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This dissertation examines Alejo Carpentier’s novel, The Kingdom of This World, by using 

Mikhail Bakhtin’s dialogic theory. To do this, the first chapter of my dissertation focuses on 

Carpentier’s interaction with and participation in Afro-Cubanism and the Surrealist movement, 

as well as on how writing Music in Cuba prepared him to write The Kingdom of this World, 

particularly the famous prologue on “the marvelous real.” My second chapter details the 

theoretical implications of Bakhtin’s theories and maps how The Kingdom of This World pivots 

around a Hegelian notion of historical identity which Carpentier describes in spatial terms as 

"here" and "back there.” Since the Cuban author never offers a resolution to this cycle, I will 

argue that his novel is a negation of Hegel’s view of history. In my third chapter I analyze the 

musicality of the novel including elements borrowed from the symphony and first age rhythms. 

Basing my analysis on Aaron Copland’s description of both the symphony and of rhythm, I 

argue that Carpentier wrote The Kingdom of this World as a four-part symphony composed of 

first age rhythms. His novel is divided into four parts and within each there are examples of 

rhythms—such as the drums and chants—that relate to or represent people of the first ages of the 
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world. From this explication, I seek to show that the novel’s music strengthens and reinforces 

Carpentier’s view of identity, one that is already present through the spatial concept, “here” and 

“back there.” Chapter Four examines how notions of “here” and “back there” and the musical 

elements are in dialogue with one another via the character of Ti Noël. On the basis of this 

discussion, I offer an answer as to how identity is portrayed in the novel, and what that portrayal 

means to the author. My conclusion draws from my findings to show how The Kingdom of This 

World provides a new and previously untried framework for understanding all of Alejo 

Carpentier’s major works. In fact, this novel should be considered the start of the Cuban author’s 

fascination with identity, music and history.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 Without a doubt, the culmination of Cuban author Alejo Carpentier’s unique blend of 

fiction, history, and music is his 1949 novel, The Kingdom of This World. Naturally, these three 

fields of study—veritable building blocks of Carpentier’s fiction—are directly related to his 

personal life. 

 Parts of Carpentier’s life sound like fiction, especially since the accounts of his birth have 

been so often nefarious, a tendency to which he has contributed himself. For many years, it was 

believed that “he was born in the heart of Havana, on a street called Maloja, on December 26 1904” 

(Pérez-Firmat 183). According to this version, architect Georges Carpentier met Nina Valmont, a 

Russian medical student, in Switzerland and then they moved “to Cuba looking for a fresh start in 

a young country” (Pérez-Firmat 183). As it turns out, this was a fabrication on the part of 

Carpentier and was not disproven until the middle of the twentieth century.1  The “truth” (or what 

is generally acknowledged as such nowadays) is that the author was born on December 26, 1904 

in Lausanne, Switzerland. Although he spent most of his youth in Havana, he also lived in Paris 

“where he studied musical theory at the Lycée Jeanson de Sailly before returning to Cuba to 

complete his secondary education at the Instituto de Segunda Enseñanza” (Paravisini-Gebert 21). 

Carpentier later enrolled in architecture at the University of Havana, but did not finish his degree 

                                                 

1 Pérez-Firmat goes into detail, via an endnote, of how Carpentier’s “Maloja Myth” was 

disproved.  

See Gustavo Pérez-Firmat. “Ese idioma: Alejo Carpentier's Tongue-Ties.” Symposium, vol. 61, 

no. 3, 2007, pp. 183-198. 
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because he opted to further his musical education and eventually became a musicologist of 

considerable renown.  

 Even after such a cursory overview of Carpentier’s early years, it is easy to see why he was 

confronted with conflicting notions of identity: was he Swiss, French, or Cuban? Should he be 

speaking and thinking in French or in Spanish? The truth is that he spent his entire life between 

cultures and languages. In his search for a way to express this identity crisis, he became interested 

in two artistic movements: Afro-Cubanism and Surrealism, both of which will be discussed in 

greater detail in my first chapter. Afro-Cubanism was a Cuban literary and artistic movement of 

the 1920’s that sought to define Cuba in terms of its black heritage.2 Carpentier’s interest in Afro-

Cubanism was brief and resulted in the writing of his one and only Afro-Cuban novel, Ecué-

Yamba-o (Paravisini-Gebert 21). The Cuban author began writing this novel in 1927 while in jail 

for opposing the dictatorship of Gerardo Machado, but would not publish it until 1933 (21). The 

following year, because of his opposition to Machado, he fled Cuba with the help of the French 

surrealist poet, Robert Desnos, who introduced him to the Surrealist movement (22).3 Between 

both World Wars, Carpentier spent eight years in France where he met other persecuted and exiled 

Latin American and Spanish intellectuals; he would eventually break away from Surrealism in 

favor of an entirely personal aesthetic approach that he labeled “the marvelous real” (22). The 

elaboration of this new aesthetic tendency took the author a number of years, during which he left 

France for the island of Cuba. 

                                                 

2 For a full historical account of Afro-Cubanism, I refer readers to Edward J.  Mullen’s Afro-

Cuban Literature: Critical Junctures. Greenwood Press, 1998.  
3 Roberto González Echevarría gives a more detailed account of Carpentier and Surrealism in  

Alejo Carpentier: The Pilgrim at Home. 
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 In 1939, at the onset of World War II, Carpentier began researching and writing his now 

famous, Music in Cuba, published in 1946. This compendium of Cuban music from the colonial 

era to the early twentieth century emphasizes the fusion among Spanish, African, French, and other 

styles of music on the island (Paravisini-Gebert 22). Carpentier has stated that this book prepared 

him “to write later novels,” and in fact the next novel that he would write, The Kingdom of this 

World (1949) briefly references the sixteenth century Cuban composer Esteban Salas as well as a 

variety of African drums (Music in Cuba 4). In the preface of Music in Cuba, Carpentier notes: 

“we have tried to create a […] schematic study of the music of other Antillean islands—particularly 

Haiti—whose slave-led revolution unexpectedly brought to Cuba a number of rhythms and genres, 

altering certain aspects of its folklore” (60).  

 In 1943, as he was composing Music in Cuba, Carpentier and his first wife, Lilia Estéban, 

visited Haiti and the fruit of that trip was the novel, The Kingdom of this World published six years 

later, in 1949. The prologue to this novel, in which Carpentier developed what he labelled “the 

marvelous real” would become extremely famous in the years to come. In the now famous 

prologue, Carpentier describes Latin America as a place where magical powers reside without 

boundaries alongside mundane, everyday ‘reality’ (Zamora and Faris 86-87). He came to this 

conclusion after visiting Haiti and seeing the land where men “believed in […] lycanthropic 

powers”; that being said, he noted that the marvelous real was not limited to Haiti, but belonged 

to “the heritage of all America” (86-87).  

 To make his point about the distinctive presence of the marvelous in the American 

continent, Carpentier lists the Spaniard’s search for the fabled city of El Dorado; the conquistadors 

believed in the existence of a magical city made of gold, and they set out to search for this chimaera 
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(87). In other words, as Carpentier saw it, the real and the magical co-existed in the minds of the 

conquistadors from the time they arrived in the “Indies.” The Cuban author makes it clear that his 

theory is not limited to history when he writes: “we can see that whereas in Western Europe folk 

dancing, for example, has lost all of its magical evocative power, it is hard to find a collective 

dance in America that does not embody a deep ritual sense and thus create around it a whole 

process of initiation: such are the dances of Cuban santería or the prodigious African version of 

the Corpus festival, which can still be seen in a town called San Francisco de Yare in Venezuela” 

(87). In short, Carpentier sees the “marvelous real” as an integral part of all aspects of Latin 

American life, and he applies that theory to The Kingdom of This World with the inclusion and 

reference to the magical powers of Vodou.  

 In the same year as his magic-filled trip to Haiti, while staying in Venezuela, Carpentier 

wrote “The Origins of Music and Primitive Music,” a work that reveals his core belief that 

“onomatopoeia and natural rhythms” were key to early “human emotional expressions” (Chornik 

17). While developing this idea, he went on to affirm “that [the] chant originated in rhythm and 

coincided with the emergence of speech” (17). The manuscript also mentions that repetition was 

key to primeval music, and that this kind of music seemed to hold a “religious and magical 

essence” that did not simply imitate animals (17). In Carpentier’s eyes, “Western music inherited 

primeval man's method of achieving unity through their repetition of patterns, which supposedly 

accounts for the origin of Western musical models such as rondo and sonata form” (19).4 His essay 

                                                 

4 Katia Chornik unearthed this previously unpublished manuscript in “the Biblioteca Nacional 

José Martí in Havana in 2008” (11). Chornik uses the manuscript as a point of comparison to 

contemporaneous musicological trends and how the essay compares with The Lost Steps. 

See Katia Chornik. “Reading Music Backwards: Alejo Carpentier's Unpublished Text 'Los  
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and his book, Music in Cuba, show Carpentier’s interest in music as well as in the history behind 

it, and both music and history are key themes in his crowning achievement, The Kingdom of This 

World. 

 After the publication of The Kingdom of This World, Carpentier continued to write novels 

and essays that focused on music, identity, and history including The Lost Steps (1953), The Chase 

(1956), Tientos y diferencias (1962), Concierto Barroco (1974) and La consagración de la 

primavera (1979) (a work that was based on Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring, Paravisini-Gebert 

23). In addition to his literary career, the author also assumed the official government position of 

Cuban Ambassador to France in 1966, and from that point onward France became his official 

residence (23). After having lived a long and fruitful life as a journalist, novelist, and musicologist, 

he died in Paris on April 24, 1980 (23).  

The connection between history, music, and identity that is central to The Kingdom of This 

World has not been explored in other literary analyses of Carpentier's work. It is true that both 

Esther P. Mocega-González and Roberto González Echevarría have commented on the fusion of 

forms, or genres, in Carpentier’s work, but no one has focused on how these themes are intricately 

connected. Mocega-González remarked that a “reader of Carpentierian texts is immediately 

imposed upon that history, in general, is a constant recreation of aesthetics,” a statement suggesting 

that history is rewritten or altered in Carpentier’s fiction (54). Mocega-González adds that “it is a 

fact that the author is fascinated most of the time by the great events of historical development, 

                                                 

Orígenes de La Música Primitiva.” International Journal of Cuban Studies, vol. 3, no. 1,  

2011, pp. 10-31. 
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although they are not the only ones counted to start up your very alert imagination” (54).5 In much 

the same way, Roberto González Echevarría observes that “history is the main topic in Carpentier’s 

fiction, and the history that he deals with- the history of the Caribbean- is one of beginnings or 

foundations” (25). As for identity, González Echevarría explains that “because of the all-

encompassing nature of [Carpentier’s work] […] the question of his own identity [….] comes into 

play persistently in his writings” (31). This same critic concludes that Carpentier’s “entire literary 

enterprise issues from the desire to seize upon that moment of origination from which history and 

the history of the self begin simultaneously,” clearly suggesting that Carpentier’s personal view of 

identity overlaps with his view of national identity (31-32). 

The Cuban composer and essayist Leonardo Acosta dedicated a book to the subject of 

Music and Epic in the Novels of Alejo Carpentier in which he states “music and epic are two factors 

of prime importance in the literary production of Alejo Carpentier” (13).6 Others, such as Helmy 

F. Giacoman and Dominic P. Moran have commented on the musicality of his novels, and how his 

musical knowledge influenced his writing style.7 In short, scholars of Latin American literature 

                                                 

5 “Una lectura de los textos carpentierianos sirve para imponerse , de inmediato, que la historia, 

en general, es materia constante de recreación estética, pues es un hecho que el autor está 

fascinado la mayor parte de las veces por los grandes acontecimientos del devenir histórico, 

aunque no sean ellos los únicos cuenten para echar a andar su muy alerta imaginación” (54). 

See Esther Mocega-González. “El Trasfondo Hispanico en La Narrativa Carpenteriana.” Alejo  

Carpentier: estudios sobre su narrativa. Editorial Playor, 1980, pp. 53-79. 
6 “Música y épica son dos factores de primerísima importancia en la producción literaria de  

Alejo Carpentier” (14). 

See Leonardo Acosta. Música y épica en la novela de Alejo Carpentier. Editorial Letras  

Cubanas, 1981. 
7 See Helmy F. Giacoman. “La estructura musical en la novelística de Alejo Carpentier.”  

Hispanófila, vol. 33, 1968, pp. 49-57. 

See Domic P. Moran. “Carpentier’s Stravinsky: Rites and Wrongs.” Bulletin of Spanish Studies, 

January 2002, vol. 79, no. 1, pp. 81-104. 
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have acknowledged that history, music, and identity are crucial to understanding Alejo 

Carpentier’s work, but no one has so far looked at how all three are brought together in his novels.  

 My dissertation examines how Alejo Carpentier combined these themes in his 1949 novel, 

The Kingdom of This World. The focus of my analysis is holistic, meaning that I look at each theme 

separately—history, music, and identity—and then examine how each interacts with the others. Of 

the three themes, I believe music is the best port of entry because Carpentier wrote numerous 

articles about this topic, including “The Origins of Music and Primitive Music,” “On Musical 

Folklorism,” not to mention his classic book on the subject, Music in Cuba.  

I was concerned as to how I would approach Carpentier’s original “take” on history and identity 

until I read the works of Russian theorist Mikhail Bakhtin, and philosopher, Friedrich Hegel. I 

specifically turned to Bakhtin’s collection entitled The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays, and 

more specifically his essays entitled, “Forms of Time and of the Chronotope in the Novel” and 

“Discourse in the Novel.” These focus on the inherent structures within a work of literature and 

how they relate to the world. Bakhtin believes that these structures are in dialogue with one another 

through a process that he describes as dialogism, or as a dialogical perspective. From these sources 

by Bakhtin, I found a way to articulate my own ideas about identity in The Kingdom of This World 

as I realized that Carpentier’s life and his novel were filled with notions of dual identity.  

Many writers have a catchphrase that they use frequently, and Carpentier is no exception. 

In the case of the Cuban author, this idiomatic expression is a pair of terms—“here” and “back 

there”—that represent his view of the dual-nature of Latin American identity. The Kingdom of This 

World is the first novel in which Carpentier uses “here” and “back there” as a recurring theme, but 

this theme appears in all of his later works so much so, in fact, that it deserves to be considered as 
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an overarching leitmotif. As noted earlier, the author lived in both France and Cuba and in The 

Kingdom of This World there are two recurring spatial concepts of identity that convey the notion 

of parallel contexts: here and back there. For example, in one passage “here” refers to America 

and “back there” refers to Africa. Throughout this novel, these concepts are frequently used; 

however, while the concepts remain the same, the places to which they refer change as the novel 

progresses. In other words, readers are confronted with a fictionalized version of a concept that 

resembles Carpentier’s perpetual split between France and Cuba. Since the notion of duality was 

present in the author’s life as well as in his fiction, I felt that this same notion should be an integral 

element of my dissertation.  

 However, to do so I had to position myself against the preeminent Carpentier scholar 

Roberto González Echevarría. González Echevarría believes that there are two versions of 

Carpentier: Carpentier the novelist, and Carpentier the essayist. He further states that, "to read 

Carpentier without taking into account the contradictions of this dialectic would be naively to 

accept a fictional philosophy that allows for the coexistence of intolerable paradoxes" (21). This 

same critic attempts to resolve the two versions of Carpentier by focusing on "the underlying order 

of the unresolved contradictions and the transformations that these generate within Carpentier's 

oeuvre" (21). I disagree with these assertions maintaining, instead, that in order to understand both 

The Kingdom of This World and Carpentier one has to accept the “coexistence of intolerable 

paradoxes.”  

 The best way to make clear how these contradictions and paradoxes coexist is to apply 

Mikhail Bakhtin’s dialogical principle to The Kingdom of This World.  By analyzing the novel 

from a dialogical perspective, I propose to illustrate that the author’s notion of an individual and 
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national identity crisis, deeply rooted in history, was much more personally meaningful than has 

previously been shown. Furthermore, I will explain how this depiction of an identity crisis is 

demonstrated through musical structures present in the novel. Last but not least, in addition to 

Bakhtin’s dialogical principle, Carpentier’s depiction of history in The Kingdom of This World fits 

a number of Hegel’s views. 

 To confirm this belief, I consulted Hegel’s Lectures on the Philosophy of History as well 

as a synthesized analysis of his works by Schlomo Avineri, entitled Hegel’s Theory of the Modern 

State. Hegel viewed history as a process of change and continuity that followed a dialectical 

process involving a thesis, an antithesis, and a synthesis. This means that when two forces such as 

thesis and antithesis come together, a new entity, to which he refers as synthesis is formed. The 

Kingdom of This World portrays a series of historical upheavals, cast in terms of thesis and 

antithesis, and following each upheaval Carpentier illustrates a return to the past in the form of a 

synthesis. These terms are introduced by means of a third person omniscient narrative point of 

view and are always portrayed as a cycle involving three steps. The reader is first confronted with 

French colonial slavery, then with a slave rebellion, and thirdly with what appears to be a moment 

of freedom for the slaves. However, freedom is short-lived as a former slave, Henri Christophe 

(who did, in fact, rule the northern part of Haiti from 1806-1820) enslaves his own people. After 

Henri Christophe’s death, freedom is again short-lived as the novel ends with the Haitian people 

enslaved by the Republican Surveyors [this section of the novel refers to the time of Jean Pierre 

Boyer who was elected in 1819, but ruled all of Haiti from 1822-1843, and whose Rural Code 

favored mulatto “elites at the expense of others” (Weinstein and Segal 19)]. The novel follows the 

Hegelian view of history with one exception: in Carpentier there is no synthesis as there is no 
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resolution to the clash between slavery and freedom. That is to say, The Kingdom of This World 

features several changes in political leadership but things remain nearly the same.  

 The starting point for my critical inquiry was Roberto González Echevarría’s important 

Alejo Carpentier: The Pilgrim at Home. I started with this book because it is the only 

comprehensive study of the author’s life and work. Earlier studies of Carpentier, such as Alexis 

Márquez Rodríguez’s La obra narrativa de Alejo Carpentier and Esther P. Mocega-González’s 

Alejo Carpentier: estudios sobre su narrativa have helped me to obtain a well-rounded historical 

perspective about the author.  

 In terms of musical theory, Aaron Copland’s What to Listen For in Music provided the 

basis for my research into the musicality of Carpentier’s novel. Two specialized works deal with 

general characteristics of music in Alejo Carpentier’s work: Leonardo Acosta’s Música y épica en 

la novela de Alejo Carpentier and Pablo Montoya’s La música en la obra de Alejo Carpentier, and 

I read both closely. For background information on Haitian religious customs, Harold Courlander’s 

The Drum and the Hoe: Life and Lore of the Haitian People and Nathaniel Samuel Murrell’s Afro-

Caribbean Religions: An Introduction to their Historical, Cultural, and Sacred Traditions have 

been extremely helpful.8 Susan Buck-Morss’s Haiti, Hegel, and Universal History provided 

additional historical context as it demonstrates the implications of the Haitian Revolution on 

Hegel, and particularly on his Lectures on the Philosophy of History.9 As an addendum to Morss’s 

                                                 

8 Anke Birkmaier demonstrates that Carpentier became aware of Vodou dance and song 

practices prior to visiting Haiti. 

See Anke Birkmaier. “Carpentier y el bureau d'ethnologie haitienne: Los cantos vodú de El reino 

de este mundo.” Foro hispánico, Vol. 25, 2004, pp.17-33. 
9 Raphael Dalleo expands upon Susan Buck-Morss’ work and examines why the Haitian  
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work, I have directly referred to Hegel’s Lectures on the Philosophy of History. These sources are 

the seedbed from which the rest of my study branches out.  

 The first chapter of my dissertation focuses on Carpentier’s interaction and participation in 

Afro-Cubanism and Surrealism, as well as on how writing Music in Cuba prepared him to write 

The Kingdom of this World, particularly the famous prologue on “the marvelous real.”10 My second 

chapter details the theoretical implications of Bakhtin’s theories and maps how The Kingdom of 

This World pivots around a Hegelian notion of historical identity that Carpentier describes in 

spatial terms as "here" and "back there.” Since the Cuban author never offers a resolution to this 

cycle, I will argue that his novel is a negation of Hegel’s view of history.11 In my third chapter, I 

analyze the musicality of the novel including elements of the symphony and first age rhythms. 

Basing my analysis on Aaron Copland’s description of the symphony and rhythm, I argue that 

                                                 

Revolution is remembered (and revered by Latin American countries), and why the U.S. 

occupation of Haiti is not. 

See Raphael Dalleo. American Imperialism's Undead: The Occupation of Haiti and the Rise of  

Caribbean Anticolonialism. University of Virginia Press, 2016.  

Anke Birkmaier devotes a chapter entitled, “Jacques Romain, Haiti, and the Margins of Latin 

America” to the period that follows the U.S. occupation of Haiti. She aims to show that that post-

World War II era allowed the opening up of Haiti to more international visitors and that in that 

time an interest in Haitian culture, specifically Vodou, began to develop (75-110). 

See Anke Birkenmaier. The Specter of Races: Latin American Anthropology and Literature  

between the Wars. University of Virginia Press, 2016. 
10 For a more complex look at how Afro-Cubanism and music broadly intersected in this period  

see Robin Moore. Nationalizing Blackness: Afrocubanismo and Artistic Revolution in  

Havana, 1920-1940. Univ. of Pittsburgh Press, 1997.  

For a recent history of Cuban music that chronologically goes more in depth than Carpentier’s  

book, see Ned Sublette. Cuba and Its Music. Chicago Review Press, 2004. 
11 In the chapter entitled, “El reino de este mundo and the Ghost of Haiti,” John Waldron reaches 

the same conclusion, albeit through a different lens. He uses Lacanian psychoanalysis and 

Foucauldian techniques to analyze Carpentier’s novel within the context of globalization (29-58).   

See John V. Waldron. The Fantasy of Globalism: The Latin American Neo-Baroque. Lexington 

Books, 2014. 
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Carpentier wrote The Kingdom of this World as a four-part symphony composed of first age 

rhythms; his novel is divided into four parts, and within each there are examples of rhythms, such 

as the drums and chants, that relate to or represent people of “the first age or ages, especially of 

the world” (http://www.dictionary.com/browse/primeval). From this explication, I seek to show 

that the novel’s music strengthens and reinforces Carpentier’s view of identity, one that is already 

present through the spatial concept conveyed by the geographical split between “here” and “back 

there.” Chapter Four examines how notions of “here” and “back there” and the musical elements 

are in dialogue with one another via the character of Ti Noël. On the basis of this discussion, I 

offer an answer as to how identity is portrayed in the novel, and suggest what that portrayal means 

to the author. My conclusion draws from my findings to show how The Kingdom of This World 

provides a new and previously untried framework for understanding all of Alejo Carpentier’s major 

works. In fact, this novel should be considered the start of the Cuban author’s fascination with 

identity, music and history. 

 As for the famous prologue to the novel, I will argue that previous critics have neglected 

to make a distinction between the marvelous real, and Carpentier’s later essays on the Neo-

Baroque. I further believe that my reading of the novel resolves the supposed contradiction 

between the two versions of Carpentier; as I see it, there is only one man, the theoretician who, 

starting with The Kingdom of This World becomes concerned with defining Latin American 

identity in terms of the area’s relationship to history. Unlike Roberto González Echevarría who 

believes that there are two versions of the author, I believe that Carpentier’s theoretical beliefs are 

in line with his fiction. Therefore, my dissertation opens new avenues of critical inquiry to Alejo 

Carpentier’s 1949 novel. 

http://www.dictionary.com/browse/primeval)
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 It is my hope that future scholars of Latin American literature, Cuban Studies, and 

Caribbean Studies will refer to the present reading of The Kingdom of This World and apply their 

own versions of a dialogic framework to authors such as Édouard Glissant, V.S. Naipaul, and 

Severo Sarduy. I have suggested these authors because, like Carpentier, they have all spent long 

periods living in different countries. Glissant moved between Martinique and France. Naipaul was 

born on Trinidad, but spent part of his life in England. Sarduy was born in Cuba, but moved to 

France and lived there until his death. Perhaps, by applying a dialogic reading to the fiction of 

other Latin American and Caribbean authors, a pattern will emerge that demonstrates that Alejo 

Carpentier’s concern with an identity shaped by the cyclical but unresolved forces of history is not 

an anomaly.  
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CHAPTER 1 

HAITI, ALEJO CARPENTIER AND LATIN AMERICAN LITERATURE 

 

 

 In the introduction to The Book of Legendary Lands, Umberto Eco observes with typical 

acumen, “there are places that really exist to this day, even though sometimes in the form of ruins, 

but around which a mythology has grown up” (9). The half island country of Haiti, with its storied 

past, readily falls under this rubric. Named by Christopher Columbus, “Hispaniola” was a Spanish 

territory until the French took control of the eastern half of the island through the Treaty of Ryswick 

in 1697 (Weinstein and Segal 16). Within a few years, “Saint Domingue,” the newly named French 

colony, became the largest importer of slaves in the Caribbean (16). Slave uprisings took place on 

several occasions, but the best documented took place between 1751 and 1758 under the leadership 

of the one-armed slave, François Macandal. In 1791, a second brief rebellion took place in which 

several plantation owners were killed along with a Jamaican named Boukman, the leader of the 

slaves and many of his followers (16-17). Out of this uprising came the true bellwether of the 

revolution, Toussaint Louverture, the man whose constituent assembly wrote the constitution of 

1801 that “named him governor general for life” (18). Napoleon disagreed with the nature of this 

position and launched a siege of Saint Domingue, one that led to the capture of Louverture, and 

the ascension of Jean-Jacques Dessalines to the position of revolutionary leader (18). During the 

course of the siege, the revolutionary leaders took advantage of a yellow fever epidemic killed 

French Admiral Leclerc; the result was that on January 1, 1804, Saint Domingue declared its 

independence under the new name of Haiti.  

