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Works of Fabiola Jean-Louis

AYA N N A L E G R O S

In his canonical work Silencing the Past: Power and Pro-
duction in History, Haitian historian and anthropologist
Michel Rolph-Trouillot states: “Silences are inherent in
history because any single event enters history with some
of its constituting parts missing.”1 For Haitian artist Fa-
biola Jean-Louis, those missing parts are the bodies of
Black women. By reinserting Black women into historical
narratives across the Black Atlantic, Jean-Louis graciously
demonstrates that artists have the power to deconstruct
and reconstruct the past. Her tool kit includes photogra-
phy, paper sculpting, and fashion design. Inspired by
paintings of the Old Masters, she complicates visual re-
presentations of Black life, recreating scenes that visualize
Black women in luxurious settings with golden curtains,
parlor chairs, violins, golden gourds, and Eden-like
backgrounds.

In this article, I analyze three photographs—Marie
Antoinette is Dead, Whispers of a Revolution, and Madame
Beauvoir’s Painting—to demonstrate how these works
embody the organizing principles of Black revolt and the
transnational and transcircular tides of revolution
between Europe, Africa, and the New World. Fabiola
Jean-Louis’s makes clear the connection between wealth
and violence. Her work also portrays Black women as
triumphant figures and protagonists as opposed to victim-
ized, fetishized objects. Each of these women tells a dis-
tinct yet interconnected story about beauty, memory,
spirituality, and emancipatory life, thereby correcting cen-
turies of archival silences and historical neglect.

As a multidisciplinary artist, Jean-Louis has produced
an engaging body of work and refers to herself as a story-
teller before a photographer or artist. Born in Port-
au-Prince, Haiti, she migrated to New York City in the
late 1970s, a period defined by increasing restrictions on
the free speech of journalists in Haiti. Perhaps diasporic

community newspapers written in Kreyòl (Haitian Creole)
and French drove part of her fascination with paper, a key
material source for her dresses and shoes. She cites her
father as a major inspiration, stating: “He was a phenome-
nal tailor with fabrics. He did a lot of upholstery work. He
built everything and anything in our apartment.”2 She is
the sole Haitian artist in the 2020 exhibition Afro Syncretic
curated by Yelaine Rodriguez at New York University
(see her essay in this Dialogues). The exclusion of Haitian
artists in Latin American and Latinx art exhibitions
has caused Jean-Louis to reflect upon a larger history of
Haitian migration in the Americas. Her maternal
grandfather was an Afro-Cuban man who split his time
between Haiti and Cuba. US militaristic and intervention-
ist policies largely impacted the importation of Black labor
throughout the Caribbean and Latin America. Agricultural
networks and industries dictated commercial flows of com-
modities and bodies, which in turn contributed to the
amorphous nature of movement on the part of Haitian
migrants.

Jean-Louis attended the High School of Fashion
Industries in lower Manhattan, an institution dedicated
to design, art, marketing, and photography. There, she
learned about Black women in nineteenth-century Eur-
ope, including a South African Khoikhoi woman, Sarah
Baartman (1789–1815), who was exhibited as a freak
show attraction due to her body proportions, under the
name Hottentot Venus. These experiences in the class-
room and an interest in goth subculture known for its
use of lace, heels, ribbons, and dark clothing, informed
the artist’s work. A love for chemistry drove her explo-
ration of the body, flesh, and cellular development. As
a student, she visited museums and galleries, making
note of the underrepresentation of artists of color.
Though she has been told by viewers that she
“appropriates European fashion,” that her images are

1 . Michel Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of
History (Boston: Beacon Press, 1995), 49 . 2 . Fabiola Jean-Louis, phone interview with author, January 5 , 2021 .
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“not real” and “never happened,” she forces a critical
recontextualization of the images of Black women and
history (fig. 1).

Conjuring the spirit of France’s most opulent queen, the
subject sits victoriously in a blue gown with pink lace, rouge
lips, and her head tilted, knowing that a portrait awaits. Her
foe is dead. How did this woman end up in this seat of
power? What items necessitated the transposing of Marie
Antoinette with this Negress? The dichotomy between con-
forming and resisting is essential to understanding how
Black women navigated spaces of power. Perhaps October
16 , 1793 , is approaching. Or maybe crowds of Frenchmen
and women are demanding the decapitation of France’s
queen, known for greed, power, and access, for her to be
killed at this exact moment. Without the pouf and extrava-
gant hairstyles of the period, particularly of Marie Antoin-
ette, the woman posing has a crown composed of blonde
braids adorned with blue and pink French hydrangea
(macrophylla) flowers. The traditions of the maternal line
of women in her family, descendants of enslaved Africans
torn and captured from the horn of Africa, are helping her
secure power.

