrificing supporters of heroic male
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protagonists; or, thirdly, as resistors in their own right (McGinnis 2019).
These stereotypes are embodied by depictions of Queen Nanny as a
symbol of self-sacrifice, national identity and slave resistance in Jamaica.
Where they are portrayed as resistors, women are frequently sexualized
and reduced to “erotic spectacles… an object of voyeurism and fetishism”
(Schiwy 2009, 113), in productions which perpetuate racialized colonial
stereotypes such as the “doudou” (Couti 2016) or Jezebel (Jewell 1993).
For instance, the statue of the Mulâtresse Solitude, one of Delgrès’s followers
who was heavily pregnant during the struggle against the reinstatement of
slavery, is represented by a visibly maternal yet highly sexualized body.
The potentially radical depiction of a female resistor is thus minimized
through her hyper-sexualization, reinforcing androcentric colonial stereo-
types of women of colour and presenting them, like the islands themselves,
for “consumption” (Sheller 2003; Kempadoo 2004) by the colonial (or
tourist) exotic (male) gaze (Thompson 2006). Crucially, while she is charac-
terized as a resistor, the term “maroon” is not applied to Solitude; rather, she
is distinguished by the racial marker “mulâtresse” (“mulatto”). Whether colo-
nial or anticolonial in their political symbolism, many of the memorials in
these islands thus ultimately uphold the “colonial gaze”, which is “both mas-
culine and imperial” (Schiwy 2009, 110). Moreover, these representations of
the black male maroon, with his explicit African connections, exclude not
only women but also those from minority ethnic backgrounds in these
islands which have been shaped by migration, creolization and racial mixing.

Transcending the (male) body: challenging the masculinist iconography of the
maroon

A number of monuments challenge hyper-masculine configurations of the
maroon, offering alternative, more inclusive depictions of resistance which
transcend the male body. These works move beyond classicist forms to
depict bodies which might be considered “grotesque” (Bakhtin 1984).
Central to unofficial “low” culture and possessing the power to trouble or
disrupt the dominant order, the grotesque poses a threat to the colonial
and androcentric status quo in this post-slavery and postcolonial context.
Unlike the classical form, “a strictly composed, finished product”, the gro-
tesque body transgresses and outgrows its own limits, and represents the
material reality of consumption, defecation, pregnancy and birth, sex, and
death (Bakhtin 1984, 29). It is rooted in the collective and the material,
and is represented in its lived reality, with its orifices and its inherently
sexual “lower stratum”. The representation of these usually taboo elements
is potentially unsettling, as “fragmenting the body renders it unstable and
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vulnerable… for the viewer, who is uncertain how to read it as it subverts
conventional understanding, and also because it takes on an indeterminate
form with ambiguous boundaries” (Arya 2016, 114). This ambiguity of
boundaries is central to the following works, which portray the material
and collective body on which suffering and resistance are inscribed through
grotesque forms. Representing that which is traditionally elided from classi-
cal statuary, and portraying subjects in ways which are conventionally
excluded from both classical and anticolonial iconography, these works
offer alternative, more inclusive depictions of resistance.
One such installation is the memorial to the “Negress of Trénelle”, situated

in Fort-de-France – the only statue of a female maroon in Martinique and
Guadeloupe (Figure 4). Commissioned by Aimé Césaire as mayor of Fort-
de-France and sculpted by local artist Khokho René-Corail, the work features
a bronze statue affixed to a white stone background. Inaugurated on 22 May
1971, this is the earliest monument to the maroon in Martinique and Guade-
loupe. The work presents a female slave in revolt, wielding a weapon in one
hand and protecting a wounded or dying child with the other. Césaire’s inau-
guration speech highlights the significance of this memorial in the evolution
of historical discourses in the islands:

It is the figure of a black woman…who, supporting her wounded or dying child in
one hand, brandishes a weapon with the other…Here the black person is no longer
the object, but the subject. He no longer has freedom bestowed on him; he seizes it.
(AICA Caraïbe du Sud 2014)