 The woes and struggles of the former slaves did not end with independence as Dessalines, 

who had proclaimed himself Emperor Jacques I, was assassinated in 1806 (19). For the next fifteen 
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years, Haiti was split: Henri Christophe ruled as king in the north, and Alexandre Pétion was 

president of the island’s southern half (19). This separation between ruling factions later became 

institutionalized as the conflict between “brown and black elites,” or between the literate and the 

illiterate (19). Henri Christophe was despised by the Haitian people for his “delusions of grandeur” 

which included filling his palace with “nobles” he appointed, and after his death in 1820, his 

kingdom was reunited with the southern half of Haiti by Jean-Pierre Boyer (19). Boyer ruled for 

25 years, and in that time he increased government authority and extended privileges to brown 

elites at the expense of all other inhabitants (19). After Boyer’s exile in 1843, the Dominican 

Republic overtook Haiti and ruled the whole island until 1847, when the black commander Faustin 

Solonque emerged as leader; he would be proclaimed Emperor Faustin I in 1849 (19). Unlike 

Boyer, Faustin favored a black—instead of brown, or mulatto elite—at the helm (19). In 1859, 

Nicolas Geffard, a military general, revolted against Faustin and became president. This initiated 

a long cycle of violence and revolution that continued into the twentieth century with the U.S 

occupation of Haiti and the dictatorial rule of the Duvalier family from 1957 to 1986 (25-50).   

 As is readily evident from this brief overview, Haiti has never been a stable country. 

Despite this political instability, Haiti—and more specifically its revolutionary period—is 

remembered in almost mythical terms among writers of fiction. Authors from a diverse range of 

backgrounds including the English poet William Wordsworth in “To Toussaint Louverture,” and 

the Chilean Isabel Allende in The Island Under the Sea have used the Haitian Revolution as a 

spark to ignite their own imaginations. In contrast, Caribbean authors that include Édouard 

Glissant, Aimé Césaire, Derek Walcott, and Alejo Carpentier have written explicitly about what 

the Haitian Revolution means to the region. For them, Haiti represents “the part that stands for the 
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whole Caribbean,” that is to say, they view the Haitian Revolution as a symbol for the Caribbean 

Basin (Figueroa 22). The ramifications of this idealization are far-reaching in that the reading 

public is more aware of the fictionalized accounts of the Haitian Revolution than of the actual 

events, and thus a sort of mythology about this island has come into existence. This is evident in 

The Kingdom of this World, Alejo Carpentier’s saga about the events leading up to and immediately 

following the Haitian Revolution; of all the fictional works about this period including Emeric 

Bergeaud’s Stella: A Novel of the Haitian Revolution (1859) and Édouard Glissant’s Monsieur 

Toussaint: A Play (1961), Kingdom is arguably the best known outside the Caribbean. 

  Since Alejo Carpentier’s work concentrated on themes of Latin American identity and 

history (as is obvious in Kingdom), Roberto González Echevarría claims in Alejo Carpentier: The 

Pilgrim at Home, that "along with Neruda and Borges, [Carpentier] is acknowledged as a key 

figure in a literary tradition of which he is one of the founders" (15). To understand Carpentier’s 

place within this tradition, I propose to begin by studying the Latin American literary tradition in 

the years prior to this author’s coming of age. I will then examine how Carpentier’s interactions 

with other artistic movements, such as Surrealism, ultimately shaped both his writing and his life.  

 Rather than cover the entire literary history of Latin America, I have chosen to focus on 

the essays and interviews by Carpentier that specifically targeted the Latin American novel. By 

concentrating on his personal literary interests, we shall be able see how those works specifically 

influenced his writing of Kingdom. In “The Problem of Time and the Language in the Modern 

Latin American Novel,” an essay devoted to the uniqueness of New World Spanish, the Cuban 

author  states “I had read three romantic novels, three novels with the name of a woman: Amalia 
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by José Marmol, María by Jorge Isaacs, Cecilia Valdés by the Cuban Villaverde” (121).12 The 

authors mentioned by Carpentier are representative of the new Spanish American novel and the 

movement known as romanticism.13 Written in the nineteenth century, each of these novels focuses 

on divergent notions of Latin American identity. Amalia examines the idea of national identity in 

Argentina, and María takes a similar focus in Colombia, although, unlike the former, it pays 

attention to miscegenation. Cecilia Valdés takes this interest in mixed races much further since the 

main character and the novel’s namesake is a mulatta. My point is that Carpentier’s inclusion of 

these works in his essay shows his awareness of how much notions of Latin American identity had 

changed over time. The Kingdom of This World takes these notions of identity into account by 

bringing together in the same chapters and even the same pages, slaves, people of mixed race, and 

white slaveholders. 

 Carpentier would later add Don Segundo Sombra and La Vorágine to his list of Latin 

American novels. Each of these totemic books significantly places an emphasis on man’s 

interaction with nature, which as it turns out, is also a feature of Carpentier’s work including 

Kingdom. In addition, the narrative technique of Ricardo Güiraldes’ Don Segundo Sombra is of 

stirring importance to Carpentier’s work as this seminal Bildungsroman is written as a series of 

                                                 

12 Translations are mine: “Había leído tres novelas románticas, tres novelas con nombre de 

mujer: la Amalia de José Marmol, la María de Jorge Isaacs, la Cecilia Valdés del cubano 

Villaverde.” 
13 There is some debate over whether Cecilia Valdés should be considered part of the Spanish 

Romantic movement. The debate focuses on the novel’s time of composition and argues that it 

should fall under the aegis of realism. That being said, I am not concerned with this argument as 

I am following the trajectory set forth by Carpentier in “The Problem of Time and the Language 

in the Modern Latin American Novel.” 

See Stephen M. Hart. A Companion to Latin American Literature. Tamesis, 2007. 
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stages that spread across many years. A similar style is showcased in The Kingdom of This World 

with its four-part structure in which the lifespan of the character named Ti Noël is described. In 

José Eustasio Rivera’s La Vorágine, the narrative style and character development was something 

that had not previously been seen in Latin American literature (Shaw 59). Rivera conceives a non-

objective point of view that is written as “a quite subjective, even distorted, account from the point 

of view of a hysterical personality” (59). This break from objectivity appealed to Carpentier and 

his burgeoning writing style as is evident when we read his early works such as Ecue-yamba-ó, 

and The Kingdom of This World. My point is that the Cuban author’s early work heavily relies on 

the work of past masters while being radically new. Although Carpentier took inspiration from 

previous generations of Latin American writers to forge his own style of writing, his first novel, 

Ecue-yamba-ó, moves away from that literary tradition, and initiates the Cuban author’s search for 

an aesthetic ideology that accurately describes his personal views on identity. The question 

remains, what makes Ecue-yamba-ó a transitional work between the previously discussed Latin 

American naturalists and The Kingdom of this World? How does this early novel fit with 

Carpentier’s fleeting interest in Surrealism? Is there a direct correlation between Ecue-yamba-ó, 

Carpentier’s musicological research of that era, and Kingdom?   

 In Alejo Carpentier: The Pilgrim at Home, Roberto González Echevarría begins to answer 

these questions by elaborating upon the peculiarities of Ecue-yamba-ó and why it stands out from 

the rest of Carpentier’s work: “when Carpentier began to write, three issues preoccupied 

intellectuals in Cuba: the political problems of the fledgling republic (independent since 1902), the 

European avant-garde, and, after the midpoint of the twenties, the Afro-Cuban movement, which 

was partly in response to the other two” (43). He adds that “the presence of blacks [..] provided 
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intellectuals and artists with a domestic ‘primitive’ population” and thus “the black became an 

alluring other, who was nevertheless there, close at hand and nominally a part of Cuban nationhood 

and could be claimed as the point of departure in establishing a radical new beginning” (43-44). 

This “radical new beginning” stemmed from two prominent writers that generated interest in the 

Afro-Cuban culture: Ramiro Guerra y Sánchez and Fernando Ortiz (44).  

 Guerra’s historical study, Sugar and Society in the Caribbean, outlined the effects of the 

sugar industry in nineteenth century Cuba.  Central to this book is the notion that after the 1810 

Haitian Revolution there was an increase in sugar production, and that the ensuing need for 

workers led to an even larger influx of slaves. Guerra also notes that after the abolition of slavery, 

“black laborers were imported from the nearby islands of Jamaica and Haiti (43-44). The result 

was that every new boom brought cheaper labor and the existing black population suffered more 

economic turmoil. González Echevarría explains that these conditions are “the temporal settings 

for two of [Carpentier’s] novels, The Kingdom of this World and Explosion in the Cathedral” (45).  

With regards to the racial dynamic of the island, González Echevarría adds that “all of the blacks 

in [the Cuban author’s] fictions […] are in a constant state of mobility, propelled by the 

socioeconomic forces described in Sugar and Society” whereas “the whites are often […] members 

of the nineteenth-century aristocracy” (45-46). Although Carpentier employed the historical data 

provided by Guerra for his novels, the book was an inaccurate portrait of Cuban history because it 

is “imbued with a nostalgia for a golden age, visualized as that period when whites were the 

overwhelming majority and land was available to a stable society of small farmers” (46). In a 

nutshell, the gaping hole in Guerra’s work is the discussion of what happened to the poor black 
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population as newer cheaper laborers arrived in post-slavery Cuba, a fact that Fernando Ortiz does 

consider, albeit briefly (46). 

 Ortiz focuses upon the criminal aspect of the Afro-Cuban culture in The Afro-Cuban 

Underworld: Black Sorcerers (Notes for a Study of Criminal Ethnology) by detailing “witchcraft 

among Cuban blacks” with the purpose “of understanding the phenomenon better in order to 

eliminate it quicker” (46-47). González Echevarría notes that “many of the elements of Afro-

Cuban culture that the vanguardistas would later exalt Ortiz saw as socially detrimental”; one such 

element was the sorcerer who was viewed as “a delinquent, a habitual swindler” and prone to 

outrageous sexual behavior (47). This early view of Afro-Cubanism is quite negative as blacks are 

seen as “a regressive force” in society, a view that Ortiz reverses in Cuban Counterpoint: Tobacco 

and Sugar.14 Ortiz’s work was the “first systematic written account” of Afro-Cuban “myths and 

beliefs,” but it “was grounded in the liberal bourgeois ideology that conceived of Cuban history as 

a continuum, a progressive movement that eventually would neutralize African culture” (49).  

 On the other hand, Afro-Cubanism sought a complete shift away from this trend by 

focusing on the African influence on Cuban culture. Influenced by European avant-garde novelists 

                                                 

14 In Cuban Counterpoint: Tobacco and Sugar, Ortiz first coins the term transculturation, in 

place of the then commonly used acculturation, stating, “I am of the opinion that the word 

transculturation better expresses the different phases of the process of transition from one culture 

to another because this does not consist merely in acquiring another culture, which is what the 

English word acculturation really implies, but the process also necessarily involves the loss or 

uprooting of a previous culture, which could be defined as a deculturation. In addition it carries 

the idea of the consequent creation of new cultural phenomena, which could be called 

neoculturation. In the end, as the school of Malinowski's followers maintains, the result of every 

union of cultures is similar to that of the reproductive process between individuals: the offspring 

always has something of both parents but is always different from each of them” (102-103). 

See Fernando Ortiz. Cuban Counterpoint: Tobacco and Sugar. Trans. Harriet de Onis. 

Duke University Press, 1995. 
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of the teens and the 20’s, Afro-Cubanists believed that “the black […] fulfilled all the requirements 

of the new spirit: the pure, primitive way of expressing a simplified reality; his angular art; his 

jerky percussive music and dance” and “the unintelligibility of his religious expression, which 

permeated all aspects of his culture” (49). In Cuban Fiestas, González Echevarría remarks that the 

movement featured a cross-section of artistic talent that included “poets Nicolás Guillén and 

Ramon Guirao,” composer Almodeo Roldán, and the painter Wilfredo Lam who would later draw 

inspiration from it for his body of work (121-122). Despite a period of popularity in the late 1920’s 

and 1930’s, Afro-Cubanism fell from grace for two reasons: racial hatred and its European origins. 

  In Music in Cuba, Alejo Carpentier sheds light on how race factored into the downfall of 

Afro-Cubanism, especially the music. He states that “the Afro-Cuban music movement initiated 

by some composers provoked a violent reaction from those opposed to anything black” (266). 

Carpentier points out that the music of a guajiro, or peasant singer, was seen as “white music, more 

noble, melodic,” and “pure” (266).15 Although this was a common perception at the time, 

Carpentier indicates that this was a popular myth because guajiro melodies were very simplistic 

and not well suited for larger works; thus, in 1946 after the Afro-Cuban movement had already 

ceased to exist, Carpentier concluded that eventually all Cuban music returns “to Afro-Cuban and 

mestizo genres or rhythms” for inspiration (267). Clearly, he held strong beliefs on the influence 

of Afro-Cuban music on Cuban rhythms as a whole. Regardless of how Carpentier felt or what he 

argued for, interest in Afro-Cuban culture waned through the 1930’s. Aside from the blatant racism 

that hindered the movement, Afro-Cubanism also suffered from its problematic ideology. 

                                                 

15 Carpentier uses the term, guajiro, to refer to a peasant singer of the guajira style of music. 

See Music in Cuba, p. 266-267 
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 Roberto González Echevarría provides a perspective on the theoretical origins of Afro-

Cubanism as he believes that it failed because of the “phantom of its European origin and its claim 

to autonomy, whose correlative set of opposing terms was self-consciousness and spontaneity” 

(50). The best way to illustrate this comes from Nicolás Guillén, the future Cuban National Poet 

Laureate, who, black himself, believed that “to know yourself black’ is not to be black 

spontaneously, and ‘to speak in real black” would have meant that he “would have had to abandon 

Spanish and his own impressive array of Hispanic techniques” (51). Another critic of Afro-

Cubanism, Juan Marinello echoed this same sentiment when he wrote: 

  Since we are born to language as to life, without the opportunity to choose, when   

  we think, when we exist, the language of Castille is already our only language… 

  We will sweat trying to grind localisms into our native tongue, and whenever we  

  attempt to renew speech radically, we shall produce modes of expression that had  

  a healthy life centuries ago in Andalusia or Estremadura.  

  (Cited in González Echevarría 51) 

 

Both Marinello and Guillén came to the same conclusion: that it is useless to try to create a new 

language when the language that we are “born to” will suffice. The artifice, or unnaturalness, of 

Afro-Cubanism is the greatest reason why interest in it waned, in fact.16 Even though the Afro-

Cuban movement declined very rapidly, there are facets of Alejo Carpentier’s work from that 

                                                 

16 This is not the only reason that the movement failed. Roberto González Echevarría considers 

the influence of European Modernism on the movement through Ortega y Gassett’s Revista de 

Occidente. It was through this magazine that Latin America was introduced to The 

Dehumanization of Art in 1925 (53). The magazine also included translations of Spengler, 

Husserl, and Hegel to name a few (52). He notes that Spengler’s Decline of the West had an 

equal effect upon Carpentier and other Latin American writers. 

See Roberto González Echevarría. “Lord, Thou Be Praised.” Alejo Carpentier: The Pilgrim at  

Home. Cornell University Press, 1997, p. 34-96. 
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period that can be seen as precursive, or at the very least preparatory, for his second novel, The 

Kingdom of this World. 

 A case in point is his libretto for a short ballet named, La rebambaramba (The Bustling 

Party) which was partially performed in 1928 (Cuban Fiestas 121).17 Only Roldán’s musical score 

was played at the Teatro Nacional in Havana on August 12, 1928 but the full ballet was not 

produced until “September 13, 1957 on Cuba’s most important television station, CMQ-TV” 

(128). Cuban composer Almodeo Roldán wrote the music for the ballet and the work was largely 

based upon Día de Reyes by Frédéric Mialhe; however, as González Echevarría points out, as 

“comparsas appear, the musicians play African beats on their drums, and the action unfolds in an 

atmosphere that owes as much now just to Mialhe, but also to Cecilia Valdés-a carriage driver is 

named Aponte, as in Villaverde’s fiesta” (121).18 These festivities take place as the “masters are 

away on a trip,” a common practice in the Día de Reyes, or Epiphany, celebration that allowed the 

slaves a bit of freedom (129).19 The nineteenth century plot revolves around Mercé, a mulatta, 

flirting with a Spanish soldier “who has been brought to the fiesta by a black curro like those in 

Villaverde’s novel” (128). As the ballet develops, the soldier and the curro both compete for 

                                                 

17 Translation of the ballet title is mine. 
18 Carpentier defines the comparsa in relation to the nineteenth century contradanza: “In this 

phase, the contradanza takes from blacks in the most superficial fashion: the obsessive repetition 

of a phrase, marking a rhythm to the beat of a comparsa: a brief and well-marked theme which 

returns again and again to the point to saturation, creating a kind of physical euphoria in those 

who charge forward following sits beat. It is no coincidence that all of the new contradanzas of 

this period alluding to blacks are march like” (221). 

See Alejo Carpentier. “Cuban Bufos.” Music in Cuba. Trans. Alan West-Durán, University of 

Minnesota Press, 2001, pp. 214-234. 
19 In Chapter 2 and 3 of Cuban Fiestas, González Echevarría elaborates upon the Día de Reyes 

activities, including how the slaves in nineteenth century Cuba were treated. 
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Mercé’s attention. The master and Aponte, his carriage driver, come back early and Mercé has to 

hide both the soldier and the curro from them (129). As Congo and Lucumí comparsas fill the 

stage, the soldier attempts to escape but is caught by Aponte, who tries to shoot him, and in the 

end they are both taken away (128). The ballet ends with the curro and Mercé jovially walking 

away together (128). 

 While the primary action of the ballet unfolds, a secondary part introduces the game of the 

snake which relates to another aspect of Afro-Cuban culture. This game is described as “a ritual in 

which the celebrants, while dancing and singing, bring forth a large snake which they hurl onto 

the floor and trample and kill” (129). González Echevarría comments that “slaying the snake is a 

widely known Afro-cuban ritual” that “eliminates evil and bad luck,” and thus ushers in the “good 

times” for Mercé and the curro (129-130). Although La rebambaramba is a minor work for 

Carpentier, it shows that as early as 1928 he was already experimenting with the three themes that 

would come to dominate his later work: history, identity and music. La rebambaramba contains 

historical elements from both the Old World (the Spanish soldier as well as ballet dancing) and the 

New (the comparsa and Afro-Cuban rituals); comparable mixtures of two worlds exist in 

Carpentier’s other works. The ballet’s ending touches upon the theme of Afro-Cuban identity as 

the mulatta leaves with the black curro, who is racially more similar to her than to the Spanish 

soldier. As for music, Carpentier weaves Afro-Cuban song and dance alongside the traditional style 

of the ballet. La rebambaramba was anything but a success and though this was the case, 
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Carpentier still pursued AfroCuban themes. To look no further, in that same year he wrote Ecue-

yamba-ó.20 

 The novel would not be published until 1933 in Madrid, at a time when Carpentier was 

deeply involved with Surrealism (González Echevarría 62). Since it was written before 

Carpentier’s involvement with Surrealism, critics have attempted to include it in the study of the 

novels of the earth and Caribbean indigenism (62). However, González Echevarría maintains that 

the link is “too facile” especially since Carpentier and others of his generation “reject” the aesthetic 

qualities of those movements (63-64). Instead of this link, he believes that the novel emulates the 

“Latin American literature of local color [that] dated back to Romanticism and Realism” and not 

to the trend then in vogue: European primitivism (63-64). This means that although Carpentier 

knew of the European fascination with African and other folk cultures, he looked for inspiration 

elsewhere. He borrowed literary techniques from Romanticism and Surrealism, the most notable 

being a non-linear plot. He also paid tribute to other popular forms of European Modernism such 

as Futurism and Cubism.  

 Ecue-yamba-ó follows “Menegildo Cué, a black man born on the grounds of the San Lucio 

sugar mill who, involved in a lover’s triangle, kills another man and is sent to jail in Havana,” but 

upon his release, Menegildo “joins one of the urban criminal societies and dies in a gang war” 

(69). The novel is written as though it were a biography, even giving the birth date of Menegildo’s 

                                                 

20 Carpentier, also, wrote two other short Afro-Cuban works, “El milagro de Anaquillé” and 

“Histoire de Lunes. Roberto González Echevarría provides an excellent gloss of both of these 

works and how they have the same problems as Ecue-yamba- ó. For this reason, I have not gone 

into greater detail. 

See Alejo Carpentier: The Pilgrim at Home, p. 86-94 
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son (69). Aside from the life story, there are chapters without dialogue or action that are tenuously 

connected with the rest of the plot. The fragmented plot of The Kingdom of This World is similarly 

conceived (70). The dialogue mimics the speech of Afro-Cubans from the countryside with, 

according to one critic, “a voice that wavers between conventional omniscient narrator and 

commentator who passes judgment on these events” in a rhythmic, onomatopoetic poetic style; 

Carpentier, also, makes use of rhythmic dialogue and third-person omniscient narrator in Kingdom 

(70).  

 Along with this conversational style, the Cuban author paid homage to the Futurist’s 

fascination with dynamism, or objects in motion, with phrases like “the oxen let out steam like an 

overheated engine” and “a phonograph ejaculates love songs” (71). 21 The opening line of Ecue-

yamba-ó acknowledges the Cubist’s interest in angularity: “Angular, of simple lines like the 

diagram of a theorem, the block of San Lucio sugar mill rose up in the middle of a wide valley, 

bordered by a crest of blue hills” (González Echevarría 71).22 The plot of Ecue-yamba-ó transcends 

                                                 

21 European Modernism came in waves that lasted from roughly the late 1850’s through the 

1940’s. Modernism was highly sectionalized with a variety of groups and sub-groups. The 

Cubists, the Futurists, Dadaists, and later the Surrealists were some of the better-known groups.  

For a general overview of Modernism, see Christopher Butler. Modernism: A Very Short  

Introduction. Oxford University Press, 2010. 

For a closer look at the early years of Modernism including Cubism, see Christopher Butler. 

Early modernism: literature, music, and painting in Europe, 1900 – 1916. Oxford University 

Press, 1994. 

For early years of European avant-garde up to World War I, see Roger Shattuck. The Banquet  

Years: The Origins of the Avant Garde in France, 1885 to World War I. Vintage Books, 1968. 

For Surrealism, see Maurice Nadeau. The History of Surrealism. Macmillan, 1965 

For Dadaism, see Marc Dachy. Dada: The Revolt of Art. Abrams, 2006 

For Futurism, see RoseLee Goldberg. Performance Art from Futurism to the Present. Abrams, 

1996. 

For Futurism, also see Pontus Hultén. Futurism & Futurisms. Thames and Hudson, 1992. 
22 In 1933, Carpentier published a magazine piece in Social, entitled “The Cuban Picabia (El 
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Latin American novels emblematic of criollismo such as La Vorágine, and serves as a bridge 

between those works and Carpentier’s first masterpiece, The Kingdom of this World.23 When 

specifically discussing Ecue-yamba-ó, I agree with Roberto González Echevarría who argues that 

“Carpentier […] does not write directly against the conventions of the realistic novel, but in 

response to the crisis created by their crumbling” (66). Echevarría suggests that the fragmentation 

of Ecue-yamba-ó should be seen as a device borrowed from a contemporary novelist, such as 

James Joyce, and also from a theoretical text like the Surrealist Manifesto of 1924 (66). The 

fragmented plot of Ecue-yamba-ó leads to the perception that “the text of the novel seems at times 

like a series of scenes and tableaux written separately and shuffled at random” (71). Although 

Carpentier took advantage of this Modernist style for the format of Ecue-yamba-ó, the novel still 

remains anachronistic for its inclusion of Afro-Cuban dialect, and many critics, including 

González Echevarría, distinguish it from the author’s later works.  

 Going against this tendency to view Ecue as “different,” Juan Pablo Montoya in his La 

música en la obra de Alejo Carpentier insists that Ecue-yamba-ó and The Kingdom of this World 

                                                 

Cubano Picabia),” in which he praises Picabia as a “magical painter…that appeared to conjure 

ancient rites” as well the efforts of the Dadaists to destroy “the old” and bring about “a new 

order” (20-21;57). He mentions Ribemont Dessaignes,André Breton, Louis Aragon, Roberto 

Desnos, and Max Ernst as artists that are following the Dadaist example (61).   

See Alejo Carpentier. “El Cubano Picabia.” Social, vol. 18, no. 2, 1933, pp. 20-21, 57, 61.                                                       
23 Criollismo refers to a literary movement that sought to align “wisdom with a mystical past 

golden age in which those who had previously been held to be barbarians became the new 

repositories of civilization” (97). In general terms, Criollismo is part of the larger movement 

known as Spanish American regionalism which focused on “the land, people and/or customs of a 

particular locality as a common denominator that provides the region depicted with its identity” 

(292). These novels used “popular speech, dialect, regional vocabulary” and “folklore” as a way 

to emphasize that the “rural settings” and the environment were forces that exercised “control the 

characters” (292). 

See Verity Smith. Encyclopedia of Latin American Literature. Routledge, 1997.  
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share a common bond in terms of musical references and rhythms. For Montoya, music resides in 

“the world of Menegildo Cué” because “the aural environment of the novel, that is to say, the 

prayers, short dialogues made through exclamatory tones, cries, pieces of songs, the accents of 

percussion instruments, the voices of animals, wind, rain, ritual incantations , the sea, the cicadas 

who watch sleeping characters, is linked to the condition of Afro-Cuban musical characters” (60-

61).24 Montoya goes on to say that “the drums that accompany the various initiations of Menegildo 

Cué, occupy a privileged place” in the novel (61).25 In addition to the drums, “the songs” are an 

avenue through which the “value of non-heroic action is transmitted” (63).26 Montoya means that 

these songs fill in any necessary information that the rest of the narrative may have left out. Often 

these songs occur at the initiation ceremony of a local group of so-called ñáñigos.27 These rhythmic 

elements also appear in The Kingdom of This World, and hold the same privileged status; usually, 

these harmonious patterns coincide with a major event in the form of a chant on the page. A case 

                                                 

24 “El ambiente sonoro de la novela, es decir, los rezos, los cortos diálogos hechos en tonos 

exclamativos, los gritos, los trozos de canciones, los toques de instrumentos de percusión, las 

voces de animales, los vientos, las lluvias, los conjuros rituales, el mar, las chicharras que velan 

el dormir de los personajes, están ligado a la condición musical de los personajes afrocubanos” 

(60-61). 

Pablo Montoya evaluates what he sees as the musical qualities of each of Alejo Carpentier’s 

novels. 

See Pablo Montoya. La música en la obra de Alejo Carpentier. La Carreta, 2013. 
25 “el de los tambores, que acompañan las diversas iniciaciones de Menegildo Cué, ocupa un 

lugar privilegiado” (61). 
26 “La canción, entonces, se hace en la novela vehículo para que se transmita el valor de acciones 

no heroicas pero sí forjadoras de una cultura particular” (63). 
27 Montoya dedicates a sub-chapter to the inclusion of these songs at the initiation.  