The piece is actually inspired by a portrait of Madame
de Pompadour, a member of the French court who re-
mained influential as a court favorite, aide, and advisor.
This image has been compared to the work of French
painter Marquise de Pompadour, but the original painting
includes a writing desk and is not a representation of
Madame de Pompadour, though she lived in France at
the same time as Marie Antoinette. The decision to re-
move the writing desk may connect to the tensions
around questions of literacy and rights for Black women
during this period. When discussing the work, Fabiola
Jean-Louis states, “She is sitting there like she pushed
Marie Antoinette [off] a bridge and slid into her
clothes.”3 This statement suggests a reversal of traditional
social order, an overthrow. Yet this image communicates
that power is actually the ability to reverse social order.
Next to the model sits a chest, upon which are several
wood pieces wrapped with red and white yarn, rose and
turquoise quartz crystals, sage, glass bottles, and bay leaves.
These materials placed together create an altar, a sacred
space.

Karen McCarthy Brown, an American anthropologist
and scholar of vodou, states: “Altars happen. Altars must
be fed. Altars must be awakened. Altars wax and wane in
potency. Altars breathe. Altars tell stories. Altars reveal
the state of being of individuals and communities. Altars
can be in a bottle, or under your skin, or buried in your
yard.”4 Everyday acts of resistance by Black women
included the creation of altars within public and private
spaces for spiritual protection and rejuvenation. Enslaved
Black women utilized leaves, spices, and herbs for their
work. In this image, the viewer bears witness to the ma-
terials necessary for a spiritual cleanse and rituals relating
to power and access. Crystals within Yoruba faith practices
are used primarily to clear the air and energy of a room, in
this instance, Marie Antoinette’s spirit. The placement of
the altar within a parlor challenges preconceived notions of
the private and public space, as the parlor was reserved for
nobility. The doll she holds indicates that she is a practi-
tioner of magic, so it is not her station as an aristocrat that
gives her power but her rituals. The doll or “vessel” is not
intended for leisure. Perhaps it is an object that offers solace
and predates her enslavement.

FIGURE 1. Fabiola Jean-Louis, Marie Antoinette is Dead, 2016 ,
archival pigment print, 24 x 31 in. (61 x 78 .7 cm) unframed

3 . Fabiola Jean-Louis, Zoom interview with author, October 6 , 2020 ,
referring to the artwork in fig. 1 .

4 . Karen McCarthy Brown, “Art and Resistance: Haiti’s Political
Murals, October 1994 ,” African Arts 29 , no. 2 (1996): 46–102 .
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The transition from feudalism to capitalism would
not have been possible without the slave trade and tri-
angular commerce on a world scale. It is these questions
and uncomfortable contradictions that we are forced to
grapple with as viewers of Jean-Louis’s works. The gold
curtains draped in the back are indicative of extractive
economies of the Americas. Further, paper, a powerful
commodity in early modern Europe, had the capacity to
determine one’s freedom from enslavement. Materially,
it is quick to decay and is fragile, and yet it embodies
much power. Another critical item in this piece is the
chest, which can represent the storage of ritual magic
information passed down intergenerationally by the
maternal line of her family. A red pattern book with
paper cutouts of dresses stuck inside sits on top of the
chest. The beauty of the image sits in direct contradic-
tion with the labor of enslaved Africans and other sub-
jugated peoples that made possible the wealth of Europe
and its ugly underside. It is these questions and uncom-
fortable contradictions that we are forced to grapple
with as viewers of these works.

In Figure 2 , the subject sits surrounded by wilting
flowers, symbolizing death, rebirth, and the fragile condi-
tion of life. The setting of the land alludes to the power
struggles between European powers and their quest for
Haiti’s land. Here, the viewer bears witness to the cycles
of change and the struggles that emerge when a nation is
purging colonial rule and rebuilding a new self. Seated
with her arms close together, the subject makes an effort
not to take up too much space, and yet it is critical to note
that her complexion and the framing of her femininity sit
in opposition to the depiction of the darker-skinned
women in the series. The artist’s decisions around com-
plexion also pushes viewers to unpack questions of color,
race, gender, and sexuality across the Black Atlantic.

The ghost of Toussaint Louverture, camouflaged
behind a tree trunk at the right, whispers orders to the
subject posing for her portrait (see fig. 2). Behind the
Eden-like background sits the Citadelle Laferrière, con-
structed by Haitian King Henri Christophe in the north
of Haiti in 1805 and completed in 1820 . Built by tens of
thousands of former slaves, the Citadelle was the linchpin
of the newly independent Haiti’s defensive strategy
against potential French incursion. The fort was con-
structed to defend Haiti from Napoleon’s army of twenty
thousand men following the nation’s continued work to
emancipate itself from the French republic. Though

Toussaint Louverture never had the opportunity to wit-
ness the completion of the Citadelle due to his capture
and betrayal by Napoleon’s army, he is said to have stated,
“In overthrowing me, you have done no more than cut
down the trunk of the tree of liberty for Saint-Domingue;
it will spring back from the roots, for they are numerous
and deep.” This woman is a postcolonial subject; the
background dictates that she is living during the period
when Haiti split between a northern kingdom and
a southern republic. The viewer can assume that while
she has access and information through the whispers of
the Haitian leader, laws and rules preventing the spread of
seditious acts and gossip control and manage Haitian
society. Jean-Louis’s adoration for the Haitian Revolution
is notably tied to this work. She states: “I don’t regret the
Haitian Revolution. I firmly believe in justice. Getting
that or resolving justice looks really ugly. I am happy that
my ancestors literally decided that they would have to be
vicious.”5 Regardless of her skin color, it is clear that she