Césaire distinguishes this work from colonial and abolitionist depictions of
passive slaves, highlighting its depiction of the maroon’s agency in liberation,
as represented by her raised weapon. René-Corail thus powerfully rewrites
representations of enslaved peoples.
This portrayal of a female maroon also defies (and, strikingly, pre-dates)

the iconography of the hyper-masculine maroon. As in the statue of Solitude
on the Boulevard des Héros, the protagonist is portrayed as a mother, mobi-
lized in violent resistance by the need to protect her child. Unlike the volup-
tuous statue of Solitude, however, this rare female maroon defies
eroticization. Her body is skeletal in appearance, comprised of large, overlap-
ping sections of metal. The gaps, holes and jagged edges which undermine the
body’s integrity resonate with Bakhtin’s grotesque body in its unfinished
appearance. By presenting the vulnerability and mortality of the subjects,
particularly through the dead child – elements which are conventionally
elided from representation – this resistor is distinguished from the powerful,
muscular male maroons portrayed elsewhere. In contrast to the impenetrable
strength of the maroon in Diamant, for instance, this vulnerable yet defiant
portrayal evokes the female maroon’s physical and psychological pain, but
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Figure 4 Statue of the Maroon Slave (the Negress of Trénelle) by Khokho René-Corail (1971). Fort-de-France, Martini-
que. © Dino Feigenspan, 2006. Image reproduced with permission of the photographer and AICA Caraïbe du Sud
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equally her physical and mental strength in resistance. Above all, René-Corail
showcases her humanity, transgressing gender codes and typologies of resist-
ance and glorifying a more universal figure of resistance.
Typologies of masculine resistance are similarly challenged in the striking

maroon memorial in Sainte-Anne, Guadeloupe (Figure 5). The monument
was commissioned by the Mayor of Sainte-Anne and the Guadeloupean
Committee for the Commemoration of the Abolitions of Slavery, and
designed and sculpted by the Guadeloupean artist Jocelyn Pezeron in collab-
oration with young people from the area. This project represents a commu-
nity’s collective agency in taking control of its own image through self-
representation and subverts western norms of the single, authoritative
(white, male) sculptor.
The work features a bronze sculpture fixed to a white stone background.

Similarly to other maroon memorials, it foregrounds a strong, semi-naked
masculine figure in an aggressive but triumphant pose. His pose exudes
strength, resilience, and an aptitude for violence in his struggle for
freedom. Beside him are recurring symbols of resistance and of his African
identity: a drum, a conch shell, and agricultural tools. The remains of his
broken chains, the scythes and the white stone windmill structure behind
the statue signify his labour and suffering as a slave. This monument is strik-
ing in its stark combination of materials and colour, in which the bronze
figure of the empowered maroon seems to be breaking out of the white
stone, connoting self-liberation from paralysis and anonymity, moving
towards a state of definition and humanization.
The monument diverges significantly from existing maroon iconography in

its portrayal of the grotesque, mutilated body, which is universal and “unfin-
ished”, and, crucially, “not a closed, completed unit” (Bakhtin 1984, 26). As
well as being significantly less muscular than previous maroons, he is notice-
ably disfigured through his missing ears, hand and leg – disfigurements and
wounds which recall the punishments imposed for marronnage. Despite
these physical mutilations, his expression is defiant and triumphant. His
missing body parts are arguably sublimated into the surrounding objects,
perhaps chosen to represent the displaced phallus – the conch, for instance,
representing the ear and the scythe his missing leg –which may also reinforce
the importance of these objects in the act of marronnage. Conversely, the
slave’s missing members may suggest castration and emasculation, present-
ing a radical alternative depiction of the maroon. The depiction of the
wounded body, conventionally excluded from classical art, challenges con-
ventional, heroic maroon typologies, instead inscribing the body with phys-
ical and psychological suffering. As with the female maroon, this portrayal of
the dismembered body highlights the vulnerability and mortality of the
human form, and inscribes the physical impact of resistance on the
maroon’s body.
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Figure 5 Memorial to the Maroon Slave by Jocelyn Pezeron (2002). Sainte-Anne, Guadeloupe.
Author’s own image
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Hyper-masculine maroon iconography is perhaps most radically chal-
lenged by the “Tree of Liberty/Maroon Slave” memorial, situated in Lamen-
tin, Martinique. (Figure 6).
Commissioned by the Office for Culture in 1998, it commemorates both

the maroon and the sesquicentenary of abolition in the form of a tree,
notably eschewing the (gendered) body completely. As with the “Negress