See Montoya, p.64-73 

In Alejo Carpentier: The Pilgrim at Home, Roberto González Echevarría notes that Menegildo 

goes through an “elaborate ritual” that takes place over the course of three chapters and ends 

with the ñáñigo (75).  
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in point can be found in the chapter entitled, “The Solemn Pact,” which details the slaves resolve 

to revolt followed by an invocation of Vodou gods: “Ogoun of the Irons, Ogoun the Warrior, 

Ogoun of the Forges, Ogoun Marshal, Ogoun of the Lances, Ougan-Chango, Ogoun-Kankanikan, 

Ogoun-Batala, Ogoun-Panama, Ogoun-Bakoulé” (The Kingdom of this World 61).  

 Ten years after publishing Ecue-yamba-ó, Carpentier embarked on a trip to Haiti that 

inspired him to write Kingdom, a short novel that implements while improving a number of devices 

employed in his earlier work. While this dissertation is not a comparative study of these works, 

the points of continuity between them should serve as a reminder that the convergence of music 

and identity was not an isolated occurrence in Carpentier’s long writing career, but a notion that 

permeates his works (some of which—The Manhunt, for example—have been studied solely as 

“musical novels” while others like The Lost Steps have been studied for their relationship to 

identity with side notes dedicated to the musical references).28 Aside from these thematic and 

stylistic connections, one would be inclined to believe that Carpentier’s first two novels shared an 

ideology. However, this is not the case, as the Cuban author was involved with Surrealism as he 

wrote Ecue-yamba-ó, but by the time he composed The Kingdom of this World his intellectual 

interests had shifted towards a new theory, which he would later describe as “the marvelous real.” 

What brought on this change? Did Carpentier become bored with Surrealism and move on? Or, 

                                                 

28 Emil Volek determined that The Manhunt was a literary rendition of Beethoven’s Eroica 

Symphony. Helmy F. Giacoman came to the same conclusion. 

For both essays, see Giacoman, Helmy. Homenaje a Alejo Carpentier: variacones interpretativas  

en torno a su obra. Las Americas Publishing Company, 1970. 

Musicologist Katia Chornik has examined The Lost Steps and the musical theories espoused 

within it about the origins of primitive music. She uses an unpublished manuscript of 

Carpentier’s as a source of comparison.  

See Katia Chornik. Alejo Carpentier and the Musical Text. Legenda, 2015. 



 

30 

were his motivations more complex? Only a brief overview of Surrealist ideology and Carpentier’s 

involvement with the movement can help us make sense of these questions. 

 Surrealism was an artistic movement that swept across Europe and the Americas in the 

early 1920’s and 1930’s (Nadeau 11). According to Roger Shattuck, the movement thrived on the 

shock value of an art that was based on three metaphors: “interference, the reinforcement of the 

disequilibrium and canceling out that results from crossing different wavelengths; the short circuit, 

the dangerous and dramatic breaching of current and energy; and communicating vessels, that 

register barely visible or magnified responses among tenuously connected containers” (quoted 

from Nadeau 23).  These metaphors are confusing and only provide a partial picture of the goals 

that the Surrealists had in mind; for a more logical explanation of their thought processes, we must 

turn to psychoanalysis. Freud’s theories on the unconscious mind and the dream state served as 

creative inspiration for Surrealists, so much so that he was viewed as their prophet—an honor he 

declined (23). With his theories in mind, André Breton wrote the Manifesto of Surrealism (1924) 

and the Second Manifesto of Surrealism (1930) to show that art could uncover latent thoughts or 

desires. Even though Surrealism initially thrived in the plastic arts, its first mission was a 

revolution in language, guided by poets who did not seek beauty but rather sought to find or to 

uncover the “poet’s soul” (49-50).29 In other words, Surrealists wanted to know what spurred each 

                                                 

29 The opening lines of Breton’s 1924 Manifesto of Surrealism provide a sense of his dedication 

to the inner side of the poet as he opines on the meaning of life: “So strong is the belief in life, in 

what is most fragile on life- real life, I mean- that in the end this belief is lost. Man, that 

inveterate dreamer, daily more discontent with his destiny, has trouble assessing the objects the 

has been to use, objects his nonchalance has brought his way, or that he has earned through his 

own efforts for he has agreed to work, at least he has not refused to try his luck (or what he calls 

his luck!). At this point he feels extremely modest: he knows what women he has had, what silly 

affairs he has been involved in; he is unimpressed with wealth or poverty, in this respect he is 
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author to write, i.e. was their writing inspired or in the moment? (49-50).30 The movement gained 

momentum in the mid-1920’s, but by the time Alejo Carpentier arrived in Paris in 1928, it was 

already old news.31 In that same year, he was introduced to Andre Breton through his Surrealist 

friend, Robert Desnos (Rodriguez Monegal 623). Breton invited Carpentier to write for his 

magazine, La révolution surréaliste, and in fact he wrote one piece for it, entitled “The Student” 

(623). However, this working relationship did not last because Breton and Desnos began to fight, 

and Desnos was expelled from the group and Carpentier left with his friend (623).  In 1930, the 

Cuban author, his friend Robert Desnos, and other dissidents wrote a manifesto, “Un cadavre,” 

that was a diatribe against Breton and this was the start of the Cuban author’s disaffection with 

Surrealism (González Echevarría 58). According to González Echevarría, Carpentier was initially 

drawn to the movement because of “its aversion to skepticism” and its anti-political nature (58-

59). The other Surrealist trait that appealed to Carpentier was the crusade “against the conventions 

of the realist novel” (66). Despite the allure of the Surrealist argument, Carpentier chose to write 

about “the crisis created” by the breakdown of these novelistic conventions; in other words, the 

                                                 

still a newborn babe and, as for the approval of his conscience, I confess that he does very nicely 

without it” (3) 

These lines are poetic, and yet there is an ambivalence and contempt for modern society within 

them. These lines were shocking because they did not make sense to anyone but the Surrealists. 
30 In the opening essay of Surrealism, critic Mary Ann Caws notes that the Surrealists “believed 

the poetic is the opposite of the expected; it is spontaneous—a crucial criterion for the 

Surrealist’s notion of the marvelous, that which unexpectedly arouses wonder when we chance 

upon it, or when it chances upon us” (15-16). She continues the poetic is “never predetermined, 

it is created on the spot” (16). 

See Mary Ann Caws. Surrealism. Phaidon Press Limited, 2010. 
31 There were other Surrealists that contributed to the advancement of their cause such as Louis 

Aragon, Tristan Tzara, and Paul Elard. 

See Nadeau, p. 85-99 
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Surrealist influence can be felt in Carpentier’s writing through his acknowledgement of their 

argument that there was something wrong with the realistic novels of recent years, and his decision 

to focus on how to remedy those problems (66). 

 Klaus Müller-Bergh asserts that Paris afforded Carpentier the ability “to search for 

solutions” to American literary and artistic problems, a search that heightened his nationalist 

sentiment (327).32 Included in this search were the problems of American music which Carpentier 

detailed in the article, “The Musical Force of America: Héctor Villa-Lobos,” where he confronts 

“the difficult issue of the original autochthonous in music, temporal art par excellence, that 

according to the theories of the time also shows a narrow parallel with literary creation” (326).33 

In addition to this musical article, the Cuban author also wrote for Gaceta Musical, a Spanish 

journal that was published in Paris, and where his article, “Claude Debussy: Ten Years Later” 

appeared in print (Montoya 41).34 In August 1929, Carpentier wrote “A Revolution of Music: 

Edgar Varèse” about the innovations of the European experimental composer, and in September 

                                                 

32 The original reads: “Al buscar soluciones en el campo literario con la "ardua tarea de hacer 

arte americano universal" se acentúa el nacionalismo de Carpentier” (327). 

Klaus Müller-Bergh traces, in detail, Carpentier’s journey from the vanguard movement in Cuba 

to Surrealism in France. He shows that the problem of how to define the American aesthetic had 

followed Carpentier from Cuba to France, and it would be a question to which the answer would 

be formulated and reformulated for years to come. 

See Klaus Müller-Bergh. "Corrientes Vanguardistas Y Surrealismo En La Obra De Alejo  

Carpentier." Revista Hispánica Moderna, vol. 35, no.4,1969, pp. 223-340. 
33 The original reads: “En el articulo Carpentier encara el difícil asunto de lo autóctono original 

en la música, arte temporal por excelencia, que según las teorías de la época muestra también un 

estrecho paralelo con la creación literaria” (326). 
34 The original title is “Claudio Debussy: Diez Años Después” (41). 

Pablo Montoya dedicates a detailed section on Alejo Carpentier’s musical activity in Paris. I 

have only provided a few details from that section to show Carpentier’s musical interests. 

See Montoya, p. 39-41 
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1929 he published Lettre des Antilles in the journal Bifur about the research of Cuban music and 

folklore (Montoya 40). These are just a few of the many musical subjects that interested him at the 

time, and although music would continue to be a driving force in his life (namely in his literary 

works), the break with the theoretical side of Surrealism turns out to have been more interesting to 

his immediate future. What I mean by this is that Carpentier’s time with the Surrealists was a 

learning experience, one which pushed him towards thinking about the problems of Latin America 

and how they differed from those of Europe. 

 Müller-Bergh concludes that Carpentier’s interaction with the Surrealists results in a 

“disenchanted view of Western culture,” that is connected with the Surrealists’ own “hostility […] 

about their own culture” (329).35 Müller-Bergh, also, believes that the Surrealists were able to 

convey “new expressive techniques” to Carpentier and enabled him to see America “as an 

alternative to the [European] continent” (329).36 These feelings are predominantly seen in 

Carpentier’s The Lost Steps and Explosion in the Cathedral. I believe that The Kingdom of This 

World can also be added to this list for its anti-progressive view of history (329). In other words, 

Carpentier’s time with the Surrealists allowed him to understand and view the literature and music 

of Latin America with new eyes; this fresh view integrated the native, or autochthonous, alongside 

                                                 

35 The original reads: “Es decir, la visión desengañada de los valores de Occidente que 

Carpentier empieza a concebir en estos años y que mas tarde se plasma en Los pasos perdidos, El 

Camino de Santiago y El siglo de las luces, es la suma de su afirmación nacionalista influida, en 

parte, por la hostilidad que los surrealistas sienten por su propia cultura” (329). 

Müller-Bergh does not mention The Kingdom of This World in this list, even though the novel is 

concerned with the decadence and inequality of slavery. 
36 The original reads: “Pero son ellos los que también animan al escritor a ver a America como 

una alternativa al continente vencido y le enseñan nuevos medios expresivos para romper la 

estrecha concepción "nativista" patente en las obras de Carlos Loveira, Romulo Gallegos y Jorge 

Icaza” (329). 
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all other aesthetic pursuits. After Carpentier left Paris in 1939, he returned to Havana where he 

continued his formulation of a new American theory and, at the same time, he began to write his 

crowning musicological achievement, the masterful Music in Cuba (1946). 

 Initial work on Music in Cuba began in 1939 when “he stumbled upon the lost scores of 

Esteban Salas y Castro, the eighteenth-century composer” (Music in Cuba 5). This discovery is so 

important for Carpentier that mention of the composer even makes its way into The Kingdom of 

this World (80). Even though the uncovering of Esteban Salas’s “lost scores” was a significant 

musicological find, Carpentier would not continue his research until he was commissioned to 

“write a history of Cuban music that was to be a part of a general encyclopedia on Latin America” 

(Music in Cuba 5). Timothy Brennan notes that “the originality of the book consists in its 

combination” as there had been other books on the history of Cuban music prior to Carpentier’s 

(6). The works written before Carpentier’s monograph were either broadly focused on the Spanish 

influence on Cuban music such as Emilio Grenet’s Música popular cubana (1939), or about 

particular types of music such as Fernando Ortiz’s “The xylophonic clave of Cuban music: an 

ethnographic essay” (1935) (cited in Music in Cuba 6). Carpentier’s chronicle of Cuban music was 

unique because it brought together primary sources from the entire island, and its focus was 

broader than any of the previous books giving a new emphasis to the variety of musical influences 

in Cuba including those of the “French colonies (especially Haiti), the southern United States, 

Mexico, and Venezuela” (7). Alongside this expanded view of the origins of Cuban music, the 

book also touches upon “the political role of music in the Caribbean” (7). Carpentier’s stance on 

nationalism in Music in Cuba forms a strand of thought focused on art in the Americas, which he 

continues in the prologue to The Kingdom of this World. 
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  To Carpentier, there was nothing wrong with nationalism in music. In fact, he believes that 

“the adversaries of nationalist tendencies that prevail today […] often use the following polemical 

argument: to gain inspiration from the music of blacks, Indians, or primitive men is no sign of 

progress; to cut ties with the great European tradition, substituting the great disciplines of Western 

culture with voodoo, the juego ñañigo, the batuque of the candombe is equivalent to reneging on 

the most noble roots of our idiosyncrasy, replacing a harpsichord with a drum” (280-281).37 He 

finds that this line of reasoning is absurd for any “Latin American composer, turning toward 

Europe to find aesthetic solutions to his problems has heard nothing if not about folklore, popular 

songs, primitive rhythms, and nationalist schools, for more than forty years” (281). As examples, 

he lists Stravinsky’s Petrouchka and The Rite of Spring; Manuel de Falla’s El amor brujo (Love, 

the sorcerer); Darius Milhaud’s The Ox on the Roof that featured güiros and maracas and reminds 

us that “the North Americans Copland and Mac Bride ransacked Mexican folklore” (281). 

Carpentier’s point is that folklore is part of nationalism, and that Latin American composers should 

examine and use the folklore and legends of the New World as inspiration. He expands upon this 

belief when he states:  

There, still fresh, virginal, are the themes that Milhaud had left for him [the 

European]; the primitive impulses that did not appear in The Rite of Spring; a 

polyrhythm in an unpolished state, which outpaces anything by the “advanced” 

composers of Europe. And, furthermore, what the French composer has used as an 

exotic, disconcerting, unexpected element is full-fledged and authentic for a 

Brazilian, for a Cuban, for a Mexican, who carries it deep within. (281) 

 

                                                 

37 The term candombe refers to an “African-influenced [dance] ritual” that “was found in Buenos 

Aires until about 1800 and is still found in Montevideo, Uruguay” (393-394). This should not be 

confused with the syncretic religion, Candomble, of Brazil (301).  

For more information see Dale A. Olsen, Daniel Edward Sheehy, and Ebooks Corporation. The  

Garland Handbook of Latin American Music. 2nd ed. Routledge, 2008. 
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It is Carpentier’s belief that Latin American composers have already advanced beyond their 

European counterparts, and they just need to realize it. Furthermore, the image of a virgin and 

untouched landscape that he uses to describe Latin American folklore is one that within a few years 

he will introduce, as I have said, in the prologue to The Kingdom of this World. He cautions that 

“nationalism has never been a definitive solution” but should be seen as a route that must be taken 

to find a “national accent,” whereby “the musician of the New World ends up by freeing himself 

from folklore, finding in his own sensibility the reasons for a national idiosyncrasy” (282). At the 

time of publication, Carpentier believed that the “musical consciousness” of Latin America was in 

the throes of a “late awakening” (282). The arousal of the inner Latin American spirit through local 

folklore is an idea that Carpentier transfers into Kingdom by means of its prologue and his 

definition of the so-called “marvelous real.” 

 In 1949 when The Kingdom of this World was published, the prologue garnered a great deal 

of critical attention because in it Carpentier discusses the difference between the marvelous as seen 

by the Surrealists and other European writers, and what can be experienced in Latin America on 

account of the subcontinent’s unique geography, fauna, and flora. In fact, the Cuban author 

observes that many of the Surrealists “disguise themselves cheaply as magicians, forgetting that 

the marvelous begins to be unmistakably marvelous when it arises from an unexpected alteration 

of reality (the miracle), from a privileged revelation of reality, an unaccustomed insight that is 

singularly favored by the unexpected richness of reality or the amplification of the scale and 

categories of reality, perceived with particular intensity by virtue of an exaltation of the spirit that 
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leads it to a kind of extreme state” (Magical Realism 86).38 According to Carpentier, for the 

marvelous to exist, people need to have faith, or in other words, they must believe in the saints 

before they can be cured by their miracles (86). He concludes that “the marvelous invoked in 

disbelief—the case of the Surrealists for so many years—was never anything more than a literary 

ruse” and should not be trusted because of its lack of sincerity (86). To be sure, he goes on, there 

are genuine forms of the marvelous to be found in the world as well as in literature; one need look 

no further than Haiti a place where he feels “in daily contact with something that could be defined 

as the marvelous real” (86). How could this island nation not be considered marvelous? After all, 

wasn’t it “a land where thousands of men, anxious for freedom, believed in Mackandal’s 

lycanthropic powers to the extent that their collective faith produced a miracle on the day of his 

execution” (87).  

 While on his tour of Haiti, Carpentier undoubtedly learned about the island’s purported 

magical powers, and he visited the Citadel of La Ferrière, an extraordinary fortress built by Henri 

Christophe; the architecture and the man that had it built left a huge impression on him that inspired 

him to find “the marvelous real at every turn,” the sort of marvelous that could be found throughout 

the New World, he argued, as it was “the heritage of all America” (87). He goes on to say that “the 

marvelous real is found at every stage in the lives of men who inscribed dates in the history of the 

continent and who left the names that we still carry: from those who searched for the fountain of 

                                                 

38 This is Carpentier’s revised “On the Marvelous Real in America” that appeared in Tientos y 

Diferencias.  

For the full translated text, see Lois P. Zamora and Wendy B. Faris. Magical Realism: Theory, 

History, Community. Duke University Press, 1995. 
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eternal youth and the golden city of Manoa to certain early rebels or modern heroes of mythological 

fame from our wars of independence” (87).  

 He closes the essay with what appears to be a call to explore what it means to be from the 

New World: “Because of the virginity of the land, our upbringing, our ontology, the Faustian 

presence of the Indian and the black man, the revelation constituted by its recent discovery, its 

fecund racial mixing [mestizaje], America is far from using up its wealth of mythologies. After all, 

what is the entire history of America if not a chronicle of the marvelous real?” (88). As Carpentier 

sees it, the marvelous real is the unique lived experience of Latin Americans, their interactions 

with nature, and their history; in his previous Afro-Cuban and musicological work, he mentioned 

these themes, the difference is that now he has formed a theory for his interests that he calls, “the 

marvelous real.” Since the definition is quite broad and somewhat vague, I believe that a brief 

comparison to the better-known term, magical realism, will clarify what Carpentier had in mind. 

Nowadays, the marvelous real is generally subsumed under the broader title of magical realism, a 

worldwide movement that is best known because of Gabriel García Márquez’s novel One Hundred 

Years of Solitude (1967). In all forms of magical realism, there is a combination of “magical 

elements” that appears alongside realistic elements without any differentiation between the two. 

For example, in One Hundred Years of Solitude, a flying carpet is brought to the town of Macondo 

and the townspeople pay “their last gold pieces to take advantage of its quick flight over the houses 

of the village”; rather than question why there is a magical flying carpet, the townspeople accept 

it as a ‘real’ mode of transportation (Garcia Marquez 34). Another way that Garcia Marquez brings 

about magical realism is decontextualizing readers from reality by means of literary devices such 

as hyperbole, conditional clauses, exaggeration, and repetition. In other words, he blurs the line 
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between the magical and the real. According to critic Luis Leal, “magical realism is, more than 

anything else, an attitude toward reality… [where] the writer confronts reality and tries to untangle 

it, to discover what is mysterious in things, in life, in human acts” (Magical Realism 121). A shared 

feature of magical realist writing is that the writer must “heighten his senses until he reaches an 

extreme state […] that allows him to intuit the imperceptible subtleties if the external world, the 

multifarious world in which we live” (123). In other words, writers find a way to combine the 

“imperceptible,” or the magical, with the natural, every day, realistic features of the world. 

Comparing a passage from One Hundred Years of Solitude to one from The Kingdom of this World 

will make this clear. 

 The opening sentence of García Márquez’s masterpiece reads: “Many years later, as he 

faced the firing squad, Colonel Aureliano Buendía was to remember that distant afternoon when 

his father took him to discover ice” (1). In this sentence, a shift in chronology occurs seamlessly. 

García Márquez begins the sentence in the future with the opening clauses, “many years later, as 

he faced the firing squad,” which brings readers into the reality of Colonel Aureliano Buendía’s 

imminent death. Readers are then simultaneously thrust into the past, when “Colonel Aureliano 

Buendía was to remember that distant afternoon when his father took him to discover ice.” This 

example of magical realism and others like it take mimetic elements and stretch them past 

commonly perceived boundaries (chronological and/or spatial) that are found throughout One 

Hundred Years of Solitude. In contrast, Alejo Carpentier’s “marvelous real” in Kingdom operates 

less on stretching the limits of the imagination through language, and more on accepting the 

miraculous as an inherent part of reality.  
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 In the first chapter of the novel readers discover tales of African kings and warriors as told 

by one slave named Macandal to a second slave named Ti Noël. Macandal recounts “the epic 

battles in which animals had been allies of men” and “the incarnation of the Serpent, which is the 

eternal beginning, never ending, who took his pleasure mystically with a queen who was the 

Rainbow, patroness of the Waters and of all Bringing Forth” (7). Ti Noël believes that these magic-

filled stories are true: he never expresses doubt as to whether these kings and princes really fought 

alongside animals or if there really was a Rainbow queen. Since the novel alternates between daily 

events and mythical ones, readers must also accept Macandal’s stories as “true.” The reliance upon 

faith in the incredulous continues later in the novel with Macandal’s ability to transform himself 

into animals: “[the slaves] all knew that the green lizard, the night moth, the strange dog, the 

incredible gannet, were nothing but disguises. As he had the power to take the shape of hoofed 

animal, bird, fish, or, Macandal continually visited the plantations of the Plaine to watch over his 

faithful and find out if they still had faith in his return” (35). The key detail in this passage is that 

the slaves had “faith” in Macandal’s ability to become any animal at will and visit them; this blind 

faith in the transformative powers of Macandal is key to the acceptance of Vodou practices in the 

novel.  

 In The Kingdom of This World, the magic of Vodou is a part of a nature, a part of the New 

World, and a part of history; this means that Carpentier instituted his conception of “the marvelous 

real” in the “lived experience” of the slaves’ belief in Vodou. Put differently, the novel is an 

implementation of the author’s view of Latin America as a place where the marvelous is part of 

nature. This is important to remember since The Kingdom of this World has commonly been viewed 

in relation to its prologue, and rightly so because of its inclusion of magic, but the aim of this 
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dissertation is to move beyond those readings. Instead, I propose to examine how the Cuban author 

takes his knowledge of history and music, and comes up with a cohesive narrative that comments 

on the nature of Latin American identity. In this confluence of history and music, one has to wonder 

how the historical elements of the Haitian Revolution and its aftermath are depicted. What is the 

significance of Carpentier’s view of history, and how does this view relate to his experience of 

Latin American identity? How is music represented in the novel? Are there only scant musical 

references, or is there a much greater musicality at play? If so, what is that musicality, and how is 

it incorporated in the text? Is it possible that musical references express notions of identity, and if 

so, how are these notions in turn presented in the novel? These are the questions that I aim to 

answer in this dissertation.  

  The starting place to answer these questions is Carpentier’s fictionalization of actual 

historical episodes of the Haitian Revolution. In his retelling of the first revolution of the 

“Americas,” Carpentier combines his personal view of Latin American identity, one that is 

informed by his travels, with some of the historical facts of Haiti’s rise to independence and the 

immediate aftermath. By doing so, the Cuban author creates a version of Haiti that could be read 

as a substitute for any Latin American country. In other words, the historical processes of 

subjugation (as seen in slavery) and revolt that is portrayed in the novel are relevant to 

contemporary views of Latin American identity; I see Carpentier as using this novel as a way to 

comment on the two-fold nature of Latin American identity, and how history has shown that there 

is no escape from this duality. This view of the novel challenges contemporary views of Latin 

American identity, such as Arturo Benítez Rojo’s The Repeating Island: The Caribbean and the 

Postmodern Perspective that view history as syncretic, or as a total fusion of cultures. The manner 
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in which Carpentier arrives at this view of the Haitian Revolution, and how that view is linked to 

identity are the focus of my second chapter. 
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CHAPTER 2 

BETWEEN “HERE” AND “BACK THERE”: 

 

IDENTITY IN THE KINGDOM OF THIS WORLD 

 

 

 With the publication of The Kingdom of This World in 1949, Alejo Carpentier embarked 

upon a new type of literary inquiry. Although Ecue-Yamba-O, his prior novel, touched upon the 

theme of identity, this theme was handled in a very different fashion in his later work. Starting in 

1949, Carpentier focused on identity by always alluding to two moments in time: one in the distant 

past and one in the present, as seen in The Kingdom of This World with references to the slaves’ 

ancestral past in Africa in contrast with their present life as slaves in Haiti. The Cuban author 

describes the ancient nations of Africa as being led by powerful rulers “of age-long wars” who 

were “true kings” unlike the European kings who were more interested in “whispers of 

gossip…than the roar of a canon”; it is these same European kings that have now enslaved the 

descendants of those mighty African kings (7-8). Therefore, from the beginning of the novel, 

Carpentier makes it clear that the African past is revered by the descendants of the continent who 

are now enslaved, so much so that throughout the novel these slaves (and, later in the action, former 

slaves) long for a return to a similar way of life as what they had back in Africa. He depicted this 

yearning for the past with the terms “here” to refer to life in present-day Haiti, and “back there” to 

refer to life in the African continent. The reason that Roberto González Echevarría gives for 

Carpentier’s obsession with these terms is that, “from [The Kingdom of this World onward] 

Carpentarian fiction will not be a mere evoking of the past, a fictionalized act of recovery of origins 

buried by time, but will become a pastiche of those texts within which Latin American memory is 

enclosed-a repetition and a textual reelaboration in the most tangible and concrete sense possible” 
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(106-107). In short, Carpentier sought “the recovery of history and tradition” and “the foundation 

of an autonomous American consciousness serving as the basis for a literature faithful to the New 

World” (González Echevarría 107). The Cuban author wrote The Kingdom of This World, a novel 

“faithful to the New World” by taking historical facts about the Haitian Revolution and combining 

them with his views regarding the cultural identity of Latin America. Carpentier saw this identity 

as an unresolved dialectic, which he went on to illustrate in the novel by means of the dichotomy 

that differentiates what he calls “here” from what he calls “back there.”  