FIGURE 2. Fabiola Jean-Louis, Whisper of a Revolution,
archival pigment print, 24 x 31 in. (61 x 78 .7 cm) unframed

5 . Fabiola Jean-Louis, Zoom interview with author, October 22 , 2020 .
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has not forgotten where she has come from but incorpo-
rates it into her presentation.

Madame Beauvoir’s Painting, the first of Fabiola Jean-
Louis’s series, pushes viewers to consider the body as
a social and political space, causing us to reconsider ideas
of possession/self-possession (fig. 3). It centers on the
iconic image of Gordon, also known as “Whipped Peter,”
an enslaved African American who escaped from a Baton
Rouge, Louisiana, plantation in March 1863 (fig. 4). Jour-
neying for eighty miles, eventually he arrived at Union
camp lines and received a medical examination, where-
upon an image was captured. Black-and-white cartes de
visite were printed and sold across the United States,
chronicling the physical abuse endured by enslaved peo-
ples. The extensive keloids on Gordon’s back, unhealed
wounds from lashings, became a commodified item,
traded among Americans during the 1860s.

In this work, Madame Beauvoir, a Black woman
painter, stands with her back turned to the viewer, with
her arms resting on her decadent gown, forcing the viewer
to witness the horrors of enslavement. Here, the Black
body is not fetishized and consumed. Instead, Madame

Beauvoir, potentially a Louisiana socialite, has created this
work in her studio. In her painting, the work sits unfin-
ished with red, white, gold, and silver blotches on the
canvas. With the brown background—much like the
work Marie Antoinette is Dead—the viewer’s attention
is forced to follow the gaze of the protagonist.

Madame Beauvoir, wearing an immaculate gold-
trimmed dress with tiny sea pearls in her hair and larger
pearls on her wrist, is the embodiment of femininity. And
yet we witness her pain as the scars on his back match the
embroidered scars on her dress. Her posture is that of an
artist seated at an easel, appearing to rework, retouch, and
remake Gordon’s story. In reflecting the patterning of this
model’s dress as a tree, represented throughout the series,
it suggests that the viewer must meet the horrors of slav-
ery alongside elegance and curiosity. Though his back is
turned, much of Gordon’s head is covered by an eye resem-
bling a protector amulet. Gordon has the capacity to look
back at the viewer, demonstrating that his agency, though
he is now a spiritual ancestor, is not gone. The flowers in
this work are growing without being cultivated and

FIGURE 3. Fabiola Jean-Louis, Madame Beauvoir’s Painting,
archival pigment print, 24 x 31 in. (61 x 78 .7 cm) unframed

FIGURE 4. William D. McPherson and J. Oliver, Escaped
Slave Gordon, also known as Whipped Peter, showing his
scarred back at a medical examination, Baton Rouge,
Louisiana, 1863 , Library of Congress, Liljenquist Family
collection, digital scan of original (artwork in the public
domain; photograph provided by the author)
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curated. Note how Madame Beauvoir’s stature communi-
cates that she is aware she is being watched. The viewer,
behind her, must witness the brutality of seeing what Black
men experience in America. Yet here, Gordon is more than
a postcard. This artist, like the other women featured in the
series, remakes images and history in order to craft new
stories about Black peoples across the Atlantic world.

Rewriting History by Fabiola Jean-Louis engages in the
complex relationship between Black women and art his-
tory. By hiding their plans and communicating with an-
cestors, each woman portrayed dialogues with the past
while recreating a new present. By placing these works
into dialogue with one another, we can help viewers
understand how events in Saint-Domingue, Louisiana,
and France can be interconnected, offering the chance
to reimagine historical narratives in which Black women
sit front and center in the writing of world history. In the

words of Fabiola Jean-Louis: “History is not immutable.
Like memory, it must be constantly recalled, re-evaluated
and re-integrated into the present. Who we are is linked
inextricably to what we remember, both individually and
collectively.”6

A B O U T T H E A U T H O R

Ayanna Legros is a doctoral candidate in history at
Duke University. Her dissertation examines the impact of
political and intellectual exchange of Haitian exiles on
broadcast radio during the twentieth century. Legros
holds a Master’s from New York University and
a Bachelors of Arts from Northwestern University. She
has received fellowships from the Davis Foundation,
Caribbean Cultural Center African Diaspora Institute,
National Alliance for the Advancement of Haitian
Professionals, and Kenan Institute for Ethics.

6 . Fabiola Jean-Louis, Rewriting History website, http://www.
fabiolajeanlouis.com/aboutrewritinghistory.
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