Figure 6 Monument to the Maroon Slave / The Tree of Freedom, by Khokho René-Corail and
Alberto Lescay Merencio (1998). Lamentin, Martinique. Author’s own image
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of Trénelle”, the monument was designed by Khokho René-Corail, but com-
pleted by Cuban artist Alberto Lescaye Merencio following René-Corail’s
death. The (unintended) collective nature of this work invokes a collaborative
authorship which undermines the western norm of the individual sculptor.
The statue takes a hybrid form, combining the human body with the shape
of a tree, and, at eight metres high, the monumental bronze centrepiece
serves to remind the spectator of the vast scale of slavery and the colossal
shadow it continues to cast over contemporary society.
The memorial thus departs from the mimetic depiction of the maroon as a

heroic male figure. The tree is not only an important symbol in both colonial
and postcolonial history, but also features heavily in African and Creole
mythology and folk traditions. Central to the Negritude movement, the
tree symbolizes the connection between the maroon and nature which pre-
serves and maintains his African heritage, affording him the strength to
escape and the knowledge to survive in the hills above the plantation. It
also constitutes a powerful symbol of natural strength, with its six branches
representing freedom. This natural imagery and non-mimetic form are also
presented in representations of the maroon in other islands, perhaps most
notably in the bronze “Monument to the Maroon” in El Cobre in Cuba,
also sculpted by Lescay Merencio. In this work the maroon is portrayed
metamorphosing into a bird so that he can live freely in the forest, thus
eschewing the classical male body and even the human form in the depiction
of resistance.
Crucially, the maroon’s physical strength is undermined by the symbolic

gashes on the trunk, reminiscent of the corporal punishments inflicted on
runaway slaves. These wounds suggest bodily vulnerability and attenuate
the potential interpretation of the tree as a symbol of phallic dominance.
The compromised integrity of the tree, and thus of the maroon, foregrounds
suffering in a radical reassessment of the heroic discourse around resistance
and marronnage. The scars symbolize the impact of slavery on the body,
but also function as a broader metaphor for the collective wound inflicted
on Antillean society. Ironically, by avoiding the human body entirely, this
work moves beyond gendered and racialized narratives to celebrate the
maroon’s humanity.

Conclusion: from male heroism to collective humanity

These memorials to colonial, abolitionist and anticolonial figures of Antillean
history reveal the evolution in historical narratives and counter-narratives in
the region, but also in memorial practices in Antillean statuary. Notably,
despite renewed questioning of the imperial narratives embodied by these
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works of public art since the recent BLM demonstrations, the gendering of
public statuary is rarely explored. Many of the oldest monuments in the
islands foreground the classical male body in the imperialist tradition to
confer political and cultural capital on colonial and abolitionist icons. This
colonial narrative is rewritten through two key forms of counter-visuality:
by the symbolic contestation or destruction of these statues, and by the
appropriation of classical forms to represent resistors to colonialism and
slavery. However, the figures celebrated in these politically divergent monu-
ments – whether imperial figures or anticolonial heroes – tend to contribute
to “great men of history” narratives in which the maroon simply replaces
imperial icons such as Columbus. Simultaneously, where they are depicted,
female resistors are largely eroticized, thus upholding the colonial male gaze.
However, a departure from both the imperial classicist form and the glorifica-

tion of masculinity is evident in three monuments erected since 1998. These
works are all dedicated to the maroon yet depict this icon in alternative ways.
They transcend gender codes and stereotypes, and undermine hyper-masculine
configurations of resistance through their inscription of suffering through
scars and wounds – conventionally taboo in classical representation. These
memorials use grotesque portrayals of the body to move away from the cult
of the individual in their representations of “embodied freedom”, ironically by
eschewing the human body (Sheller 2012). These traits correspond, in some
respects, to Laura Facey’s monumental Redemption Song statue depicting two
naked bronze figures, male and female, looking up at the sky, which aims to
“move beyond” “ropes, chains or torture” to “[communicate] transcendence,
reverence, strength and unity” (Facey 2003). While controversial due to the
nudity and the perceived passivity of the figures, these unembellished and unen-
cumbered bodies serve to humanize these two liberated slaves.
While still dedicated to the maroon – a symbol of the African origins of the

enslaved peoples brought to the Antilles – by moving beyond the mimetic
human form these three memorials arguably offer a means of transcending
both gender and race. The emphasis on humanizing rather than gendering
the maroon protagonist in these works thus allows for a more inclusive por-
trayal of anticolonial aesthetics inMartinique and Guadeloupe. Ultimately, it
remains to be seen whether these alternative, more inclusive forms of visual
commemoration will inspire new forms of memorialization in the public
sphere which move beyond the gendered and racialized body in commemora-
tions of slavery and resistance to colonialism.
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