 To better understand how this unresolved dialectic figures as a model of identity in this 

novel, I propose to incorporate Mikhail Bakhtin’s dialogical principle and use it as a theoretical 

armature from which I will analyze Carpentier’s masterpiece. With my reading, I ultimately aim 

to demonstrate that Carpentier’s view of identity is directly tied to the Hegelian notion of history. 

By realizing the extent to which the Cuban author’s view of identity is so deeply rooted in Hegel, 

we can begin to see that he was not concerned with how the forward progress of history influenced 

our identity, but rather with how and why history repeated itself, and what that meant for our 

identity. González Echevarría has stated that the marvelous real was a failure because Carpentier 

was “unable to establish a dialogue with his culture”; in other words, he believes that the Cuban 

author’s views about the nature of Latin American identity do not align with those actually 

portrayed in the novel (154). On the contrary, I believe that Carpentier’s debt to Hegel suggests 

that he was keenly aware of his culture and that the unresolved dialectic presented in the novel 

portrays his awareness of a Latin American identity that is deeply rooted in history. 

 Even before introducing Bakhtin and Hegel’s theories, it seems essential to present a brief 

synopsis of Carpentier’s novel. The Kingdom of This World showcases the evolving nature of 
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history and identity in the New World through the main character, Ti Noël, who begins a slave and 

is later freed. The Kingdom of This World (here and after referred to as Kingdom) has four parts 

and a total of twenty-six chapters. Part One begins with an epigraph from Lope de Vega’s play 

The King of the West that reads:  

 THE DEVIL. Permission to enter I seek… 

 PROVIDENCE. Who are you? 

 THE DEVIL. The King of The West. 

 PROVIDENCE. I know you, accursed one. Come in. (He enters) 

 THE DEVIL. Oh, blessed court, Eternal Providence! Where are you sending Columbus 

   To renew my evil deeds? Know you not that long since I rule there? (1) 

This fragment specifically alludes to the tumultuous nature of the first part of Kingdom, in which 

Ti Noël is a Haitian slave under M. Lenormand de Mézy and the story is told through his eyes. He 

meets a fellow slave named Macandal who eventually becomes the leader of a slave revolt. 

Through the character of Macandal, the reader is introduced to African tribal elements and 

eventually to their Vodou counterparts.39 The reader is drawn into the world of the Loas, the Rada, 

                                                 

39 For this dissertation, I have chosen to use the term Vodou rather than Voodoo. This decision is 

based off recent scholarly work by Nathaniel Murrell on Afro-Caribbean religions that makes a 

distinction among the terms “vodou, vodu, voudoun, vodou, voodoo, and hoodoo, among others, 

some of which are preferences for linguistic equivalences but others of which say more about 

users’ perceptions of Vodou than about the religion” (58). Murrell notes that “non-Haitians often 

use the words voodoo, hoodoo, and vodun as pejorative equivalents of sorcery, magic spells, 

witchcraft, and other features of what arguably is a less sociable side of African religions […] 

Until recently, voodoo was an accepted spelling of the word, but Haitians and modern scholars 

acknowledge Vodou as the historically correct term for the religion; it is preferable because its 

seen as phonetically more correct than many of the other terms for the religion” (58-59). 

See Nathaniel Samuel Murrell. Afro-Caribbean Religions: An Introduction to Their Historical,  

Cultural, and Sacred Traditions. Temple University, 2010 
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Damballah, and the Ogoun; the aim of these terms is to suggest that descendants of the “Other 

shore,” that is to say, of Africa, have magical powers. In The Drum and the Hoe, Harold Courlander 

demonstrates that Vodou “came to be applied in a general sense to all the activities of cult life, 

from the ritual of the ‘temple’ to the songs and dances, though in some old songs it still applies to 

the idea of a supernatural spirit” and that the “Congo word loa came to be used to designate the 

deities” (8). This supernatural aspect of Vodou becomes clear in Ti Noël’s description of 

Macandal: “he had the power to take the shape of hoofed animal, bird, fish, or insect, Macandal 

continually visited the plantations of the Plaine to watch over his faithful and find out if they still 

had faith in his return” (35). It is worth noting that Macandal’s magical powers represent 

Carpentier’s own version of magical realism, which he termed the “marvelous real” in the famous 

prologue to this novel. In short, the Cuban author said that the unique landscape and population 

was responsible for a New World that was drastically different from Europe; this new world was 

sometimes illogical, and this included magic. By the end of Part One, Macandal is captured, beaten, 

and, in an escape attempt, burned alive, but “the slaves returned to their plantations laughing all 

the way” because “Macandal had kept his word, remaining in the Kingdom of This World” (46). 

The death of Macandal (which the slaves deny) plants the seeds for future revolts in Part Two of 

the novel. 

 An epigraph from Madame d’Abrantes introduces Part Two and comments on life in the 

French colonies by noting that a woman, “need not fear snakes, fear there are no snakes in the 

Antilles; that the savages are not to be feared; that people are not roasted on spits” and that she 

“would be very pretty dressed as a Creole” (49). In Part Two, the slaves begin to revolt and snakes 

are introduced to kill them, but to no avail. Pauline Bonaparte arrives in Haiti and consorts with 
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Soliman, a self-proclaimed Vodou priest.  Henri Christophe, a well-known French chef, is 

mentioned, but he does not become relevant until much later in the action. In one pivotal scene, Ti 

Noël understood that “something had happened in France, and that some very powerful gentleman 

had declared that the Negroes should be given their freedom, but that the rich landowners of the 

Cap, who were all monarchist sons of bitches, had refused to obey them” (60). Shortly afterward, 

Ti Noël and other slaves pledge their allegiance to Bouckman, a Jamaican, and they chant the 

names of various Ogoun, or African Gods; it is at this point that the slaves begin their revolt. By 

the end of Part Two, the colony is in disarray and Ti Noël and his master have fled to Cuba.  

 Part Three begins with an epigraph from Karl Ritter that describes the historical sack of 

Sans Souci, the palace home of King Henri Christophe, and the relevance of this event becomes 

apparent by the end of this section when Sans Souci is plundered. This brief epigraph hints at the 

major plot details of the chapter: the downfall of Henri Christophe. In the opening chapter of this 

section of Kingdom Ti Noël returns to Haiti as an old man, and rejoices for slavery has been 

abolished, but his joy does not last once he discovers that the old masters have been supplanted by 

new ones—namely Henri Christophe—who establishes a government based on European models 

and turns his back on the African heritage that led to Haitian independence. Henri Christophe’s 

cruelty eventually results in another rebellion, and during the siege of Sans Souci palace, he 

commits suicide. His body is entombed in his citadel and one of his fingers is given to his wife as 

a memento. His family flees to Rome, and Haiti is supposedly freed once again from oppression.  

 The fourth and final part of the novel begins with an epigraph taken from Calderón’s The 

Visions of Death (1651): “I had fear of these visions / But since seeing these others, / My fear is 

grown greater” (151). In Part Four, Henri Christophe’s family live rather modestly in Rome, and 
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Soliman lives with them. In one scene, Soliman caresses Canova’s statue of Venus; this is no 

coincidence as Pauline Bonaparte was Canova’s model for the statue, and Soliman was Pauline’s 

personal masseur while she lived in Haiti. The similarity between the statue and the flesh-and-

blood sister of Napoleon was too much for the old slave and he goes insane. In this chapter, it is 

also revealed that Ti Noël played a major part in the sack of Sans Souci, and now lives on his 

former master’s plantation. The novel ends with the arrival of “Republican Surveyors” that have 

taken control of the island. The Republicans impose a harsh class system that is led by mulattoes, 

while blacks have once again been forced into labor. Ti Noël “began to lose heart at this endless 

return of chains, this rebirth of shackles, this proliferation of suffering, which the more resigned 

began to accept as proof if the uselessness of all revolt” (172). The book ends with Ti Noël’s lament 

that “man finds his greatness, his fullest measure, only in The Kingdom of this World” and “his 

declaration of war against the new masters, ordering his subjects to march in battle array against 

the insolent works of the mulattoes in power” (179). At this point, a great wind blows, and Ti Noël 

is never seen again. In the closing moments of Kingdom, Ti Noël describes his life in terms of an 

identity shaped by “an endless return of chains”; in other words, his life has been shaped by the 

forces of slavery with only brief glimpses of freedom. This “endless return of chains” demonstrates 

that the novel has an inherent structure that needs to be examined. When we do, it quickly becomes 

apparent that two structuring principles for foregrounding identity in Carpentier’s novel are found 

everywhere in Kingdom: one is spatial, the other musical.  

 In the spatial one, two further contexts stretch the reader’s perception of geography and 

history: life in the present and life in the past. In the first few chapters, the author contrasts life as 

a colonial slave with life in Africa; for the most part, these comparisons take place through Ti 
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Noël. Carpentier uses the Spanish terms, “acá” and “allá” (“here” and “back/over there”) to 

illustrate the geographical and temporal seesaw between the old continent and the new that is 

repeatedly portrayed in his novel. Coupled with this geographical exchange is a shift in historical 

time, where “here” means the present, and “back there” indicates life in the past. The Cuban author 

contrasts “here” and “back there” repeatedly throughout, and, at times, he writes these terms in 

capital letters for added emphasis; they become not just a leitmotif but an obsession for Carpentier. 

The whole novel grows out of this obsession. Luisa Campuzano confirms the importance of this 

trope in Carpentarian fiction by noting that it was one of two pairs of adverbs utilized by the author 

to facilitate, in a very Caribbean manner, notions of space (7).40 Similarly, Antonio Benítez-Rojo 

recognizes the presence of a systemized form of writing based upon the dichotomy, here and back 

there.41 This dichotomy is clearly seen in the novel’s first chapter as the slave Ti Noël refers to the 

differences between the lives of African princes and that of Western Kings. In that moment, Ti 

                                                 

40 Luisa Campuzano states: “En su título esta recopilación asume como divisa una de las parejas 

de adverbios con las que Alejo Carpentier, cual demiurgo capaz de manejar todo el devenir, todo 

el espacio, se instalaba en una muy caribeña encrucijada de edades y paisajes: entonces y ahora, 

acá y allá.” Campuzano and the contributors never return to this trope, and instead use it as an 

entry into other modes of studying Carpentier. 

See Luisa Campuzano, ed. Alejo Carpentier: acá y allá. Universidad de Pittsburgh,  

2007, pp. 7 
41 Benítez-Rojo employs a psychoanalytic reading to The Kingdom of this World. By using Freud 

and Lacan, he compares the dichotomy of here and over there to the absence of Georges 

Carpentier, and his admiration for only one French writer, Anatole France: “as Freud would 

point out in Totem and Taboo, the mythic or symbolic presence of the father transcends his 

physical presence. This irreducible presence is what Jacques Lacan recognizes in the notion he 

calls Name-of-the-Father and in his derivation of the Paternal Metaphor” (187). He continues “it 

is quite probable that Georges' irreparable absence should have taken on a symbolic presence in 

Anatole France” (187).  

See Antonio Benítez-Rojo. “Alejo Carpentier: Between Here and over There.” Caribbean  

Studies. Vol. 27, no. ¾, 1994, pp. 183-195. 
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Noël’s life as a slave, described in the narrative present of the novel is inherently bound to, and 

yet distinct from, the lives of his African forebears. Ti Noël longs to return to the past, but that is 

something that he can never achieve. This longing for the past can be most clearly seen in this 

character’s life and idealized visions of life in Africa, via the repeated use of “here” and “back 

there” as he begins as a slave and gains his freedom only to be enslaved once again (Kingdom 

8,13-15,46-47,80, et al). Above and beyond these spatial and temporal contexts, the numerous 

musical references used by Carpentier suggests that he had a second structuring principle in mind. 

 Because of the multiple musical references throughout the novel, I felt the actual writing 

had some sort of rhythmic nature, and I found this idea to be true upon further review of the novel’s 

opening chapter, “The Wax Heads.” Within the opening pages, “the young slave recalled those 

tales Macandal sing-songed in the sugar mill”; the original Spanish uses the verb “salmodiar” 

which means “to chant” (7). A chant is “a rhythmic monotonous utterance or song” (Merriam 

Webster’s Dictionary Online). This indicates the musical nature of Macandal’s tales about Africa. 

Further down in the same paragraph, Ti Noël recalls that Macandal had spoken of the Mandigue 

empire, “whose horses went adorned with silver coins and embroidered housings, their neighs 

louder than the clang of iron, bearing the thunder of two drumheads” (7). These references to 

chanting and to the drums are the first signs of music in the novel; as will be seen, Carpentier 

places these allusions in each of the novel’s four parts.  

 Besides the frequent musical allusions, there are instances in which drums and chanting 

function as rhythmic units. This is most evident in the section describing the death of King Henri 

Christophe, as the drums and chanting first foreshadow, and then lead up to the actual death scene 

of the King. The chapter details the Mass of Assumption given to Henri Christophe shortly before 



 

51 

his downfall, and in conjunction with the chant-like nature of Church Latin, we are told that “a 

rhythm was growing in the King’s ears which might have been that of his own veins or that of the 

drums being beaten in the hills” (132). These rhythmic elements continue into the chapter that 

follows, “Ultima Ratio Regum,” and come to a halting stop as “the shot was almost inaudible 

because of the proximity of the drums” (144). Carpentier starts the sequence with Henri Christophe 

hearing a “growing” rhythm that is indistinguishable from his “veins or that of the drums,” and 

after the thought of the drums has been implanted in the reader’s mind, the drums show up in 

Christophe’s suicide scene. My point is that as the rhythm of the drums grows louder, they match 

the narrative development of a novel that is leading to Henri Christophe’s dramatic death. 

 Apart from the previous allusion, there are many other instances of Vodou-related 

drumming and chanting that add to the musical quality of The Kingdom of this World. One of the 

most salient examples occurs in “The Solemn Pact” as the slaves decide to revolt against the 

masters. To help with their vow, they invoke the gods of their African forbearers in passages that 

Carpentier lays out as centered and italicized verses in Creole language, a fact that immediately 

sets them apart from the rest of the text; after this Carpentier offers an interpretation of the text for 

the Spanish reader to understand it: “Ogoun of the Irons, Ogoun the Warrior, Ogoun of the Forges, 

Ogoun Marshal, Ogoun of the Lances, Ougan-Chango, Ogoun-Kankanikan, Ogoun-Batala, 

Ogoun-Panama, Ogoun-Bakoulé” (61). As “the priestess of the Rada” chants these verses, another 

part of the chant simultaneously takes place, but in the novel these Creole phrases follow the 

Spanish verses (translated by Harriet de Onís; 61). Since this chant is broken into three paragraphs, 

it is clearly cast as a textual representation of the chant. The insistence on music and rhythm in the 

novel supports the idea that music is intrinsic to the genesis of Kingdom. Following this logic and 
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since the novel is divided into four parts, I wondered if Carpentier had a symphony in mind when 

drafting his novel. After all, a symphony typically consists of four movements of varying length 

and rhythm and programmatic symphonies such as Beethoven’s Pastoral Symphony are based 

upon a theme.42 For Kingdom, the theme is clearly that of return; Ti Noël makes this evident in the 

final moments of the novel as he “began to lose heart at this endless return of chains, this rebirth 

of shackles” (171-172). Thus, upon a closer inspection of the novel, it can be adduced that a 

secondary structure comprised of symphonic (insofar as the design contains four parts connected 

to a theme) and first age rhythmic elements (the drums and chanting) is present. So too, as we have 

already seen, there are two structures present in the novel: “here” and “back there,” and the 

symphony and first age rhythmic elements. The novel’s self-contained dualities mimic the 

structure of a dialogue, and this dialogical perspective brought to my mind Mikhail Bakhtin's work. 

  In The Dialogic Imagination, Bakhtin offers a theoretical explanation for the structures 

that turn up in Kingdom. He refers to them as “chronotopes,” a term he goes on to define as “space-

time” (84).  According to him, “in the literary artistic chronotope, spatial and temporal indicators 

are fused into one carefully thought-out concrete whole”; this is seen in the novel’s use of the terms 

“here” and “back there” because these terms both indicate geographical space and historical time 

(84). Bakhtin goes on to say that, “time, as it were, thickens, takes on flesh, becomes artistically 

visible; likewise, space becomes charged and responsive to the movements of time, plot and 

history,” and this “intersection of axes and fusion of indicators characterizes the artistic 

chronotope” (84). Furthermore, Bakhtin thinks of the chronotope “as a formally constitutive 

                                                 

42 Copland provides an in-depth analysis of the symphony and all its variations. 

See Copland, Aaron. What to Listen for in Music. Signet Classics, 2011. 
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category [that] determines to a significant degree the image of man in literature,” an image that is 

“always intrinsically chronotopic” (85).43  

 The noted Bakhtinian scholar and critic Michael Holquist clarifies that “the chronotope at 

this elementary level of application seems to have something like the status of ‘motifs’ or 

‘functions’ in structuralist analyses, a kind of recurring formal feature that distinguishes a 

particular text type in such a way that—no matter when it is heard or read—it will always be 

recognizable as being that kind of text” (110). Holquist is careful to point out that in Bakhtin’s 

analysis of ancient Greek texts he “uses chronotope as a unit of narrative analysis” in such a 

manner that it takes on the status of “a recurring structure” (110). Even though each structure is a 

distinct narrative unit, Holquist argues that chronotope is “the total matrix that is comprised by 

both the story and the plot of any particular narrative” (113).44 He goes on to speak of the 

chronotope as “the indissoluble combination of these two elements,” and in fact, this inseparability 

                                                 

43 Bakhtin was influenced by the work of Immanuel Kant. In his essay, Bakhtin notes that “Kant 

defines space and time as indispensable forms of any cognition, beginning with elementary 

perceptions and representations. Here we employ the Kantian evaluation of the importance of 

these forms in the cognitive process, but differ from Kant in taking them not as ‘transcendental’ 

but as forms of the most immediate reality. We shall attempt to show the role these forms play in 

the process of concrete artistic cognition (artistic visualization) under conditions obtaining in the 

genre of the novel” (85). 

See Mikhail Bakhtin. “Forms of Time and Chronotope in the Novel.” The Dialogic Imagination:  

Four Essays. Translated by Michael Holquist, University of Texas Press, 1981. 
44 Holquist comes to this definition of the chronotope through a comparison to Formalist theory: 

“I am, of course, invoking a well-known distinction, first proposed by the Russian Formalists as 

the difference between fabula (фабула) and syzuhet (сюжет): the distinction between the way in 

which an event unfolds as a brute chronology (fabula), and as the 'same' event, ordered in a 

mediated telling of it, a construction in which the chnrology might be varied or even reversed, so 

as to ahive a particular effect. It is only by putting the order of the plot against a background of a 

(hypothetical) story that the figural, textually imposed aspect of the former becomes apparent” 

(113). 

See Michael Holquist. Dialogism: Bakhtin and His World. Routledge, 1990. 
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plays a key part in my understanding and implementation of Bakhtin’s theories to Kingdom (113). 

With this inseparability in mind, I have grouped the “here” and “back there” pair, and likewise the 

symphonic/first age musical structure as separate chronotopes. The notion of recurring and 

inseparable chronotopes becomes clearer when we take into account Bakhtin’s comments on how 

such chronotopes operate in a novel. 

 Bakhtin begins by setting forth their contexts and usage: 

the general characteristic of these interactions is that they are dialogical (in the 

broadest use of the word). But this dialogue cannot enter into the world represented in 

the work, nor into any of the chronotopes represented in it; it is outside the world 

represented, although not outside the work as a whole. It (this dialogue) enters the 

world of the author, of the performer, and the world of the listeners and readers. (Italics 

in original, 252) 

 

 The key point he makes in this paragraph is that the text does not become fully “realized” 

until acted upon by an agent such as the reader. Carpentier composed all of the sections and 

component parts (the separate structures, the plot, the historical facts, and epigraphs) of Kingdom 

in order to portray the Haitian Revolution as he saw it. In Bakhtinian terms, Carpentier’s take on 

the revolution does not become fully “realized” until a reader encounters the text; in other words, 

the Cuban author’s version of the Haitian Revolution does not exist until we read it.45 Bakhtin 

further clarifies that “we are presented with a text occupying a certain specific place in space; that 

                                                 

45 This idea of a text not existing until it is read by a reader is similar to reader-response 

criticism. Davis and Womack trace how formalist theories, including those of Bakhtin, 

influenced late twentieth century reader-response criticism. They show that “Bakhtin’s 

theories…have not only influenced the direction of reader-response theory in recent decades, but 

have also participated in the advent of cultural studies and a revival of interest in the analysis of 

the formal properties of literary works” (50).  

See Todd F. Davis and Kenneth Womack. Formalist Criticism and Reader-Response Theory. 

Palgrave, 2002 
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is, it is localized, our creation of it, our acquaintance with it occurs through time” (252). He 

concludes that there is “a sharp and categorical boundary” between our world and “the represented 

world in the text” (253). For Bakhtin, there is “the world that creates the text, for all its aspects-

the reality reflected in the text, the authors creating the text, the performers of the text (if they 

exist) and finally the listeners or readers who recreate and in doing so renew the text-participate 

equally in the creation of the represented world of the text” (253).  

 He observes that “out of the actual chronotopes of our world (which serve as the source of 

representation) emerge the reflected and created chronotopes of the world represented in the work” 

but that “we must never confuse […] the represented world with the world outside the text” (Italics 

in the original, 253). Despite Bakhtin’s words of caution, the “represented world” and the outside 

world “are nevertheless indissolubly tied up with each other and find themselves in continual 

mutual interaction” (254). The result is that “the work and the world represented in it enter the real 

world and enrich it, and the real world enters the work and its world as part of the process of its 

creation, as well as part of its subsequent life, in a continual renewing of the work through the 

creative perception of the listeners and readers” (254). A distinction needs to be made between the 

world of Kingdom, and the world of Alejo Carpentier because they overlap; I will place more 

emphasis on the world of the novel, and then show how that world relates to Carpentier’s personal 

views about Latin America. In addition to Bakhtin’s remarks about the chronotopic relationship 

between the world of the novel and the world of the author, he also comments on specific 

chronotopes—namely the folkloric—which are applicable to Kingdom.  

 In a section entitled “The Problem of Historical Inversion and the Folkloric Chronotope,” 

in “Forms of Time and Chronotope in the Novel,” the Russian theoretician demonstrates that “the 
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essence of this [historical] inversion is found in the fact that mythological and artistic thinking 

locates such categories as purpose, ideal, justice, perfection, the harmonious condition of man and 

society and the like in the past”; this means that characters in these stories look to the past to 

determine justice and harmony in society (147). Bakhtin asserts that “myths about paradise, a 

Golden Age, a heroic age, an ancient truth […] are all expressions of this inversion” and goes on 

to “say that a thing that could and in fact must only be realized exclusively in the future is here 

portrayed as something out of the past, a thing that is in no sense part of the past’s reality, but a 

thing that is in its essence a purpose, an obligation” (147). These inversions cause “the force and 

persuasiveness of reality, of real life, [to] belong to the present and the past alone—to the ‘is’ and 

the ‘was’—and to the future belongs a reality of a different sort, one that is more ephemeral, a 

reality that when placed in the future is deprived of that materiality and density, that real-life 

weightiness that is essential to the ‘is’ and ‘was” (147).   

 The kind of inversion Bakhtin refers to as “more ephemeral” is particularly evident in the 

characterization of Ti Noël in the opening chapter of Kingdom. While in a barber shop with his 

master, Ti Noël observes a bookseller that had copper engravings of “a kind of French admiral or 

ambassador being received by a Negro framed by feather fans and seated upon a throne adorned 

with figures of monkeys and lizards” (6). He asks, “What kind of people are those?” and is told: 

“that is a king of your country” (6). This brief scene substantiates Ti Noël’s beliefs that there were 

once powerful African Kings, while confirming, at the same time, Bakhtin’s view of the inversion 

dealing with “a heroic age” and “ancient truth” (147). Ti Noël’s connection to his African past is 

made clear in stories by Macandal that “tell of things that had happened in the great kingdoms of 

Popo, or Arada, of the Nagos, or the Fulah” (7). After these so called truths are revealed, the Cuban 
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author brings the reader back to the present with a comparison to European kings that “played at 

cup and ball and were gods only when they strutted the stage of their court theaters, effeminately 

pointing a leg in the measures of a rigadoon” (8). As the chapter closes, Ti Noël returns to the 

plantation with his master, and as he does so, he is again reminded of Macandal’s stories about the 

wives of European kings that “tinted their cheeks with oxblood and buried fetuses in a convent 

whose cellars were filled with skeletons that had been rejected by the true heaven, which wanted 

nothing to do with those who die ignoring the true gods” (11). Ti Noël’s remembrance of the recent 

past in the form of Macandal’s stories is a historical inversion because he contrasts those tales of 

“true gods,” which are a nod to the previously mentioned African gods with the “wives of European 

kings”; the inversion comes from Ti Noël looking to the past rather than to the present in order to 

find meaning (11). In each instance, Ti Noël lives in the present, but understands his present 

situation in terms of the past, while not looking towards the future.  

To put it in Bakhtinian terms, Ti Noël is a folkloric man because he thinks in terms of “the 

present and the past alone … [while] the future is deprived of … materiality and density”; in other 

words, the future is a concept that does not exist for Ti Noël (147). Bakhtin explains further that 

the future is non-existent because “folklore did not know a system of ideals separate from 

embodiment of that system in time and space”; this means that folkloric man exists only in the 

present with the past in mind and does not look toward the future (150). Bakhtin concludes that 

“folkloric man […] exists entirely and fully in these dimensions and feels comfortable with them” 

(150). In Kingdom, Ti Noël is “a folkloric man” because he accepts the various African Gods and 

their powers without question, and he finds meaning in them for understanding the present (150). 
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In addition to folklore, Bakhtin’s discussion of how chivalric writers portrayed time is applicable 

to Carpentier’s novel. 

In a section entitled “The Chivalric Romance,” Bakhtin states that, “time breaks down into 

a sequence of adventure-fragments, within which it is organized abstractly and technically; the 

connection of time to space is also merely technical” (151). He goes on to say that the chronotope 

of chivalric romance is similar to the Greek romance because “we encounter the same 

simultaneities and disjunctions, the same play with distance and proximity” (151). This is in 

Carpentier’s Kingdom as the novel’s sequence of events move chronologically, and yet the 

portrayal of time is spatially fragmented into smaller segments that recount adventures not directly 

connected to the main plot (Macandal’s search for plants and herbs, for example, or Ti Noël’s self-

proclamation as king 17-18;165-167).  

Aside from fragmented time, other organizing elements hold the chivalric chronotope 

together. Some examples include “presumed deaths, recognition/non-recognition, a change of 

names” such as Macandal’s presumed death by the colonists, although the slaves claim to “know” 

that he has transcended human form and has not “died” (151). Bakhtin also notes that enchantment 

plays an important role in the chivalric chronotope. In Kingdom, the magical powers of Vodou 

seem to enchant the characters and this plays a significant role in plot development. One clear 

example is the slaves’ belief that Macandal “had the power to take the shape of hoofed animal, 

bird, fish, or insect […] to find out if they still had faith in his return” (35). Ti Noël and the other 

slaves connect Macandal’s shape-shifting abilities to Vodou because “one day he would give the 

sign for the great uprising, and the Lords of Back There, headed by Dambullah, the Master of the 

Roads, and Ogoun, Master of Swords, would bring the thunder and lighting and unleash the 
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cyclone that would round out the work of men’s hands” (35). Dambala, the Master of the Roads, 

and Ogou, and Master of Swords are examples of Vodou deities (Murrell 75-77). Later in the 

novel, King Henri Christophe, who worked hard to ignore Vodou beliefs, hears the sounds “calling 

to one another, answering from mountain to mountain, rising from the beaches, issuing from the 

caves, running beneath the trees, descending ravines and riverbeds, the drums boomed, the radas, 

the congos, the drums of Bouckman, the drums of the Grand Alliances, all the Drums of Voodoo” 

(141). These Vodou drums make King Henri Christophe realize that his reign is about to end, at 

which point he commits suicide. As these examples make clear, the presence of Vodou is essential 

to the plot of Kingdom which means that Carpentier’s masterpiece fulfills the role of enchantment 

as laid out in Bakhtin’s comments on the chivalric novel. Apart from the presence of the 

supernatural in these novels, Bakhtin goes on to indicate that chivalric heroes are nearly 

indistinguishable from one another. 

In the chivalric romance, Bakhtin indicates that the heroes of these novels resemble one 

another. He observes that “strictly speaking these are not heroes of individual novels (in general 

there are no individual, self-contained chivalric romances)—what we get is heroes of cycles” 

because “like epic heroes, they belong to a common storehouse of images, although this is an 

international storehouse and not, as in the epic, one that is merely national” (153). Bakhtin’s 

comments are relevant to Kingdom for two reasons: the first concerns the historical facts informing 

Carpentier’s text, and the second is the cyclical nature of the novel. To better understand how 

Bakhtin’s ideas relate to Carpentier’s handling of history, I must first turn to Roberto González 

Echevarría who suggests that “even a cursory knowledge of the historical circumstances narrated 

in The Kingdom of This World seems to confirm [Carpentier’s]…statements” (131). This critic 
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goes on to say that, “the story relates fairly well-known incidents: Macandal’s rebellion, 

Bouckman’s uprising, the French colonists’ arrival in Santiago de Cuba, General Leclerc’s 

campaigns, Henri Christophe’s agitated monarchy” (131). In short, Carpentier uses, what Bakhtin 

would call, “a common storehouse of images” in the form of well-known events from Haitian 

history to create a novel that loosely resembles that history.  

In addition to the well-known historical facts of the Haitian Revolution portrayed in the 

novel, Gonzalez Echevarría observes that “an even closer preliminary investigation will reveal that 

M. Lenormand de Mézy was indeed a rich colonist from the northern region of Limbe in Saint 

Domingue; that, in fact, it was at his plantation that Macandal’s revolt began, as in The Kingdom 

of This World; that Rochambeau succeeded Leclerc on the island; […] that Esteban Salas, as we 

saw, was a composer from Santiago whom Carpentier discovered while doing research for La 

música en Cuba [Music in Cuba]” and, indeed, “there was a slave called Ti Noël” (131). To prove 

his point, González Echevarría compares several scenes from the novel with the historical accounts 

of the incidents, including the execution of Macandal.  He adds that, although the images come 

directly from history, “it would be just as naïve to think that Carpentier simply copies the scene as 

not to notice that his text is but a careful recasting of it” by supplementing or suppressing “details 

… whose integrity is ‘respected,’ even in the rational explanation of the Mandigue’s actual fate, 

as opposed to the slaves’ beliefs” (González Echevarría 133). In sum then, Kingdom is composed 

of well-known historical images and these images are cast together as a cyclical novel, but this 

narrative structure does not mean that the novel contains a cycle of heroes like those mentioned by 

Bakhtin.  
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Differing from Bakhtin’s notion of the chivalric romance as hero-based, Kingdom takes 

historical images and creates what I refer to as a cycle of villains. Each new villain imposes similar 

conditions as its predecessor, and it is through Ti Noël’s eyes that the reader sees this process. The 

novel opens with French Colonial slavery [1697-1804], and moves on to describe Henri 

Christophe’s harsh conditions of servitude [1807-1818]; Kingdom ends with the appearance of 

Republican Surveyors, [who ruled the North from 1816 and then the rest of the island from 1818-

1918], who once again impose forced servitude (Coopeau 17; 46-47). However, it should be noted 

that in the midst of these returns to slavery, Macandal provides hope to the enslaved. Although he 

is not, properly speaking, a hero, Macandal is crucial to plot development because slavery is 

conquered on his behalf by Bouckman during the slave revolt that took place in August of 1791 

(Coopeau 17). Even though Kingdom lacks a proper hero, there are facets of the novel that relate 

to Bakhtin’s beliefs about the chivalrous hero. 

To begin with Bakhtin clarifies that “both the hero and the miraculous world in which he 

acts are of a piece, there is no separation between the two” as “the hero moves from country to 

country, comes into contact with various masters, crosses various seas—but everywhere the world 

is one, it is filled with the same concept of glory, heroic deed and disgraces” (153-154).  Through 

his discussion of the chivalric chronotope, he concludes that it is “closer to the oriental fairy tale” 

as there “appears a hyperbolization of time typical of the fairy tale: hours are dragged out, days 

are compressed into moments” (154). As I see it, Kingdom is comprised of “adventure-fragments” 

centered around Ti Noël and these loosely tell the story of Haiti from colonial slavery through its 

post-independence struggles in a manner that is reminiscent of a fairy-tale because specific 

mentions of time and dates are few and far between. Alexis Márquez Rodríguez notes that Ti Noël 
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“gives unity to the work” comprised of a “heterogeneous mosaic of events”; in Bakhtinian terms, 

he too believes that the novel is filled with “adventure fragments” that are organized around Ti 

Noël (44).46 The key point is that Ti Noël is the character that unites the “adventure-fragments,” 

or mosaic of events that form the novel. Roberto González Echevarría also observes that “Ti Noël 

unifies the various historical events with his presence, but because of his passivity he hardly 

qualifies as more than a mere witness” (135).47 There should be no doubt that Ti Noël is a unifying 

force of the novel, and this is evident when we see how “here”/ “back there” is structured. 

 According to Bakhtin, the world of the novel is structured “along a vertical axis,” and I 

have applied a similar structure to Carpentier’s dichotomy of “here” and “back there” in Kingdom 

(157). The forces of “here” and “back there” represent opposite places, and Ti Noël displays this 

opposition in the opening chapter when he is a slave living in the narrative present while thinking 

about Macandal’s stories of life, “back there,” in freedom. In this narrative sequence, “here” and 

“back there” are connected through Ti Noël; for this reason, he is a unifying force in the novel. 

                                                 

46 “podría decirse que en esta novela no hay personajes principales ni secundarios, puesto que 

todos y cada uno de ellos constituyen piezas clave, necesarias a la cabal comprensión del 

heteróclito mosaico de hechos que la forman.” “Ti Noel se nos ofrece como la figura que da 

unidad a la obra, tanto en sentido especial como temporal” (44). 

See Alexis Márquez Rodríguez. La obra narrativa de Alejo Carpentier. Universidad de Central 

Venezuela, 1970. 

Although this statement falls in line with my reading of Kingdom, Alexis Márquez Rodríguez    

analyzes the novel from the belief that Ti Noël “is the only fictional character of the novel” [es el 

único personaje de ficción de la novela] and because of this he is a stylistic resource [un recurso 

estilístico] and thematic symbol [un símbolo temático] (45). Roberto González Echevarría has 

shown this to be otherwise as Ti Noël was a real person (Pilgrim at Home 131). 
47 González Echevarría bases his conclusion off of Carpentier’s prologue on “lo real 

maravilloso” where “Carpentier speaks of a ‘succession of extraordinary events” (135). From 

this statement, González Echevarría concludes that there must be “another source of order” and 

then offers forth several conclusions from his reading of the text and comparison to historical 

sources. I will examine his use of numerical cycles in the pages that follow. 
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Bakhtin adds that “the temporal logic of this vertical world consists in the sheer simultaneity of all 

that occurs (or “the coexistence of everything in eternity”)” and that “everything that on earth is 

divided by time, here, in this verticality, coalesces into eternity, into pure simultaneous 

coexistence” (157). It could be said that “here” and “back there” can be seen “as being within a 

single time” and should not be taken separately; this idea relates to Bakhtin’s general comments 

about the “inseparability” of the chronotope because, logically speaking, there can be no “here” 

without “back there” (157). Critic J. Bradford Anderson echoes this sentiment, albeit indirectly, 

when he notes “the connection and clash between Europeans and Africans in the Americas is the 

essence of Carpentier’s project”; in Kingdom, this means that “here” should be viewed as America 

while “back there” alludes to Africa (14).48 This unified structuring sequence of “here” and “back 

there” plays a major role in the novel, and, yet to my knowledge, no one aside from Luisa 

Campuzano has attempted to explain it (specifically, in the title of her book Alejo Carpentier: acá 

y allá). The reason for this omission is that critics have found other ways to discuss the novel’s 

structure, namely, by approaching it from the perspective of Carpentier’s own “marvelous real.” 

 Roberto González Echevarría dedicates a lengthy portion of his chapter, “The Fugitive 

Island,” to explaining the formation of Carpentier’s marvelous real, but I will only mention here 

highlights taken from this chapter that are relevant to my own work. González Echevarría bases 

his argument in Carpentier’s knowledge of Spengler’s The Decline of the West, and compares it 

                                                 

48 Bradford is primarily concerned with the process of transculturation, and whether Carpentier 

achieved this in this novel. Bradford seeks to link The Kingdom of This World with jazz through 

“a rearticulation of African humanism in a new world context” (25). 

See J. Bradford Anderson. “The Clash of Civilizations and All That Jazz: The Humanism of  

Alejo Carpentier’s ‘El Reino de Este Mundo’.” Latin American Literary Review, vol. 39, no. 69, 

2007, pp. 5–28.  
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with this author’s brief fascination and ultimate break with the Surrealists. According to this critic, 

“if Borges and Breton define a mode of being in which the savage and the civilized man strip 

themselves of their differences, Carpentier searches for the marvelous buried beneath the surface 

of Latin American consciousness, where African drums still beat and Indian amulets rule; in depths 

where Europe is only a vague memory of a future still to come” (123). González Echevarría further 

notes that “Spengler posited that cultures were like organisms that underwent homologous 

evolutions until they disappeared (the world as history)” and “that the decline of a culture began 

to manifest itself when self-reflexiveness occurred” (123-124). In González Echevarría’s view, 

Carpentier repeated Spengler’s “polarity between the European and the primitive […] and its 

correlative polarity, incredulity/faith” (124). It is through these polarities that, to put it in 

Spenglerian terms, the decline of a culture begins. In Kingdom, there is a perceived polarity 

between the European and the primitive in the recurrent opposition of “here” and “back there,” but 

unlike Spengler, Carpentier only uses this framework as a model for his novel and does not follow 

through with the decline of a culture. Interestingly, the Cuban author used a similar opposition to 

justify his break with Breton’s movement by juxtaposing “the vibrant rural world of Latin America 

to” Surrealism’s “limp and inanimate urban constructs” (125). The rejection of Surrealism left a 

lasting impact on Carpentier’s fiction, including Kingdom, that is readily seen in his predilection 

for casting opposing forces and the belief in Latin America’s lack of “self-reflexiveness.” As far 

as González Echevarría is concerned, this latter point is more important to our understanding of 

“the marvelous real.” 

 He concludes that “Carpentier’s concept of the marvelous or of magic rests on an onto-

theological assumption: the existence of a peculiar Latin American consciousness devoid of self-
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reflexiveness and inclined to faith; a consciousness that allows Latin Americans to live immersed 

in culture and to feel history not as a causal process that can be analyzed rationally and 

intellectually, but as destiny” (125). For Carpentier, “fantasy ceases to be incongruous with reality 

in order for both of them to turn into a closed and spherical world,” a belief that resonates with 

Bakhtin’s notions of unity (125). So too, for González Echevarría the world of Kingdom is unified 

but the question that interests me is, unified by what? I share González Echevarría’s notion that Ti 

Noël unifies the novel, but he is not strongly convinced about it and seeks other unifying elements. 

As I have indicated, Roberto González Echevarría feels that Ti Noël unifies the historical events 

of Kingdom; however, he does not view him as the main source of order in the traditional view of 

the protagonist as “a maker of events or a character who polarizes the action” (Courlander 135-

136). At this point, it is pertinent to show that González Echevarría’s findings, while they are 

interesting in and of themselves, have an anthropological precedent in Haitian folktales. In Haitian 

folklore “the Bouki-Malice cycle” tells of “the little wily trickster who wins over the larger and 

physically stronger opponents” (170). Originally, these stories derived from “Anansi, the spider 

trickster-hero and buffoon of West Africa” who eventually became split into Ti Malice and Nonc’ 

Bouki (171). Harold Courlander demonstrates that “Ti Malice (whose first name probably comes 

from the Spanish tio, uncle) has become the slick sharpy of the city, the clever and predatory 

‘operator,’ the practical joker” who operates with “humor” and “cunning” (171). On the other 

hand, “Bouki is full of self-confidence but is slow-witted and an easy prey for Ti Malice” (171).49 

The similarity between Ti Noël and Ti Malice, in name and in the idea of both being trickster 

                                                 

49 See Harold Courlander. The Drum and The Hoe. University of California Press, 1960, pp. 170-
184 
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figures, is too strong to ignore. For example, towards the end of Kingdom, Ti Noël takes on the 

forms of animals to observe things, a transformation that is similar to the Haitian character “spider-

trickster-hero” (171). Additionally, in the original West African version, “the spider hero directed 

his mischief against the great and strong creatures of the forest,” and similarly in the end of 

Kingdom, Ti Noël “hurled declarations of war against the new masters” (Courlander 171: 

Carpentier 179). In the folkloric tradition of Haiti, Ti Malice brings unity to the tale because he is 

one part of the Ti Malice-Bouki series of tales; without Ti Malice, these stories would be 

incomplete much like without Ti Noël there would be no Kingdom (Courlander 170). Furthermore, 

these stories are part of a cycle of stories that portray a “little wily trickster who wins over the 

larger and physically stronger opponents,” which is another similarity to Ti Noël who at the end 

of Kingdom appears to win against the forces of slavery by disappearing into the wind.  These are 

all facts that perhaps Carpentier discovered during his trip to Haiti in 1943. Regardless of whether 

this is true or not, the novel does contain several organizing structures aside from the ones that I 

have already identified.  

            One of these organizing structures is no doubt a cycle between Sundays and Mondays that 

González Echevarría argues is seminal to the narrative development of Carpentier’s novel (139). 

González Echevarría found that in Kingdom “the ceremony or ritual announcing the downfall of 

the white regime happens on a Sunday, August 14, while the uprising that sets off the revolt occurs 

on a Monday, August 22; and the ceremony including the incident that foretells the downfall of the 

black regime happens on a Sunday August 15, and the death of the king occurs on the night of the 

following Sunday 22” (139). He goes on to note that the last date does not match historical events 

since Henri Christophe actually died on Sunday October 8, 1820 (139). Despite this inconsistency, 
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González Echevarría continues with this Sunday to Monday correlation and states “that ‘The 

Solemn Pact,’ which is chapter 2 of part II, is the tenth chapter in the novel if one counts 

consecutively, and thus “The Call of the Conch Shells” is the eleventh, the “Chronicle of August 

15” is the twentieth, and “Ultima Ratio Regum” is the twenty-first”; in this sequence each 

preceding chapter, such as “The Solemn Pact,” contains a Sunday ritual and the following chapter, 

such as “The Call of the Conch Shells,” contains a major plot event that takes place on a Monday 

(139). An ordering sequence comes to light where Sunday is the day of rituals and the seventh day 

while “Monday, [is]the day of events and beginnings,” and the eighth day (139). González 

Echevarría concludes that this “is the ritualistic repetition to which Carpentier has submitted 

history and his text” (139-141).  

            From these patterns, this same critic adduces that there must be another ordering principle 

to the novel, an intuition that led him to discover what he describes as a “Carnival and Apocalypse 

cycle” (143).50 Carnival refers, of course, to the pre-Lent celebration observed in Roman Catholic 

countries; the festivities associated with it often feature floats, games, masks, and a releasing of 

inhibitions before the Lenten abstention of meat and other items (Harris 9;154-157). Apocalypse 

refers to the end of the world as prophesized in the Bible, specifically in the Book of Revelation. 

                                                 

50 Critic Florinda F. Goldberg believes that the novel is based on repetition. She demonstrates 

that there are multiple intratextual repetitions: order and disorder, power and powerlessness, 

voyage and exile, nature and establishment, constructions and ruins, the sculpture, and the drum 

and thunder. Aside from these she points out that “the deaths of the four main Negro characters 

constitute the progressive climaxes of KTW” (29). These characters are Macandal, Henri 

Christophe, Soliman, and Ti Noël. Goldberg emphasizes Henri Christophe and Soliman, and 

although they are important, they are only in a small part of the narrative. Secondly, she assumes 

that Macandal and Ti Noël both die; the text never explicitly states this. 

See Florinda P. Goldberg. “Patterns of Repetition in “The Kingdom of This World.” Latin 

American Literary Review, vol.19, no. 38, 1991, pp. 23-34. 
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With this cycle in mind, González Echevarría looks at the 26 chapters in the novel and evenly 

divides them on either side of chapter 13 into two groupings of twelve chapters.  

            González Echevarría refers to the first twelve chapters of the book as the Carnival cycle 

because it ends “in Santiago, a city famous for its carnivals” with “a series of carnivallike scenes, 

theatrical performances, [and] the surrender to the summons of flesh on the part of M. Lenormand 

de Mézy and his other fellow colonists” (143). The last twelve chapters of Kingdom he labels the 

Apocalypse cycle since the final chapter contains “the ‘green wind’ that razes everything after a 

series of omens” and then the novel comes to an end with the disappearance of Ti Noël (143).  

Rather than noting the inclusion of two cycles in Kingdom and then moving on, González 

Echevarría believes these two cycles are connected by means of numbers: “chapter 13 is the fifth 

of Part II (5+2=7),” he claims, and “chapter 26 (2+6=8) is the fourth part of Part IV (4+4=8)” 

(143). His point is that these cycles form “two poles between which the action of the story stands 

suspended” (143). These observations lead him to conclude that “Carpentier presents history as a 

series of cyclical repetitions” (144). The gist of González Echevarría’s findings is that Kingdom is 

based on number two: there are two poles and two cycles. My idea of chronotopes based on two 

parts is fully in keeping, therefore, with González Echevarría’s discovery of the importance 

number two has in Carpentier’s novel. As I have already explained, the first chronotope is 

composed of two contrasting and unified terms, “here” and “back there,” much like the poles that 

González Echevarría’s argues unite the novel. This same critic argues that the narrative poles of 

Kingdom are linked with Carpentier’s understanding of history. 

 In the end, González Echevarría connects Carpentier’s representation of history with this 

same author’s notion of the marvelous real, and concludes: 
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  The prologue-epilogue to The Kingdom of This World is also part of the fiction, of  

the baroque masquerade. It is Carpentier’s first/last mask in the text. The 

affirmation of a presence which simultaneously denies and affirms itself, it is the 

Carnival. His prologue is the false formulation of an American ontology, of the 

apocryphal presence of a marvelous reality. (147) 

 

González Echevarría believes that readers should not take Carpentier’s theory at face-value 

because it is as fictional as the novel itself. He does not think that the theory can be applied outside 

of Kingdom. While I agree that the prologue should be read as a part of the novel, I differ from 

González Echevarría in that I believe that it is applicable outside of Kingdom. Viewing the 

prologue as part of the novel re-opens avenues of inquiries into the nature of Latin American 

identity that have been closed by whole-heartedly accepting González Echevarría’s final remarks 

about the marvelous real. For example, critics could accept Carpentier’s idea that the New World 

is a unique place, filled with the marvelous, and then examine Latin American identity from this 

point of view. My aim in discussing his views about the novel in an opening chapter is to convey 

the most prevalent view of Kingdom and then show how my dialogic reading leads to different 

conclusions; however, before I disclose my findings, I must address several other features of 

González Echevarría’s analysis that directly relate to my reading. 

While I accept most of González Echevarría’s assertions about Carpentier’s conception of 

the marvelous real and its relationship to the novel, I take issue with his comments about the 

unifying role exerted by Ti Noël. As I stated earlier, the character of Ti Noël binds together more 

than the historical elements of the story, he binds the whole narrative; by that I mean that Ti Noël 

starts and ends the novel and is a key figure in every section. This goes beyond “a loose unifying 

force” as González Echevarría suggests. Additionally, Ti Noël is key to understanding the cyclical 

nature of the novel as he participates in each return to slavery, a detail that González Echevarría 
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merely alludes to in his exploration of cycles. On the other hand, Esther P. Mocega-González 

explicitly notes that “the object is to involve Man in the cyclical process of hopes, apparent 

concrete ideas, and deceptions, to invariably abandon him, to the principle of perennial slavery of 

man by man” (62).51 By loosely paraphrasing the Kingdom’s famous closing statements which 

readers see through Ti Noël’s eyes, Mocega-González implies that this character is a crucial figure 

in the cyclical structure of the novel. Besides Roberto González Echevarría and Esther P. Mocega-

González, there is one other Carpentier critic, Emil Volek, that I would like to mention because his 

insights lend further credence to the notion of Kingdom as a novel built on the basis of cycles. 

In the search for an ordering sequence, Volek divides Carpentier’s novel into two structures 

arguing that Parts One and Three “form homogeneous and compact units that develop monolithic 

paths of action,” while Parts Two and Four “juxtapose two actions to form heterogeneous points 

of view” (Giacoman 153).52 He goes on to say that when taken together, “the basic formal structure 

is symmetric” (153).53  Volek expands his argument with two further divisions of the novel: the 

argument and the solution (152-153). The argument section “mixes the real plane with the 

                                                 

51“El objetivo es envolver al Hombre en un proceso cíclico de esperanzas, aparente 

concretización de ideales, y decepciones, para abandonarlo invariablemente, en el principio en la 

perenne esclavitud de hombre por el hombre” (60). 

See Esther P. Mocega-González. Alejo Carpentier: estudios sobre su narrativa. Editorial Playor, 

1980. 
52 “La primera y tercera parte, desde este punto de vista, forman unidades homogéneas 

compactas, desarrollando sendas acciones monolíticas. La segunga y la cuarta contienen, por su 

parte, yuxtaposición de dos acciones hasta cierto punto heterogéneas” (153). 

See Emil Volek. “Análisis e interpretación de ‘El reino de este mundo’ de Alejo Carpentier.”  

Homenaje a Alejo Carpentier. Ed. Helmy F. Giacoman. Las Americas Publishing, 1970, pp. 146-

178. 
53 “Así, la estructura formal básica es simétrica” (153). 
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fictitious, while the solution exists solely in the fictitious” (153).54 Volek believes that “the 

argument covers all of the work except seven pages of the end” and “the second paragraph of 

Chapter Three and all of Chapter Four of Part Four, where the ‘solution’ is exerted” (153).55  

This critic believes that Ti Noël is the “principal character” that unites these two divisions 

and thus the whole work; in this respect, I side with him completely (153).56 For Volek, “the 

content of the ‘argument’” is organized into basically “three cycles” that feature the “slaves against 

the enslavers”: the Colonial French, or white; Henri Christophe, or black; and the Republican 

Mulattos (153).57 In much the same manner, J. Bradford Anderson argues that there are three cycles 

based on race, but that “its form imitates […] montage,” which is why he seeks to investigate “the 

borderlands between the two pieces of the montage [for] the locations of the conflict” (10). Unlike 

Gonzalez Echevarría and Bradford Anderson, Volek analyzes the cycles by demonstrating that “in 

terms of the phases, the basic semantic structure is this: it begins with the illusion of liberty and 

follows the proper cycles, that is to say, the rise and fall” of each successive power.58 This approach 

                                                 

54 “En el “argumento” se mezcla el plano real con el ficticio, mientras que en la ‘solución’ existe 

sólo el ficticio” (153). 
55 “El ‘argumento’ abarca toda la obra menos unas siete páginas del final, es decir, menos el 

segundo párrafo del III y todo del el IV capítulos de la cuarta parte, que ejercen la función de la 

‘solución’” (153). 
56 “La perspectiva personal principal, desde la cual se projecta la acción en el ‘argumento’ es la 

del esclavo negro Ti Noel” (153). 
57 “A base ellas surge el contraste básico: los esclavos negros contra los esclavistas. En el papel 

de éstos se turnan diversos grupos étnicos y organizan así el contenido del ‘argumento’ en tres 

cicles: el de los colonos de franceses (o seas, el blanco), el de Henri Christophe (o sea, el negro), 

y el de los Mulatos Republicanos (sólo insinuado)” (153). 
58 “En cuanto a las fases, la estructura semántica básica es ésta: se comienza con la ilusión de la 

libertad y sigue el propio ciclo, es decir, el ascenso y la caída (siendo completo de los colonos y 

parciales de los demás: en el de Henri Christophe observamos la fase descendente, en el de los 

mulatos la ascendente)” (153). 
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is comparable to mine with the difference that I focus on smaller recurring structures, namely, 

“here’” and “back there” and the symphony and first age rhythms that, as I see it, serve to articulate 

the text. Unlike Volek, I do not explicitly focus upon the larger elements of power such as the 

transition from slavery to freedom. My reason for including these critics is that there is a strong 

scholarly tradition of viewing the novel as containing cycles that relate to history and Ti Noël as 

unifying the novel in some fashion. I am keeping with this practice but highlighting how the 

smaller recurring structures operate within the novel. My reading has also led me to question how 

we view Carpentier’s marvelous real, and this takes me back, in turn, to González Echevarría’s 

own thoughts. 

 This critic initially mentioned that for the real marvelous to be true, the Latin American 

consciousness must feel “history not as a causal process, but as destiny”; however, his concluding 

remarks suggest that Carpentier’s “prologue is the false formulation of an American ontology, of 

the apocryphal presence of a marvelous reality” (147). I disagree with this statement because I 

believe that each chronotope I have chosen shows signs or symptoms of a Latin American 

consciousness inclined to destiny; by this I mean that there is no control over the Latin American 

consciousness in the novel because the Haitian people appear destined to repeat history time and 

again. Despite their best attempts at freedom, the Haitian characters of the novel always return to 

slavery, with the exception of Ti Noël who escapes from it at the novel’s conclusion with the help 

of Vodou. I take this constant return to slavery as Carpentier’s indication that Latin Americans 

should be keenly aware of their history since they are probably bound to repeat it. This notion is 

articulated in Carpentier’s novel when the two parts of each chronotope do not fuse together to 

form a uniquely new notion as in the Hegelian triad of thesis-antithesis-synthesis; the result is that 



 

73 

there is a continual struggle between parts that is left unresolved. This struggle suggests a Latin 

American consciousness destined to repeat history without ever learning from it. I believe that a 

dialogic reading of Kingdom reveals the inner-workings of this struggle, and how, at least in 

Carpentier’s view, destiny is linked with identity. Carpentier casts Latin American identity as an 

unresolvable conflict between “here” and “back there.” To prove this point, I must turn to the novel 

and begin by looking at the first chronotope, the spatial opposition of “here” and “back there” or 

“acá” and “allá.” 

 In the opening pages of Kingdom, Ti Noël, then a young slave, travels to the market with 

his master M. Lenormand de Mézy where he sees “a copper engraving, the last of the series, which 

differed from the others in subject and treatment” as “it represented a kind of French admiral or 

ambassador being received by a Negro framed by feather fans and seated upon a throne adorned 

with figures of monkeys and lizards” (6). In this brief passage, the opposition between “here” and 

“back there” is portrayed by means of a French ambassador and an African King, but this is not 

evident until Ti Noël asks, “what kind of people are those?,” to which the master replies, “that is a 

king of your country” (6). In this exchange, the reader perceives “here,” as referring to the French 

and to slavery, and “back there,” as designating the free African king. After this brief exchange, Ti 

Noël remembers the stories told by Macandal, a fellow Mandigue slave, concerning the “great 

kingdoms of Popo, of Arad, of the Nagos, or the Fulah” (7).  

 The long descriptive passages of those ancient kingdoms highlight the power and might of 

an African king, who “fell wounded only if some way they had offended the gods of Lightning or 

of the Forge” in contrast to life in European nations of the present with “those sovereigns wigged 

in false hair who played at cup and ball and were gods only when they strutted the stage of their 
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court theaters, effeminately pointing a leg in measures of a rigadoon” (8). This passage portrays 

the African kings as mighty, powerful, and nearly invincible while the contemporary European 

sovereigns are shown to be weak. Critic Antonio Melis states it best when he says that the mixture 

of “history and myth…allows Ti Noël to highlight the superiority of those ‘kings of truth’ in front 

of the feathered and frivolous European Kings” (99).59 The contrast between the European and 

African Kings does not end with this small exchange, but continues throughout the chapter. 

 Carpentier draws out the allusions to “here” and “back there” by means of a device typical 

of Baroque age poetry, namely the “conceit” which is an extended metaphor that juxtaposes or 

compares ideas to deliver a specific message. It should be noted that these conceits were longer 

than a page or two in length and would often go on for many pages (Segel 102). Baroque poets, 

such as Luis de Góngora and Francisco de Quevedo, used their unique genius to create intense 

conceits, that were enriched with other literary devices such as repetition, enumeration, and 

anaphora to form “elaborate, grandiose, and pompous structures” in order to startle their readers 

(Segel 112-113). These poets were celebrated for their unique genius and wit, and Carpentier 

follows this tradition with a conceit of his own where Ti Noël remembers “these truths”: 

  In Africa the king was warrior, hunter, judge, and priest; his precious seed  

  distended hundreds of bellies with a mighty strain of heroes. In France, in Spain, 

the king sent his generals to fight in his stead; he was incompetent to decide  

legal problems, he allowed himself to be scolded by any trumpery friar. And  

                                                 

59 “Historia y mito se mezclan en esta evocación, que permite de paso a Ti Noël destacar la 

superioridad de estos ‘reyes de verdad’, frente a los reyes empelucados y frívolos de Europa” 

(99). Antonio Melis focuses his investigation on Alejo Carpentier’s epistemology and the focal 

point of the chapter entitled, “The Great Flight.” He believes that the focus of the novel should 

be on the role of Macandal and the “discovery of new imaginative universese [descubrimiento de 

nuevos universos imaginativos] (100). 

See Antonio Melis. “El gran vuelo epistemológico de Alejo Carpentier.” Alejo Carpentier: acá y 

allá. Ed. Luisa Campuzano. Universidad de Pittsburgh, 2007, pp. 93-101. 



 

75 

when it came to a question of virility, the best he could do was engender some  

puling prince who could not bring down a deer without the help of stalkers, and  

who, with unconscious irony, bore the name of as harmless and silly a fish  

as the dolphin. Whereas Back There there were princes as hard as anvils, and  

princes who were leopards, and princes who knew the language of the forest,  

and princes who ruled the four points of the compass, lords of the clouds, of the  

seed of bronze, of fire. (Kingdom 8-9) 

 

 In this passage, Carpentier employs pronoun substitution, the semi-colon, and repetition to 

bring about a Baroque conceit that highlights the difference between “here” and “back there.”  In 

the opening sentences, “king” is used before the semi-colon to refer to both European and African 

kings, but afterwards Carpentier substitutes the possessive pronoun “his” for the African king and 

the third person pronoun “he” for the European King: “In Africa the king was warrior, hunter, 

judge, and priest; his precious seed distended hundreds of bellies with a mighty strain of heroes. 

In France, in Spain, the king sent his generals to fight in his stead; he was incompetent to decide 

legal problems, he allowed himself to be scolded by any trumpery friar. And when it came to a 

question of virility, the best he could do was engender some puling prince” (8). Through the use 

of possessive pronouns, the African king comes across as a competent, virile, and mighty warrior 

that takes matters into his own hands; the African king is truly powerful, so much so “that his 

precious seed distended hundreds of bellies with a mighty strain of heroes” (8). In this sentence, 

the possessive pronoun “his” conveys how the African king personally extends his empire, and 

this relates back to the previous sentence where he was “warrior, hunter, judge, and priest” (8). In 

other words, the African king participates in every level of society. In contrast, the third person 

pronoun “he” shows the European Kings to be incompetent, lacking virility, and unable to fight 

for themselves. From these opening sentences, Carpentier moves forward and establishes a conceit 

that contrasts the strength of the African king with the weakness of the European noble.  
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 Within the opening sentence, the semi-colon is used twice and in both instances, it connects 

independent sentences that contain information about kings. Each complex sentence that mentions 

a king contains a semicolon that is followed by more information about that king: “In Africa the 

king was warrior, hunter, judge, and priest; his precious seed distended hundreds of bellies with a 

mighty strain of heroes” (8). It is through these types of sentence constructions that a balance of 

information is achieved and such a balance highlights and makes obvious the differences between 

African and European nobilities. This balance is broken in the third sentence when Ti Noël’s 

remembers the “puling prince who could not bring down a deer without the help of stalkers, and 

who, with unconscious irony, bore the name of as harmless and silly a fish as the dolphin” (9). 

With this example Carpentier underlines the weakness of European nobility as seen by Ti Noël 

and Macandal; not only can the European prince not hunt alone, he is even named after “as 

harmless and silly a fish as the dolphin,” further implying his uselessness. This frailty is 

immediately juxtaposed with African strength in the final sentence, via the repetition of “princes” 

four times: “princes as hard as anvils, and princes who were leopards, and princes who knew the 

language of the forest, and princes who ruled the four points of the compass, lords of the clouds, 

of the seed of bronze, of fire” (my emphasis, 9). The impression is given to the reader that African 

princes have the ability to achieve anything alone, such as hunting, while their European 

counterparts are seldom self-reliant.  

 Apart from the content of the closing sentence, the use of capitals to refer to “Back There” 

makes these two words stand out from the rest of the passage and catches the eye as though it were 

an exclamation point. I should point out that the original Spanish version makes the significance 

of these words even clearer by italicizing them and placing them within em dashes, “—en Gran 
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Allá—” (El Reino de Este Mundo 33). By ending the paragraph and subsequently the conceit in 

this manner, Carpentier makes obvious the fact that life in African freedom was far superior to life 

in European slavery; “back there” a person could be a king and a mighty warrior, whereas, “here” 

in the French colony there is only slavery. And yet, despite this opposition, “here” and “back there” 

appear to be linked. The question is how is this link conveyed? 

For a start, the two terms are linked by comparison. For example, the previous passage 

begins “in Africa the king was warrior, hunter, judge, and priest,” while the second sentence 

begins: “in France, in Spain, the king sent his generals to fight in his stead”; from Ti Noël’s point 

of view, Africa is “back there” and Europe, that is colonial Europe, is “here” in Haiti (8). This 

brings to mind Bakhtin’s statement that, “in the literary artistic chronotope, spatial and temporal 

indicators are fused into one carefully thought-out concrete whole” (84). The reader cannot think 

of either half of the dichotomy without evoking the other half; there is no “here” without “back 

there” and vice-versa, which means, in Bakhtinian terms, that they function as an indissoluble and 

“concrete whole.” For instance, the first chapter titled, “The Wax Heads” ends with a reiteration 

of the chronotope as Ti Noël holds:  

“little esteem for the King of England, or the King of France, or of Spain, who ruled 

the other half of the island, and whose wives, according to Macandal, tinted their 

cheeks with oxblood and buried foetuses in a convent whose cellars were filled with 

skeletons that had been rejected by the true heaven, which wanted nothing to do 

with those who died ignoring the true gods” (10-11).  

 

Ti Noël and the images of specific European kings represent “here” in slavery. The sentence 

continues with a brief mention of Macandal, who also represents “here,” and then it returns to 

“back there” with the mention of a convent. In this example, Carpentier illustrates that the notions 

of “here” and “back there” are united, and he reiterates this idea by repeating these terms. My point 
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is that by the end of the first chapter, Carpentier has implemented “here”/ “back there” as an idea 

that allows the reader to see Ti Noël’s frustrations of life in slavery and hope in Macandal’s stories; 

as the novel progresses, the chronotope “here” / “back there” remains a constant force that provides 

insight into Ti Noël and the other characters’ lives. This closing sequence with its mention of 

Macandal serves as a nice segue to the next short chapter, “The Amputation,” where this character 

will be properly introduced and become a major element of the story that follows. 

 In the opening chapter Macandal was only referenced, but within the second line of the 

second chapter he is formally introduced: “Macandal fed in sheaves of cane, pushing them head 

first between the iron rollers” (13). From this point on, he is a key character whether he functions 

as a legend or as a man. Carpentier plants the idea of Macandal’s powers when he writes: 

With his bloodshot eyes, his powerful torso, his incredibly slender waist, the Mandigue 

exercised a strange fascination over Ti Noël. It was said that his deep, opaque voice 

made him irresistible to the Negro women. And his narrative arts, when, with terrible 

gesture, he played the part of the different personages, held men spellbound, especially 

when he recalled his trip, years earlier, as a prisoner before he was sold to the slave-

traders of Sierra-Leone. (13) 

  

 This paragraph describes the image of a mesmerizing person, and this sentiment is 

reaffirmed with “spellbound,” a word that indicates the power that Macandal held over his listeners 

(13). The purpose of this imagery is to hint at Macandal’s presumed magical powers later in the 

action, and to establish the mystique that will surround him. These descriptions of the narrative 

arts bring to mind Harold Courlander’s portrayal of Haitian oral storytelling where “the narrator 

interprets his characters as he goes along, providing different voices, singing, giving humorous or 

tragic emphasis, and changing his facial expressions to convey the temper and mood of the 

protagonists” (171). This is exactly what Macandal does with “his narrative arts” as he uses 
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“terrible gesture[s]” and different characters to hold “men spellbound” in his telling of life “as a 

prisoner before he was sold to the slave-traders of Sierra-Leone” (13). These gestures and 

characters provide enough insight into Macandal’s story for his listeners to leave them spellbound; 

this idea is clearer in the original Spanish which reads “imponían el silencio a los hombres” which 

also means that silence was imposed upon the men (El Reino de Este Mundo 34). These silenced 

listeners indicate that Carpentier fashioned the character of Macandal after the model of Haitian 

storytelling, one that according to Courlander conveys “the temper and mood of the protagonists” 

(171). At any rate, this brief exchange directly shows Macandal’s power as a storyteller, a fact that 

had only been alluded to in the opening chapter.  

 In referring to this scene, Márquez Rodríguez explains that its stylistic details represent 

specific acts and sayings that are rooted in Macandal’s individualistic, psychologically-rooted 

expressions; these declarations are seen through Ti Noël’s eyes and factor greatly into the slave 

uprising (46).60 By psychology, Alexis Márquez Rodríguez means that Macandal’s injury causes 

him to harbor more hate towards his master, and this hatred is “transmuted” into a deeper, and 

more important attitude: “Macandal feels himself to be the Chosen One” (46).61 While I agree 

about the stylistic importance of Carpentier’s language, the opinion that “Macandal feels himself 

                                                 

60 Alexis Márquez Rodríguez writes “Los personajes de esta novela se presentan solos, a través 

de sus actos y decires […]la rebeldía de Mackandal tiene, en su expresión individual, un origen 

psicológico” (46). 
61 Alexis Márquez Rodríguez writes “En aquel acontecimiento trágico, y en ulterior relegación, 

como inútil para otras faenas, a trabajos de minima importancia, se incuba el resentimiento del 

negro contra su amo, resentimiento fácilmente transferible, por mecanismos psicológicos harto 

conocidos, a todos los blancos y a cuanto ellos representan. Pero bien pronto aquel sordo 

sentimiento de odio antiblanco se trasmuta en una actitud más honda, más trascendente y 

esencial: Mackandal se siente el Elegido” (46). 
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to be the Chosen One” has no textual support; rather, it is Ti Noël and the other slaves that raise 

Macandal to the level of savior, or Chosen One. Supporting Márquez Rodríguez’s view of the 

stylistics of Carpentier’s language, I place more emphasis on the language used to portray 

Macandal, as this is the key to understanding his role as storyteller and rebel leader, not to mention 

his ability to transform his shape.  

 The description of Macandal as a mysterious man is used not only to construct future plot 

developments but to lead into the next instance of the “here” and “back there” chronotope. As 

Macandal described his trip, Ti Noël “realized that Cap Français, with its belfries, its stone 

buildings, its Norman houses with their long-roofed balconies across the front, was a trumpery 

thing compared with the cities of Guinea” (13). Cap Français is in the present, while Guinea is in 

the past. In this example, the “trumpery” modern city of Cap Français is showy but worthless, a 

description that further shows Ti Noël’s disdain for anything related to Europe (13). After this brief 

introduction of “here”/ “back there,” Carpentier further describes those “Guinean cities” with a 

long conceit that begins with, “there, cupolas of red clay rose above great fortresses surrounded 

by battlements; the markets were famous beyond the limits of the deserts, as far as the nomad 

tribes” (13-14). Carpentier begins this sentence with “there” to denote and emphasize the 

difference between the character’s present location and the place where he was born.62 The contrast 

highlights Ti Noël’s view of the world at this point in the novel: he longs for the life of freedom 

that his ancestors had in Africa. 

                                                 

62 The original Spanish edition begins with word, “allá.”  

See Carpentier, Alejo. El Reino de Este Mundo. Lectorum, 2010. 
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 Throughout this extended metaphor, Ti Noël recalls the past greatness of life in Africa by 

noting that “workmen were skilled in working metals, forging swords” and that “trade was carried 

on from kingdom to kingdom, even in olive oil and wines in Andalusia” (14). The point is that life 

“back there” was much better and that the people carried on a civilization, as opposed to the 

treachery of slavery in the supposedly civilized world. Carpentier ends with another reference to 

magic, “In the holy city of Whidah, the Cobra was worshipped, the mystical representation of the 

eternal wheel, as were the gods who ruled the vegetable kingdom and appeared, wet and gleaming, 

among the canebrakes that muted the banks of the salt lakes” (14). The reference to magic alludes 

to Macandal’s forthcoming interest and growing influence on the slaves, via Vodou. Carpentier 

abruptly transitions from this “Whidah” passage to descriptions of Macandal’s maiming, his “howl 

so piercing and so prolonged that it reached neighboring plantations” (15). This sudden change 

between “back there” and “here” vindicates African culture because, it not only implies that 

something like this would not have happened “back there,” but demonstrates the all too real 

dangers of forced servitude, “here” in Haiti. It is important to note that this accident ends a “here” 

and “back there” cycle that extends throughout the chapter. In fact, for the remainder of Part One, 

Carpentier utilizes the first chronotope (“here”/ “back there”) to insist on the difference between 

life in Africa and life as a slave in Haiti. However, as the novel’s action progresses this chronotope 

takes on a new meaning that cannot fully take shape until the end of the final chapter of Part One, 

“The Great Flight.” 

 In this chapter, all of the masters and slaves assemble for “a gala function for Negroes on 

whose splendor no expense had been spared” because “this time the lesson was to be driven home 

with fire, not blood, and certain illuminations, lighted to be remembered, were very costly” (44). 
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Macandal had been captured and is to be killed as a lesson to the other slaves. This short chapter 

signals a change in the points of reference for “here” and “back there.” Up to this point, the Cuban 

author created a strict dichotomy between slave life “here,” and Africa, “back there,” but as 

Macandal is introduced in this scene, we read:  

The masters’ eyes questioned the faces of the slaves. But the Negroes showed spiteful 

indifference. What did the whites know of Negro matters? In his cycle of 

metamorphoses, Macandal had often entered the mysterious world of the insects, 

making up for the lack of his human arm with the possession of several feet, four 

wings, or long antennae. He had been fly, centipede, moth, ant, tarantula, ladybug, even 

a glow-worm with phosphorescent green lights. When the moment came, the bonds of 

the Mandigue, no longer possessing a body to bind, would trace the shape of a man in 

the air for a second before they slipped down on the post. And Macandal, transformed 

into a buzzing mosquito would light on the very tricorne of the command of the troops 

to laugh at the dismay of the whites. This was what their masters did not know; for that 

reason they had squandered so much money putting on this useless show, which would 

prove how completely helpless they were against a man chrismed by the great Loas. 

(44-45) 

 

 In the phrase “cycle of metamorphoses,” to describe Macandal, the chronotope begins to 

change. In this passage, the events shift between “here” and “back there” two times from the 

masters to Macandal and then back to the masters, and it ends with “the great Loas” (45). This 

shift foretells what is to come in future chapters, as Ti Noël witnesses the fall of colonial slavery, 

Henri Christophe’s cruelty, and then the harshness of the Republican masters. Each instance 

compares the current regime to life earlier in the action. My point is that the phrase “cycle of 

metamorphoses” openly declares the novel’s cyclical nature: whenever change takes place in this 

novel, there is always a return to enslavement. Roberto González Echevarría points out the cyclical 

nature of Kingdom, and ties it to the historical events of the novel and “the completion of cycles-

order” (142). While I agree with his comments about the cyclical nature of the total narrative 

because “here”/ “back there” repeat throughout, I believe that his idea of the novel’s repetitious 



 

83 

nature should be expanded to include syntax, as it becomes obvious in the final paragraphs of “The 

Great Flight.” 

 In this chapter, as in “The Amputation,” the chronotope appears right before a major event 

takes place. After the mention of Macandal’s transformative capabilities, he escapes from his 

bonds only to be captured and burned by soldiers; following this incident, the reworked chronotope 

reappears via a conceit: 

That afternoon the slaves returned to their plantations laughing all the way. Macandal 

had kept his word, remaining in the Kingdom of this World. Once more the whites had 

been outwitted by the Mighty Powers of the Other Shore. (46)    

 

 Carpentier begins with life “here” by describing the slaves’ laughter, and he instantly 

moves to a reference to Macandal’s divine powers that make possible his staying “in the Kingdom 

of this World” (46). The next sentence is a syntactic equivalent of the chronotope as it begins with 

a reference to the “whites,” who live here in colonial Haiti, and ends with “the Mighty Powers of 

the Other Shore,” or back there in Africa. By this I mean that the two poles of the chronotope 

appear within the sentence, whereas, earlier on, these terms were spread out in the novel. After this 

brief example, Part One of Kingdom concludes. In Part Two of the novel, Carpentier introduces 

the character of Henri Christophe, who will become a major figure and who also brings the slave’s 

revolt to a climax. 

 In the first chapter of Part Two, “The Daughter of Minos and Pasiphaë,” time in colonial 

Haiti has sped forward twenty years but not much else has changed. Readers are briefly introduced 

to Henri Christophe as a chef known for his expertise in the culinary arts. This brief mention makes 

clear he tries to please European guests with his cooking abilities, which foreshadows his later 

adherence to the fashions of the European court. At this point, Henri Christophe appears to be only 
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a minor character as his description encompasses less than one paragraph. Aside from this 

character’s introduction, the only other details from this chapter that relate to my argument take 

place in the closing paragraph with a reference to Macandal’s tales. 

 Since the time of the maiming accident described in “The Amputation,” Macandal’s 

influence over the slaves has expanded, especially through stories told about him. Ti Noël carries 

on these tales because “it was a good thing to keep green the memory of the One-Armed, for 

though far away on important duties, he would return to this land when he was least expected” 

(57). Carpentier capitalizes the title, “One-Armed” to connect Macandal to the previously 

capitalized African Kingdoms and Gods such as “Popo, of Arad, of the Nagos, or the Fulah” (7). 

By doing this, the Cuban author suggests that Macandal is god-like, an identity that is affirmed by 

the belief in his return from death. Macandal’s expected return touches upon the cyclical motif that 

was established in the previous chapter. At present, Ti Noël is enslaved but the return of the “One-

Armed,” the savior, would mean freedom and escape from the clutches of slavery. Once again, the 

reader is prepared for what is to come, for after all what is a cycle if not a series of returns? The 

next chapter, “The Solemn Pact,” continues the slave’s revolt and their search for a return to 

freedom.  

 The events of the slave revolt reach a climax in “The Solemn Pact” with the introduction 

of Bouckman, a Jamaican slave. He states, “that a pact had been sealed between the initiated on 

this side of the water and the great Loas of Africa to begin the war when the auspices were 

favorable” (60). The next paragraph takes this connection further as Bouckman rallies his 

followers, 
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The white men’s God orders the crime. Our gods demand vengeance from us. They 

will guide our arms and give us help. Destroy the image of the white man’s God 

who thirsts for our tears; let us listen to the cry of freedom within ourselves. (61)  

 

 In the first two sentences, the cyclical nature of the first chronotope reappears as Bouckman’s 

statement moves from “the white man’s God” and the crime of slavery to “our gods” and the 

forthcoming “vengeance” in the slave’s revolt. The third sentence carries the slave’s beliefs in the 

African gods into the first part of the last sentence to “destroy the image of the white man’s God” 

(61). The last clause suggests the idea that “freedom” comes from “within ourselves,” a notion that 

Ti Noël will later question under Henri Christophe and subsequent governments. After 

Bouckman’s declaration, the slaves make a pact and agree that “the signal would be given eight 

days later” to begin the revolt (62). As the revolt develops and the French authorities counterattack, 

Ti Noël is sold and shipped to Cuba; while on that island, he inquires about a shipment of dogs 

headed to “the Cap,” and he learns of the arrival of General Leclerc and Pauline Bonaparte. 

 After Ti Noël learns of the “great news from the Cap,” there is an extra space inserted 

between paragraphs, and then Pauline Bonaparte is introduced (84). Prior to Pauline Bonaparte’s 

entry into the narrative, the first chronotope was only used in the slave’s storyline, but with her 

arrival the dichotomy permeates her speech as well. Shortly after her introduction, Leclerc falls ill 

with cholera and she turns to Soliman: 

who prescribed fumigation with incense, indigo, and lemon peel and prayers of 

extraordinary effectiveness such as those to the Great Judge, St. George, and St. 

Calamity. She had the doors of the house scoured with aromatic plants and tobacco 

strippings. She knelt at the foot of a crucifix of dark wood with ostentatious and 

somewhat peasant devotion, shouting with the Negro at the end of each prayer: Malo, 

Presto, Effacio, AMEN. Moreover, those conjures, and driving nails to form a cross in 

the trunk of lemon tree, stirred up in her the lees of old Corsican blood, which was 

more akin to the living cosmogony of the Negro than to the lies of the Directory, in 

whose disbelief she had grown up. Now she repented of having so often made a mock 
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of holy things to follow the fashion of the day. Leclerc’s agony, heightening her fear, 

drove her still farther toward the world of the powers called up by the spells of Soliman, 

now become the real master of the island. The only possible defender against the 

plague from the other shore, the only doctor among the useless prescripters. (92-93) 

 

 Pauline Bonaparte makes her entrance in the world of the masters “here” and before long 

accepts beliefs that inherently belong to “back there.” She soon succumbs to the world of Vodou, 

the secret slave religion; an inverted parallel is the reign of Henri Christophe, who rules in the 

western monarchic tradition and punishes those who practice Vodou. In both characters, the places 

of reference for “here” and “back there” are switched, but it is through Ti Noël that the reader 

realizes there is a continual shifting between places; humanity in the novel is always in flux. 

Pauline serves as both an interlude to the slave revolt, and as a watershed in that she begins 

accepting and integrating Vodou and its practitioners into her life. 

 Furthermore, she is the vehicle through which the gap between slave and master could be 

lessened; proof of this is that she slowly falls under the influence of Soliman’s Vodou power. As 

Leclerc grows sicker, Pauline Bonaparte begins to shun all Western and Catholic practices, so 

much so that she “began to walk about the house in a strange manner, avoiding stepping on the 

cracks of tiles, which—as everyone knew—were laid in squares at the impious instigation of the 

Masons, who wanted people to tread on the cross all day long” (94). Pauline had Soliman pour 

“over her breasts […] salves of brandy, crushed seeds, oily juices, and the blood of birds;” later in 

the novel, this imagery will resonate with Soliman as he caresses Canova’s statue of Venus for 

which Pauline Bonaparte served as model (94). At one point, Soliman, with “his neck adorned 

with blue and red beads,” circled around her in a “strange dance” while they both groaned loudly 

“like the baying of dogs when the moon is full,” and he slept in her room on a “red rug” (94-95). 
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Upon the death of LeClerc, Pauline on “the verge of madness” leaves Haiti with “an amulet to 

Papa Legba, wrought by Soliman, which was destined to open the paths to Rome” (95). Soliman 

transcends the bonds of slavery to become her spiritual master, and Pauline sheds her Western 

aristocratic trappings through her belief in Vodou; this is an example of the way “here” and “back 

there” shift places. Carpentier writes that “the departure of Pauline marked the end of such 

common sense as still existed in the colony” as a way to signal that her time on the island was a 

brief respite from the harsh realities of slavery that would continue throughout the novel (95). 

Thus, her storyline complements my argument that there is a cycle of “here”/“back there” in 

Kingdom, and that this is the only place in the novel where signs of slavery are lessened. This is 

important because after this part of the novel, “back there” begins to relate to life in colonial slavery 

and not just to life in Africa. After Pauline’s departure, the French government unleashes dogs and 

snakes to quell the rebellion, all to no avail, and Henri Christophe triumphs, ushering in a new 

wave of terror. As Part Three begins, there is a sense of hope that Ti Noël’s life will be different 

when he returns to the Cap but, as it turns out, that is but a short-lived chimera. 

 In the chapter entitled, “Sans Souci,” the first chronotope (“here”/“back there”) reappears 

and, in fact, Carpentier prepares the reader for its return through Ti Noël’s statement:  

Many people were working these fields under the vigilance of soldiers carrying whips 

who occasionally shied a stone at some laggard. ‘Prisoners,’ thought Ti Noël to 

himself, as he observed that the custodians were Negroes, but that the workers were 

too, which ran counter to certain notions he had picked up in Santiago de Cuba on 

nights when he had been able to attend some festive gathering of the French Negroes. 

(107) 

 

The keyword in this passage is “counter” as it clearly suggests that something is not as it should 

be. Shock and surprise continue as Ti Noël discovers “a world of Negroes” where  
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those handsome, firm-buttocked ladies circling in a dance around a mountain of Tritons 

were Negresses; those two white-hosed ministers descending the main stairway with 

leather dispatch cases under their arms were Negroes; Negro was the chef, with an 

ermine tail on his cap, who was receiving a deer borne on the shoulders of several 

villagers led by the master huntsman; those hussars curvetting about the riding ring 

were Negroes; that high steward; with a silver chain gourd his neck, watching, in the 

company of the royal falconer, the rehearsals of negro actors in an outdoor theater was 

a Negro; those footmen in white wigs, whose golden buttons were being inspected by 

a butler in green livery, were Negroes; and, finally, Negro, good and Negro, was that 

Immaculate Conceptions standing above the high altar of the chapel, smiling sweetly 

upon the Negro musicians who were practicing a Salve. Ti Noël realized that he was 

at Sans Souci, the favorite residence of King Henri Christophe, former cook of the rue 

des Espagnols, master of the Auberge de la Couronne, who now struck off money 

bearing his initials above the proud motto God, my cause and my sword. (109) 

 

 Ti Noël is the agent through which “here” and “back there” reappear, albeit in a new guise. 

In each sentence of the description of Sans Souci, Carpentier places elements of the former masters 

and their society alongside the word “Negro” or “Negress.”  Elements such as “white-hosed 

ministers” and “royal falconer” previously stood for life “here,” under the regime of slavery, and 

the word “Negro” was associated with princely life “back there” in Africa, but now, at least in this 

scene, the opposition takes on new meaning. The elements associated with the former masters have 

been coopted by former slaves, and they now represent life in the present. Carpentier juxtaposes 

this new connotation with the words “Negro” or “Negress,” which, at this point in the novel still 

bring to mind visions of African freedom. Hence, the chronotope of “here”/“back there” is still 

present. For a brief instant, there is hope that Ti Noël has returned to a free Haiti. However, this 

does not last because in the scene that follows “a heavy blow” lands across Ti Noël’s back and 

reality sets in. After Ti Noël is hit, he is forced to work for Henri Christophe; in other words, he 

becomes a slave once again. The next chapter, “The Sacrifice of the Bulls,” shows that although 

the power structure has changed in Haiti, life for Ti Noël has not. 
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 In this chapter, the cyclical nature of the chronotope (“here”/ “back there”) is demonstrated 

as Ti Noël labors outside of Henri Christophe’s palace: 

Walking, walking, up and down, down and up, the Negro began to think that the 

chamber-music orchestras of Sans Souci, the splendor of the uniforms, and the statues 

of naked white women soaking up the sun in their scrolled pedestals among sculptured 

boxwood hedging the flowerbeds were all the product of a slavery as abominable as 

that he had known the plantation of M. Lenormand de Mézy. Even worse, for there 

was a limitless affront in being beaten by a Negro as black as oneself, as thick-lipped 

and wooly-headed, as flat-nosed; as low-born; perhaps branded, too. It was as though, 

in the same family, the children were to beat the parents, the grandson the grandmother, 

the daughters-in-law the mother who cooked for them. Besides, in other days, the 

colonists-except then they had lost their heads-had been careful not to kill their slaves, 

for dead slaves were money out of their pockets. Whereas here the death of a slave was 

no drain on the public funds. As long as there were black women to bear their children-

and there always had been and always would be-there would never be a dearth of 

workers to carry brings to the summit of Le Bonnet de l’Évêque. (116-117) 

 

In this example, Carpentier capitalizes “Negro” to emphasize that this is a different type of slavery 

that is not dictated by money, like colonial slavery, but a slavery built on a power structure fueled 

by the need for workers. Through Ti Noël’s point of view the reader sees that this new slavery is 

“even worse” because one’s master could even be one’s close relative. The passage above begins 

with life under Henri’s Christophe’s rule, then moves to colonial slavery, and ends with a haunting 

image of life in the present. Carpentier points out that because “there always had been and always 

would be” black women rearing children, the supply of slaves would never end. The important 

thing to note is that by this point in the action the first chronotope has substantially changed from 

the beginning; that is to say, “back there” is no longer life in Africa, but now refers to life under 

colonial slavery. Significantly, the use and the meaning of the term will change again before the 

novel ends. In spite of this change, readers still see that there are two contrasting depictions of 

space in the dichotomy of “here”/“back there.” Furthermore, this shifting of space is the first of a 
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series of returns to slavery that Ti Noël will endure. As Part Three comes to a close, the reader sees 

the “here”/“back there” chronotope change again in the chapter entitled “Ultima Ratio Regum.”  

 In this chapter, Henri Christophe commits suicide and slavery comes to an end, albeit only 

briefly. Just prior to his death, “Henri Christophe’s thoughts went back to the Citadel” for his 

“Ultima Ratio Regum,” and the first chronotope reappears:  

The bulls’ blood that those thick walls had drunk was an infallible charm against the 

arms of the white men. But this blood had never been directed against Negroes, whose 

shouts, coming closer now, were invoking Powers to which they made blood sacrifice. 

Henri Christophe, the reformer, had attempted to ignore Voodoo, molding with 

whiplash a caste of Catholic gentlemen. Now he realized that the real traitors to his 

cause that night were St. Peter with his keys, the Capuchins of St. Francis, the 

blackmoor St. Benedict along with the dark-faced Virgin in her blue cloak, and the 

Evangelists whose books he had ordered kissed each time the oath of loyalty was 

sworn. And, finally, all the martyrs, those to whom he had ordered the lighting of 

candles containing thirteen gold coins. (142-143)63 

 

The first two sentences of this passage are linked together by means of blood, blood that was meant 

to hold off “the white men” from colonial slavery “back there” but is used instead by the current 

slaves to “invoke Powers” that can overturn Henri Christophe’s rule. Carpentier carries this image 

further as he demonstrates that the Catholic saints are the same ones who are the king’s betrayers. 

The first chronotope thus appears twice: first, through the juxtaposition of Henri Christophe, 

“here,” and the slave’s use of Vodou “back there,” and then again with Henri Christophe and the 

Catholic saints that betrayed him. In this passage “back there” refers to colonial slavery which is 

a change from earlier in the book when it exclusively referred to life in Africa. This change 

suggests a longing for a return to a prior time that is conceived as better than the present; however, 

                                                 

63 Ultima Ratio Regum is Latin for “the last argument of the king.” “Ultima ratio regum.”  

Google Translate, Google, translate.google.com. Accessed 15 Feb. 2017.  
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this longing does not become clear until the last part of the book. The final section of the book, 

Part Four, contains multiple instances that corroborate my point that the first chronotope, 

“here”/“back there,” is cyclical; the first such example is found in the chapter entitled “The Night 

of the Statues.” 

 In “The Night of the Statues” the legacy of Henri Christophe’s family and servant, Soliman 

comes to an end. This is the same Soliman that served Pauline Bonaparte, and it is that service that 

comes back to haunt him one night after drinking. As Soliman walked through the courtyard of the 

house where he was staying, he set eyes on one statue and began to caress it just as he had caressed 

the body of Pauline earlier in the novel: 

This statue, yellow in the light of the lantern, was the corpse of Pauline Bonaparte, a 

corpse newly stiffened, recently stripped of breath and sight, which perhaps there was 

still time to bring back to life. With a terrible cry, as though his breast were riven, the 

Negro began to shout as loud as he could, in the vast silence of the Borghese Palace. 

And his look became so primitive, his heels stamped so strongly on the floor, turning 

the chapel beneath into a drumhead, that the horrified Piedmontese fled down the stairs, 

leaving Soliman alone with the Venus of Canova. (160) 

 

 In this scene, although set in Rome, Soliman is reminded of the time he spent with Pauline 

Bonaparte “back there” in Haiti; clearly, his longing for a return to that life is seen in his desire to 

“bring [her] back to life” (160). The instant that he realizes this is not possible he cries out, and he 

finds himself in the present. After this outburst, Carpentier describes Soliman as though he were 

in a Vodou dance ceremony with a so-called primitive look while stomping his feet; these 

descriptions also suggest that he is again longing for life “back there” (160). The last sentence 

sums up the nature of this chapter as it is about Soliman’s longing to return to a peaceful and 

happier time, and realizing that he cannot do so; it is my belief that Carpentier placed this chapter 

directly after the downfall of Henri Christophe and before the introduction of the Republicans 
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surveyors to remind readers, once again, that Pauline’s time in Haiti was said to be, as the Cuban 

author saw it, a time of “common sense” when the line between slave and master was blurred (95). 

This “common sense” is never seen again in the novel. As “The Night of the Statues” concludes, 

Soliman invokes the powers of Vodou and exits from the action, and the next chapter entitled, “The 

Royal Palace,” returns to Ti Noël’s story. 

 As the novel heads towards a conclusion, Ti Noël resurfaces as an old man who lives on his 

former master’s plantation. The reader learns that he was one of “the ringleaders in the sack of the 

Palace of Sans Souci” (163). The chapter entitled, “The Royal Palace” provides a respite before 

the final upheaval as it portrays Ti Noël as a celebrated and respected figure. After the tranquility 

of that chapter, the one that follows, “The Surveyors,” ominously begins “but one morning the 

Surveyors appeared” (169). Ti Noël “observed with rage that they spoke the language of the 

French” and shortly afterwards he learns the truth about them: 

But the next day, roaming the Plaine in search of something to warm he noted that 

there were Surveyors everywhere, and that mounted mulattoes, wearing shirts open at 

the throat, silk sashes and military boots, were directing vast operations of plowing and 

clearing carried out by hundreds of Negro prisoners. Astride their donkeys, carrying 

heads and pigs, hundreds of peasants were leaving their cabins amid the weeping and 

lamentation of the women, to seek refuge in the hills. Ti Noël learned from a fugitive 

that farm work had been made obligatory, and that the whip was now in the hands of 

Republican mulattoes, the new masters of the Plaine du Nord. 

 Macandal had not foreseen this matter of forced labor. Nor had Bouckman, the 

Jamaican. The ascendancy of the mulattoes was something new that had not occurred 

to Jose Antonio Aponte, beheaded by the Marquis of Someruelos, whose record of 

rebellion Ti Noël had learned of during his slave days in Cuba. Not even Henri 

Christophe would have suspected that the land of Santo Domingo would bring forth 

this spurious aristocracy, this caste of quadroons, which was now taking over the old 

plantations, with their privileges and rank. (170-171) 

  

 It is through Ti Noël’s eyes that the reader first learns of life under slavery and it is also 

through his eyes that the final return to slavery through “forced labor” is witnessed. As I mentioned 
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earlier, the cyclical nature of “here” and “back there” operates on many levels, which this passage 

illustrates clearly: as it begins with Ti Noël as a free man but abruptly shifts to his life in slavery 

under the Surveyors. Prior to this return, the Cuban author describes “hundreds of Negro 

prisoners,” an image that distinctly conveys the reality of slavery. As far as the chronotope is 

concerned, Carpentier could have stopped with the return to slavery, but instead, he chose to 

continue with references to all the major leaders since colonial slavery including Henri Christophe. 

By mentioning all the leaders, Carpentier makes it clear that although life has oscillated between 

slavery and brief moments of freedom over a seventy-year period, not even the harshest master 

could have foreseen slavery’s return under “this caste of quadroons” (171). The result is that things 

in Haiti appear different but deep down, they are the same as they were when the novel started 

under French domination. 

 As it turns out, quadroons are looked down upon because they are perceived as not belonging 

to the original race of rebels, the former African slaves and their direct descendants. Clearly, the 

inclusion of quadroons highlights the fact that slavery existed under many different masters in 

Haiti.64 By this point in the novel, Carpentier has implicitly reiterated the cycle of returns but has 

not explicitly mentioned the concept until the closing moments of “The Surveyors.” At this point, 

Ti Noël “began to lose heart at this endless return of chains, this rebirth of shackles, this 

proliferation of suffering, which the more resigned began to accept as the uselessness of all revolt” 

(171-172). This statement is both an explicit and an implicit example of the chronotope; on the 

surface it is Ti Noël acknowledging that he is stuck in an “endless return of chains,” but Carpentier 

                                                 

64 “Quadroon” was a racial designation that was used in the post-slavery era to indicate that a 

person was one-quarter black. 
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also plants the chronotope via the sentence structure and word choice to reinforce the repetitious 

nature of history. The sentence contains three commas separating three dependent clauses, and as 

it progresses with the words, “endless return of chains,” “rebirth of shackles,” and “suffering” the 

reader, much like Ti Noël, begins to believe in the “uselessness of all revolt” (173). By doubling 

down on the chronotope within this sentence, Carpentier affirms that Haitian history has been 

caught in an endless cycle of slavery, and that, for this reason, Haitians have begun to question 

“the uselessness of revolt”; in other words, they have accepted that that there is no escape from 

history. After all, what is the point of rebelling, if people will always end up enslaved? In the final 

chapter, Ti Noël comes to a resolution, at least for himself, as to how to end this suffering. 

  The title, “Agnus Dei” (Lamb of God), harkens back to the statement in the previous chapter 

about the endless cycle of chains and the forthcoming allegorical content related to Ti Noël’s exile. 

The Lamb of God, that is to say Jesus, was sacrificed, and although Ti Noël is not literally 

sacrificed, he is cast out from a clan of geese since he has magically become one.65 Carpentier 

makes this imagery work by employing magical realism in a mixture of what is “real” in the fiction 

(i.e., the character of Ti Noël), and what is magical (this same character transformed into a goose). 

The author draws on the animistic beliefs set forth earlier in the novel to achieve this allegory as 

Ti Noël is a goose that attempts “to take his place in the clan” but encounters “sawtoothed beaks 

and outstretched necks that kept him at a distance” (Kingdom 177). Emil Volek comments on how 

the “animals” in this scene “resemble the primitive society of free men” where “they form a closed 

                                                 

65 The Lamb of God is a Biblical reference to Jesus Christ. See John 1:29 and Revelation 

6:16;12:11;17:14; 21:27; and 22:3. 

See The Bible Authorized King James Version. Oxford University Press, 1997. 
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‘clan’ to individuals of other castes” (Giacoman 165).66  Eventually, Ti Noël understands “that his 

rejection by the geese was a punishment for his cowardice” because “Macandal had disguised 

himself as an animal for years to serve men, not to abjure the world of men” (Kingdom 178).  

 In allegorical terms, the clan of geese is analogous to the people of Haiti. Carpentier 

illustrates this point when he states that “it had been made crystal clear to him [Ti Noël] that being 

a goose did not imply that all geese were equal” (177). In other words, although Ti Noël was a 

former slave, like Henri Christophe and the Republican Surveyors, he was not their equal. For this 

reason, Ti Noël, the rejected goose, can be seen as a failed savior. He failed because he is unable 

to “save” the Haitian people, and he does not even bring them hope. Where the lingering existence 

of Macandal in animal guise brought hope to the enslaved, a disguised Ti Noël is nothing more 

than a useless attempt by an old man to avoid reality. At this point, the allegory and its relation to 

the Biblical title is somewhat unclear; however, the connection begins to make sense as Ti Noël 

reflects upon his rejection by the geese in the novel’s last example of “here” and “back there”: 

Now he understood that man a never knows for whom he suffers and hopes. He suffers 

and hopes and toils for people he will never know, and who, in turn, will suffer and 

hope and toil for others who will not be happy either, for man always seeks a happiness 

far beyond that which is meted out to him. But man’s greatness consists in the very 

fact of wanting to be better than he is. In laying duties upon himself. In the Kingdom 

of Heaven there is no grandeur to be won, inasmuch as there all is an established 

hierarchy, the unknown is revealed, existence is infinite, there is no possibility of 

sacrifice, all is rest and joy. For this reason, bowed down by suffering and duties, 

beautiful in the midst of his misery, capable of loving in the face of afflictions and 

trials, man finds his greatness, his fullest measure, only in the Kingdom of This World. 

(179) 

 

                                                 

66 “Es decir, los animales que más se asemejan a la sociedad de los hombres libres. Inclusive 

éstos forman un ‘clan’ “cerrado a todo individuo de otra casa.” (165). 
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 In this example, Ti Noël philosophically reflects about the ultimate example of “here” and 

“back there,” which, in this case, is “The Kingdom of Heaven.” The repetition of the words, 

“suffer” and “hope” suggests the cyclical nature of human life “here” in Haiti; in Kingdom, the 

suffering of slavery is followed by the short-lived hope of freedom before slavery returns. Located 

in this continual return to slavery is our continued desire for a better life for future generations as 

shown by Ti Noël’s belief that “man’s greatness consists in the very fact of wanting to be better 

than he is” (179). In contrast to this life, Carpentier places the “Kingdom of Heaven” where “there 

is no grandeur to be won” because there is an established order; in other words, once in heaven, 

humanity has no need to want since “the unknown is revealed” (179). Through the character of Ti 

Noël, Carpentier suggests that people should not look towards the unknown as in heaven, but dwell 

upon greatness in the present. The Cuban author makes this clear by having Ti Noël conclude that 

humanity reaches its pinnacle “in the Kingdom of this World” and suggests that the cyclical nature 

of humanity—at least in the novel—has come to an end.  

 Ti Noël’s philosophical observations about the nature of human existence have created much 

speculation among critics, with Emil Volek and Alexis Márquez Rodríguez taking slightly different 

sides. Volek believes that the novel’s concluding passage gives an account “for all mankind that 

wants to comprehend the feeling of Carpentier’s work, but here, in this powerful synthesis, is 

outlined a universal vision of man, not only of the black of the determined historical period” 

(Giacoman 166).67 From this passage and its relation to the work as whole, Volek surmises that 

                                                 

67 “Este pasaje lo debería tener en cuenta todo hombre que quiera comprender el sentido de la 

obra de Carpentier, porque aquí, en una síntesis poderosa, está esbozada una vision universal del 

hombre, no solo del negro de un período histórico determinado” (166). 
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the message of Kingdom “is summarily human” and “optimistic,” but that “the author does not 

alleviate” anything; it is left open for the reader to decide.68 Alexis Márquez Rodríguez concludes 

his chapter on Kingdom with the belief that Ti Noël’s final remarks sum up the novel:  

The “Kingdom of this World” is, then, the kingdom of the earthly. But it is much more. 

That’s to say, it gives itself unto another feeling, in which that antimony dissolves, and 

erases the boundaries between one and the other dimension. The “Kingdom of this 

World” is also America, this world filled from the marvelous real [.] (54)69 

 

 Even though both Volek and Márquez Rodríguez offer readings that differ from mine, both 

are consistent with my view of the novel as a work preoccupied with human destiny and one in 

which history is seen as an ongoing process of returns. Ti Noël’s comments about the earthly state 

of affairs appears to convey this idea quite clearly to the reader; however, these comments are not 

the concluding words of the novel. A physical space is inserted between Ti Noël’s assertion and 

the actual ending. Carpentier has Ti Noël hurl “declarations of war against the new masters” as a 

mighty wind sweeps him and the rest of the plantation away (179). The novel ends with the 

implication that although Ti Noël has been swept away and “never seen again,” he is perhaps still 

present like the Lamb of God (180). By ending the novel in this fashion, Carpentier allows the 

chronotope of “here” and “back there” to remain unresolved. He provides no resolution to the 

dialectic that opposes “here” and “back there”; Kingdom ends just as it began, with Ti Noël and 

                                                 

68 “El mensaje de la novela corta “El reino de este Mundo’ es sumamente humano y como tal, en 

principio, optimista. Este y la fe en el hombre son conquistados difícilmente y con gran 

tenacidad, porque el autor no se alivia nada ni a sí mismo, ni al hombre en su situación en este 

mundo” (178). 
69 “El ‘Reino de este Mundo’ es, pues, el reino de lo terranal. Pero es algo más. Es decir, se da en 

otro sentido, en el cual aquella antimonial se disuelve, y se borran los linderos entre una y otra 

dimension. El Reino de este Muno” es también América, este mundo lleno de lo real-

maravilloso[.] (54) 
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slavery. This ending makes clear that history is a cyclical process and Haiti is destined to be 

enslaved time and again. In short, as Carpentier saw it, the island cannot partake in a process of 

dialectic because there is no culmination or progress, but only repetition. This notion brings us 

directly to Hegel and, specifically, to his lectures on the Philosophy of History.  

 Susan Buck-Morss has shown in Haiti, Hegel, and Universal History that the link between 

the German philosopher and the Caribbean island has solid foundation because Hegel knew of the 

slave uprisings in the 1790’s through his daily reading of the German language newspaper, 

Minerva (44-45). Buck-Morss points out that Hegel’s Phenomenology of the Mind (also known as 

Phenomenology of the Spirit) lays out the relationship between lordship and bondage, which she 

believes to be inspired by this philosopher’s familiarity with the Haitian slave rebellions (55-56). 

The fact is that Hegel’s lectures on the Philosophy of History shed light on my contention that The 

Kingdom of This World is, first and foremost, a novel concerned with destiny and cyclical history 

because it portrays the Haitian people and their seemingly inevitable return to slavery. 

 In Hegel’s Theory of the Modern State, Shlomo Avineri asserts that Hegel viewed history as 

where the “spirit [the human intellect] externalizes itself and becomes objective and man’s 

consciousness reaches awareness of itself” (221).  Hegel believed that “the only necessity in 

historical development is that of freedom’s progress towards self-realization in human 

consciousness, and [that] the unfolding of reason in history is itself a philosophical necessity” 

(221). In other words, we have control over our destiny. This means that historical progress occurs 

only when a particular culture becomes aware that it has the ability to be free; in the case of 

Kingdom, this moment occurs when the slaves begin their revolt against the French, and when they 

rebel against Henri Christophe. To Hegel, the “stages of consciousness” and the stages of history 
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are the same, and to make this claim, he examines the Oriental, the Greek, the Roman, and the 

German-Christian cultures (222). Hegel terms this “succession of cultures,” the “Volkgeister,” that 

is people’s spirit (222). He makes the distinction that a Volkgeist “is the very ability to create a 

state,” and that a dominant state does not necessarily mean a unified country, but one whose 

“overall culture” is dominant like that of ancient Greece (223). Kingdom demonstrates this idea of 

Volkgeist when, after the slave revolt, Ti Noël returns to a new country, “the like of which the 

French governor of the Cap had never known, [it] was a world of Negroes” (Carpentier 108-109). 

For a brief moment, Kingdom appears to perfectly capture Hegelian notions of historical progress 

because the old system of slavery is abolished and the former slaves create a new society; however, 

this new “world of Negroes” is ruled by Henri Christophe who actually enslaves his own people. 

The fact that the former slaves are enslaved all over again directly correlates with Hegel’s first 

stage of history, what he termed the Oriental. 

 Hegel viewed Oriental history as “unhistorical history” because “it is only the repetition of 

the same majestic ruin” (105-106). For Hegel, “the new element, which in the shape of bravery, 

prowess, [and] magnanimity, occupies the place of the previous despotic pomp, goes through the 

same circle of decline and subsidence” (106). This “unhistorical history” accurately describes the 

repetitious cycle of history in Kingdom; the novel alternates between slavery, brief periods of 

freedom, and returns to slavery. I have indicated this by looking at multiple examples of the 

chronotope, “here”/“back there.” Hegel concludes that “the static is forever repeating itself” 

(Avineri 224). True to this notion, the historical cycle of Kingdom will continue ad nauseam, with 

nothing ever changing. The implications of an “unhistorical history” on identity in Kingdom cannot 
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be denied. Identity in this novel is static, unchanging, and immovable. Characters are forever 

locked in a “here” that is opposed to “back there.”  

 Duality is forever maintained within the novel. According to Carpentier, this is a permanent 

duality without end, even in the Kingdom of Heaven. I take this to mean that Carpentier believes 

that Latin American consciousness, which is to say, its identity is destined to endless cycles. The 

only deviation from this view of identity comes from Pauline Bonaparte’s scenes which suggest 

that a near peaceful coexistence between different people or races is possible in a type of paradise 

where both elements of “here” and back there” are present. This departure implies that our identity 

is not fixed. I believe the Cuban author included this section to demonstrate to readers that unless 

there is a resolution to the antagonistic forces of “here” and “back there,” any appearance of change 

is an illusion, and will never last. This is what happens because after Pauline Bonaparte leaves the 

island, the characters are enslaved once again. Since this is a very brief episode in the novel, I 

conclude that Carpentier wanted his readers to focus on the “unhistorical history” that he portrayed 

throughout.  

 In sum, for Alejo Carpentier, there is no escape from the cyclical nature of history; there are 

only glimmers of hope that are forever overturned. The disappearance of Ti Noël into the wind 

makes this abundantly clear; Ti Noël lived as a slave with only a brief moment of freedom, and as 

his character vanishes, the Haitian people are again enslaved as they were at the beginning of 

Kingdom. In the next chapter, I will reconsider these conclusions about identity from the 

perspective of the second chronotope that I see in the novel, the symphony and first age rhythms. 

Perhaps, it is only comparing this second chronotope to the first that we can clearly understand 

what Carpentier had in mind about identity and duality in Latin America. 



 

101 

CHAPTER 3 

A SYMPHONY OF FIRST AGE RHYTHMS IN THE KINGDOM OF THIS WORLD 

 

 

The comparison between music and literature in Alejo Carpentier makes full sense when 

we consider that he was a musicologist of note who wrote numerous essays, including "Of 

Folkloric Music," and a well-known book, Music in Cuba.70 Although the essays and the book 

were written at different times of his career, they both shed light on the important role of music in 

Carpentier’s fiction and yet, to my knowledge, they have never been read in conjunction with the 

work that is the subject of my study. “Of Folkloric Music” examines how the ideas of folklore and 

nationalism work in concert to answer the question, “who am I?”71 The Cuban author groups these 

concepts together because “the nationalist sonority,” he writes is a “necessary identifying element 

of the Latin American composer”(31).72 In his essay, Carpentier wants the Latin American 

                                                 

70 Book titles are my translations: “Del folklorismo musical” in Tientos, Diferencias, y Otros 

Ensayos. 
71 Carpentier compares his musicological work to that of Heitor Villa-Lobos, the Brazilian  

composer famous for his nationalist efforts. Carpentier uses Villa-Lobos’s essay,  

“El folklore soy yo,” as an outlet to begin his larger discussion on nationalism and  

folklore. According to Carpentier, Villa-Lobos states “soy quien soy, por los frutos  

conocerás el árbol, por mi voz hablarán los míos” (31). 

For the full essay, see Alejo Carpentier. Tientos, Diferencias Y Otros Ensayos. Plaza  

& Janes Literaria, 1987, pp. 29-39. 

In another essay, Carpentier revisits nationalism in Latin American Music from a historical  

perspective and reiterates the importance of Villa-Lobos’s music.  

See Alejo Carpentier. “The Angel of the Maracas.” Music Educators Journal, vol. 61, no. 9,  

May 1997, pp. 43-47. 
72 “Pero como tanto se ha debatido esta cuestión del folklore en música -sobre todo en nuestras  

latitudes-;como tanto se ha hablado del nacionalismo sonoro en estas ultimas décadas como 

elemento necesariamente identificador del compositor latinoamericano, valdría la pena 

considerar la cuestión con algún detenimiento cuidando de no caer en los argumentos de uso 

generalizado responsables de ciertas limitaciones estético-ideológicas que por largo tiempo 

nocivas a las obras -muy bien recuperadas desde entonces- de Bela Bartok o de Franz Kafka -
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composer to look at folkloric elements within their respective countries in order to find a way to 

integrate them into the great classical forms of the sonata, symphony, and concerto, while retaining 

their original characteristics. Out of this process comes a musical product that reflects a particular 

country’s national identity, and, as I will explain in the course of this chapter, I believe that the 

Cuban author has similarly created a musical novel in Kingdom that portrays his own personal 

view of Latin American identity. This is why the aim of this chapter is to show how Carpentier 

integrated symphonic and rhythmic elements in Kingdom, and to start this process, I propose 

turning to the author’s own musical research. 

Carpentier’s book, Music in Cuba traces the history of Cuban music from the sixteenth 

century to the early twentieth.73 Critic Timothy Brennan stated that in Music in Cuba “Carpentier 

investigated the implications of a familiar practice: symphonic borrowings from black music,” but 

more importantly “the book described the little-known intercourse between community and 

concert hall in Cuba” (169).74 One such exchange takes place through the historical figure of 

                                                 

argumentos ad sum delphini que resultaron, para muchos, una justificación de la pobreza 

imaginativa o del miedo al riesgo que implica toda búsqueda técnica o formal” (31). 
73 In Cuban Fiestas: The Fiesta in Cuban Literature, Roberto González Echevarría  

acknowledges the historical value of Music in Cuba, but notes that “the flaw in Carpentier’s […]  

arguments is to disregard the unstoppable forces of history, particularly Cuba’s, which has  

moved so swiftly, subjecting everything to transmutation and change” (125). González  

Echevarría faults Carpentier for ignoring most forms of recent popular music because “every  

form of Cuban music that Cubans know today as Cuban has undergone an evolution that  

includes as one of its prime movers commercialization, both national and international: son,  

rumba, the conga, mambo, and cha-cha-cha” (125). 

See Cuban Fiestas: The Fiesta in Cuban Literature, p. 121-137 
74 Brenann provides an overview of the book, and how it is “at once a guide to Cuban classical  

music and a prophecy of American and European dance crazes to come” (162;164). 

See Timothy Brennan. "Special Section - the Latin Sound - Before Jennifer Lopez, There Was 

the Mambo Mania of the 1950s -- and Before That, the Rumba Craze of the 1920s. It's Like 
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composer Esteban Salas y Castro, Choirmaster of the Santiago Cathedral. The Kingdom chapter 

entitled, “Santiago de Cuba,” references the Santiago Cathedral and the “dried-up, loud-voiced, 

swarthy old man called Don Esteban Salas” (79).75 From 1764 until his death in 1803, Salas was 

choirmaster at the Chapel of Music at the cathedral in Santiago (Music in Cuba 109-111).  

While writing and researching Music in Cuba, Carpentier rediscovered the works of Salas 

and proclaimed that his “scores sheds light on a figure of relevance not only for Cuba, but for the 

musical history of the entire continent” (107). The Cuban author holds Salas responsible for 

rounding “out our vision of the religious music of the Americas at a moment when, due to 

inadequate study, it could appear to be creatively impoverished, when in reality it constituted one 

of the most interesting and rich stages of artistic production in the New World” (107-108). 

Carpentier notes that after Salas “the cathedral was also a concert hall” through which “Haydn 

entered the island” (108).76 Over the years, Salas wrote many compositions including “two Masses 

                                                 

Clockwork: for Every Generation, a Latin Invasion. Timothy Brennan Charts the Legacy of 

Alejo Carpentier, Godfather of Cuban Soul." Transition, vol. 9, no 81, 2000, pp. 162-170. 
75 Leonardo Acosta goes beyond the link to Esteban Salas, and shows that there are smaller links  

to Music in Cuba such as “the first time Santiago de Cuba heard the music of passepieds and  

contredanses (Kingdom 78). Acosta notes that in “brief words, Carpentier offers to us the  

novelized version” of the “influence of the Franco-Haitian immigration on the music and  

costumes of the western region of Cuba [En breves palabras, lo que nos ofrece Carpentier aquí es  

la versión novelada de su <<Introducción de la contradanza>>, en que trataba sobre influencia de  

la inmigración franco-haitiana en la música y las costumbres de la región oriental de Cuba]”  

(27). 

See Acosta, p. 24-27 
76 Lisa Lorenzino agrees with Carpentier and demonstrates that “as an advocate for musicians, 

and as a namesake for a conservatory that produces increasingly more skilled students each year, 

Esteban Salas has had a notable impact on Cuban music education” (118). Lorenzino emphasizes 

that Salas expansion of the Santiago Cathedral paved the way for future composers to follow 

suit. The result is that Havana copied Santiago’s model and opened several conservatories. 

Music education became more widespread in Cuba. 

See Lisa Lorenzino. "Esteban Salas and His Legacy of Music Education in Cuba." Journal of  
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in G minor, ‘for voices, organ, and orchestra’; a Mass in B minor, for three voices and orchestra; 

a Requiem Mass, for four voices and orchestra” and “another Mass for three voices” (113). Of 

specific interest to our discussion is Salas’ unique compositional style and how it relates to 

Kingdom. 

Referring to Salas’ Masses, Carpentier writes that “except for certain “recitative” parts, 

Salas never “accompanies” the singers, thereby transforming the orchestra into an enormous 

guitar” and that these seemingly independent “voices and instruments always know where they are 

headed, and a strenuous effort is required of both” (116-117). As for the Requiem, Salas has “each 

one of its parts, brief, full, [and] well-rounded” which “establishes a contrast with the previous and 

subsequent parts” (117). In Kingdom, I see a similar contrast between the four parts of the novel 

because each tells a different sequence of events and all of them come together at the end. Perhaps 

Esteban Salas is the musical composer that inspired Carpentier to write Kingdom in this particular 

style. After all, the Cuban author did uncover Salas’s lost works while researching Music in Cuba, 

and Salas is briefly mentioned in Kingdom; however, at present there is not enough evidence to 

prove this claim. In fact, Roberto González Echevarría comes close to doing so by noting that the 

inclusion of Esteban Salas is a part of Carpentier’s interest in the “fusion of Spanish, African, and 

French musical forms in Santiago de Cuba as a result of the Haitian revolt of 1791,” but this critic 

does not elaborate further (104-105).77 Besides Salas, there is a second link between music and 

literature of which Carpentier was no doubt aware: classical rhetoric. 

                                                 

Historical Research in Music Education, vol. 34, no. 2, 2013, pp. 101-118. 
77 See Alejo Carpentier: The Pilgrim at Home, p. 104-105 
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Through the years, the parallel between music and rhetoric has been noted by an assortment 

of authors. Michel de Saint-Lambert, a Late Baroque composer, wrote that “a piece of music 

somewhat resembles a piece of rhetoric […], or rather it is the piece of rhetoric which resembles 

the piece of music, since harmony, number, measure, and the other similar things which a skillful 

orator observes in the composition of his works belong more naturally to music than to rhetoric” 

(Tarling 47).78 Although Saint-Lambert refers to the spoken word, in the present era the term 

“rhetoric” applies to any genre (literature, film, music, etc.) that employs “language that is intended 

to influence people and that may not be honest or reasonable” (Merriam Webster Dictionary). This 

means that my reading of Kingdom not only falls within the realm of the author’s interests, but 

illuminates a greater historical dialogue between music and literature.79  

                                                 

78 Judy Tarling provides a broad overview of the parallels between rhetoric and music in her  

book. She focuses on how classical, medieval, and Baroque thinkers viewed oration and musical  

performance practice.  

See Judy Tarling. The Weapons of Rhetoric: A Guide for Musicians and Audiences. Corda 

Music, 2005. 
79 Recent scholarship in the field of musico-literary studies has moved away from examining  

novels that are written as a specific form. Stephen Benson states “if a novel draws on music, the  

question is not how, in the technical sense, but why: what idea of music is represented, to what  

end, and how does this relate to other discourses of music, including those of musicology? How  

is what a novel has to say about music about music caught up in representation, of aesthetics and  

ethics?” (6). This dissertation is concerned with the technicalities and ideas of music represented  

in the text.  

See Stephen Benson. Literary Music: Writing Music in Contemporary Fiction. Ashgate 

Publishing, 2006. 

For more on this new trend of musico-literary studies see Prieto, Eric. Listening in: Music, Mind, 

and the Modernist Narrative. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2002 

In much the same vein as Benson and Prieto, Caroline Rae analyzes the musical collaborations 

with the intent “to consider the path which led Carpentier to draw on music as one of the 

defining metaphors of his literary writings” (905). Her focus in both essays is the period before 

the publication of Kingdom.  

See Caroline Rae. "The Musical Collaborations of Alejo Carpentier: Afrocubanism and the 

Quest for Spiritual Renewal." Bulletin of Spanish Studies, vol. 84, no. 7, 2007, pp. 905-929. 
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Out of this conversation comes an unlikely analogue with which Carpentier was well-

acquainted. I am referring to architecture which, like his father, he had studied (albeit briefly). 

Carpentier’s interest in architecture stayed with him throughout his life as can be gleaned, for 

example, in one of his most famous essays, “The City of Columns” (1964), where he discusses the 

various architectural styles of Havana. In The Weapons of Rhetoric: A guide for musicians and 

audiences, Judy Tarling discusses the relationship between language and architecture:  

It is commonly accepted in classical rhetoric that here are three styles, both of the 

written material, and of its delivery: low, middle and high. These basic divisions 

are also seen in architecture in the style of the orders of columns: the plain, 

sometimes massive masculine Doric (in poetry used to describe a rustic, pastoral 

style), in the middle Ionic and the decorated female Corinthian styles. The inventor-

designer-composer’s choice of style should reflect the message and purpose of the 

invented matter. (63) 80  

 

The main objective of this passage about architecture is that the style of any given work must 

match the content; in fact, this is what my own chapter aims to do with Kingdom, namely, to show 

its musical qualities and how they relate to identity.81 I believe that Carpentier’s handling of the 

novel’s symphonic style and rhythms accurately portrays the content of early Haitian history with 

its alternation between slavery and brief periods of freedom. To explain my beliefs regarding the 

novel’s musical construction, a brief definition of basic musical structures is needed at this time. 

                                                 

______________. "In Havana and Paris: The Musical Activities of Alejo Carpentier." Music and 

Letters, vol. 89, no. 3, 2008, pp. 373-395. 
80 For a greater discussion of Style, see Tarling, p. 63-69 
81 To support my handling of musical terminology, I have consulted Grosvenor W. Cooper and  

Leonard B. Meyer's The Rhythmic Structure of Music and Aaron Copland's What to Listen for in  

Music. 

See Grosvenor Cooper and Leonard B. Meyer. The Rhythmic Structure of Music. University of 

Chicago, 1960. 

See Copland, Aaron. What to Listen for in Music. Signet Classics, 2011. 
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In The Rhythmic Structure of Music, Cooper and Meyer argue that music is "architectonic 

in its organization" (2). Furthermore, these critics compare it to the written word in that, “just as 

letters are combined into words, words into sentences, sentences into paragraphs, and so on, so in 

music individual tones become grouped into motives, motives into phrases, phrases into periods, 

etc." (2). Cooper and Meyer further note that "as music unfolds, its rhythmic structure is perceived 

not as a series of discrete independent units strung together in a mechanical, additive way like 

beads, but as an organic process in which smaller rhythmic motives … also function as integral 

parts of a larger rhythmic organization" (2). Using these authors as a guideline, I will approach the 

musical references and musicality of Carpentier's novel as “an organic process” that form a “larger 

rhythmic organization." The question remains, how does Carpentier rhythmically structure this 

work? 

Igor Stravinsky, one of Carpentier’s favorite composers, presents a plausible answer when 

he argues that “of all the musical forms, the one considered the richest from the point of view of 

development is the symphony” (41).82 Kingdom easily mirrors the richness typical of the 

symphony that Stravinsky praises, as there are multiple storylines (Ti Noël, Macandal, Pauline 

Bonaparte, et. al.) brought together as the history of Haiti, from the colonial to the Republican era. 

However, Stravinsky offered further guidance as to the complexity of the symphonic form: “we 

usually designate by that name [symphony] a composition in several movements, of which one 

confers upon the whole work its symphonic quality-namely, the symphonic allegro, generally 

                                                 

82 Stravinsky makes these remarks in his chapter, “The Phenomenon of Music,” where he notes 

the human ability to love and enjoy music. 

See Stravinsky, Igor. The Poetics of Music: In the Form of Six Lessons. Harvard University 

Press, 1970. 
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placed at the opening of the work and intended to justify its name by fulfilling the requirements of 

a certain musical dialectic” (41).83 For Stravinsky, “the essential part of this dialectic resides in the 

central portion, the development” and “it is precisely this symphonic allegro, which is also termed 

the sonata-allegro, that determines the form, as we know, all instrumental music is constructed” 

(41). I have no doubt that Carpentier applied these ideas in the construction of Kingdom. To prove 

this theory, I will turn to musicologist and composer Aaron Copland for an explanation of the 

specific musical terminology regarding the symphony. 

Aaron Copland's What to Listen for in Music contains sections on the sonata, symphony, 

and symphonic poem that provide basis for understanding Carpentier’s handling of these musical 

forms in Kingdom.84 Copland concurs with Stravinsky’s belief that the sonata-allegro is the first-

movement form of the symphony when he states that, “if you read notes, you can always 

mechanically find the end of the exposition in any of the classical sonatas or symphonies by 

                                                 

83 Antonio Benítez Rojo posits that Kingdom is a rhapsod, but I believe that he meant the musical 

form of the rhapsody. Benítez Rojo goes on to say in his psychoanalytic reading that all of 

Carpentier’s literary works that include music should be thought of “as a double gesture that 

proposes: (1) to rid the former of the Father's symbolic presence, and (2) to seek legitimation in 

the imaginary construction Music=Mother-America” (189). At the present time, I can neither 

affirm nor deny his conclusions. 

See Antonio Benítez Rojo."Alejo Carpentier: between Here and Over There." Caribbean Studies, 

vol. 27, no. 3-4, 1994, pp. 183-195. 
84 I have used Copland’s book because it offers a well written and easily accessible general 

overview of musical theory and forms. For a comprehensive look at musical theory, I refer 

readers to Leonard B. Meyer. Style and Music: Theory, History, and Ideology. University of 

Chicago Press, 1996. 

For a complete history of the sonata, see William S. Newman. The Sonata in the Classic Era. 

University of North Carolina Press, 1963. 

_________. The Sonata in the Baroque Era. W.W. Norton, 1972 

_________. The Sonata since Beethoven. W.W. Norton, 1972. 

For a complete guide to the history of the symphony, see Julian Horton. The Cambridge 

Companion to the Symphony. Cambridge University Press, 2014. 
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looking for the double bars with repeat sign, indicating the formal repetition of the entire section” 

(150). Since both Stravinsky and Copland declared the first movement of a symphony a sonata, 

then it stands to reason that Carpentier, being a musicologist, would implement the sonata-allegro 

in the first movement of his symphonic novel about Haiti. The sonata-allegro follows the very 

basic formula of A-B-A, or “exposition-development-recapitulation” (Copland 148).85 Copland 

breaks the exposition, the part where “the thematic material is exposed,” into three parts, tonic-a, 

dominant-b, and dominant-c.86 The development section reworks the themes “in new and 

unsuspected ways” that Copland designates as “foreign keys” and “in the recapitulation, it is heard 

again in its original setting,” that is, in three parts (148).  In addition to this brief sketch of the 

sonata-allegro, I would be remiss to forego an explication of two fundamentals of music: tonic and 

dominant. 

Tonic refers to what many people term as the home key. For example, the tonic note of the 

C major scale will be C, and “at least, in pre-twentieth century music, all melodies centered around 

                                                 

85 Charles Rosen gives a more complicated definition of the sonata: the exposition of the theme  

in tonic key, modulation of the theme in dominant key, repetition of the exposition, the  

development, the recapitulation, and an optional coda. 

For a full discussion of this explanation of the sonata, see Charles Rosen. The Classical Style:  

Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven. The Viking Press, 1971, pp. 30-42. 

For a brief history of how the sonata including the sonata-allegro has changed through the years, 

see “Sonata Form.” George Grove and Stanley Sadie, editors. New Grove's Dictionary of Music 

and Musicians, vol. 23, Grove’s Dictionaries of Music, 1980, pp. 687-701. 

The Cuban rumba also contains a three-part structure of the introduction, song, and  

groove/improvisation section (Schechter 140). Despite this similarity to the sonata-allegro, the  

rumba’s last section is “a call-and-response between the lead singer-who[se] improvised lines are  

called inspiración- and the rest of the group, who sing estribillo [refrain] or coro [chorus]” (140).  

For a full discussion of the rumba, see John M. Schechter. Music in Latin American Culture: 

Regional Traditions. Schirmer Books, 1999. 
86 For a full description of basic tonality, see Copland p. 39-48 
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the tonic” (Copland 42). Dominant refers “to the fifth degree” of a scale (42). For the C major 

scale, this is G. The Dominant is the second most important note next to the tonic. It is this type of 

relationship that I have used in my explanation of the thematic handling of the sonata-allegro in 

Kingdom. 

According to Copland, there are seven thematic changes that form the sonata-allegro; the 

idea of seven relates back to Kingdom’s symphonic structure, but only if Chapters II through VIII 

are considered to be equivalent to the seven sub-parts of the sonata-allegro. For example, Chapter 

II, where what Copland refers to as the exposition begins, would be tonic-a, Chapter III would be 

dominant-b, and Chapter IV would be dominant-c. This pattern would continue through Chapter 

VIII. This is in fact the case because each of these chapters contains a theme that, when written 

out, aligns with the sonata allegro pattern. Part One of Kingdom contains eight chapters, and it 

would seem that this does not meet Copland’s criteria for the first-movement form of the 

symphony; however, chapter I, “The Wax Heads,” can be said to serve as an introduction, or 

prelude, to the main characters insofar as in this chapter makes brief allusions to the main themes 

of identity, music, and history. 

According to Copland, “the introduction is almost always slow in tempo” with a prolonged 

version “of the main theme” to enhance the “feeling of unity” (Copland 154-155). In order for my 

view of the novel’s first-movement form to work, I propose to consider the characters of Ti Noël 

and Macandal as if they were musical themes. In music and literature, a theme is roughly a main 

idea. In the first chapter, Ti Noël and Macandal are introduced alongside cursory references to 

both Western music (such as “symphonies of violins”) and to African inspired music (for example, 

“those tales Macandal sing-songed” about “the great kingdoms of Popo, of Arada, of the Nagos, 
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or the Fulah,” 7-8). By the end of the novel’s first chapter, the reader has the bare essentials of the 

major themes in hand, although they have not been developed. This means that these themes will 

reach their full potential in the sonata-allegro of the next chapter, “The Amputation.” 

 The exposition of the sonata-allegro begins in this chapter with Ti Noël’s description of 

Macandal’s “narrative arts” which had the ability to hold people “spellbound”; this chapter also 

includes a brief history of the slave’s African origins (13-14). After this opening sequence the 

action abruptly shifts to the amputation scene with a “horse stumbling” and “a howl so piercing 

and so prolonged that it reached the neighboring plantations” (15). The short chapter ends with Ti 

Noël freeing the horses from the mill to prevent further damage to Macandal, and the master calling 

for the “whetstone to sharpen the machete to be used in the amputation” (15). Although this chapter 

is about the amputation of Macandal’s arm, I consider Ti Noël to be a more important character in 

terms of the sonata-allegro. He is the first theme of the exposition, or what Aaron Copland calls 

the “dramatic” tonic-a theme, because he opens the chapter, takes part in the action and is involved 

in the aftermath of Macandal’s accident (148).87 Additionally, Ti Noël’s comparison of Cap 

Français to the “cities of Guinea” leads into the titular action, and it is this shift from Ti Noël’s 

positive thoughts about life in Africa to the sad reality of slavery that is both jarring and dramatic 

(Kingdom 13). It is for these reasons that I consider Ti Noël to be the “dramatic” tonic-a theme of 

the exposition. Furthermore, I consider Ti Noël in the tonic position because he is the most 

                                                 

87 Copland uses the term “masculine” to refer to the tonic-a theme. Since this could lead to  

confusion as Ti Noël and Macandal are male characters, I have chosen to use the term  

“dramatic.” 
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important thematic character in the sonata allegro form of the novel and I view Macandal in the 

dominant position since he is the second most important thematic character.  

The following chapter, “What the Hand Found,” continues with the exposition and the 

dominant-b, or “lyrical,” theme as Macandal sets the rebellion in motion with his interest in fungi 

and his visit to the Vodou priestess, Maman Loi. Carpentier describes Macandal’s curiosity with 

fungi in lyrical language that expresses “the writer’s emotions in an imaginative and beautiful 

way” to show the environment in which fungus grows (Oxford Dictionary). The Cuban author 

writes about fungi: “there were those which smelled of wood rot, of medicine bottles, of cellars, 

of sickness, pushing through the ground in the shape of ears, ox-tongues, wrinkled excrescences, 

covered with exudations, opening their striped parasols in damp recesses, the homes of toads that 

slept or watched with open eyes” (18). The lyricism associated with Macandal continues as he 

listens to Maman Loi talk of “extraordinary animals that had had human offspring” as well as “men 

whom certain spells turned into animals” (19). With both the fungi and Maman Loi, Macandal is 

the focus of an action told in lyrical terms; for these reasons, I believe that he occupies the 

dominant-b, or “lyrical” theme. There is further evidence to substantiate this claim as Macandal 

prophetically states one of the novel’s few lines of dialogue, when he utters, “The time has come” 

(20). This line of dialogue causes readers to focus even more of their attention on Macandal, and 

this affirms my belief that he represents the dominant-b, or “lyrical” theme. The exposition ends 

in the next chapter entitled “The Reckoning,” where through Ti Noël’s observations, Macandal 

begins a rebellion by poisoning the cattle; again, Macandal is the center of attention and it is for 

this reason, according to Copland’s formulation of the exposition, that I classify him as the 

dominant-c theme.  



 

113 

As the narrative develops with the chapter entitled “De Profundis,” the plot shifts exactly 

like the sonata-allegro into the development stage. Regarding this development stage, Aaron 

Copland asserts that “in no other form is there a special division reserved for the extension and 

development of musical material already introduced in a previous section” (151). For this reason, 

he believes the sonata allegro to be “essentially a psychological and dramatic form” that allows 

that composer’s imagination to reign free (151). Copland adds “that the development usually 

begins with a partial restatement of the first theme in order to remind the listener of the starting 

point,” and the chapter, “De Profundis,” includes two references that remind the reader of Ti Noël’s 

thematic importance. The first is the mention of the Cap, or Cap Francais, which opened the story, 

and where readers learned that Ti Noël was a slave. The second is the death of Madam Lenormand 

de Mézy who was the wife of Ti Noël’s master. In addition to this indirect restatement of the first 

theme, the composer “modulates through a series of far-off keys that serve to prepare a sense of 

homecoming when the original tonality is finally reached at the beginning of the recapitulation” 

(Copland 151-152).  

I would argue that the plantation owners, other colonists, and their response to the 

forthcoming rebellion are similar to the foreign keys of the development because the key thematic 

characters, Ti Noël and Macandal, are not the focus of the material, albeit present in the action. In 

other words, the purpose of the chapter entitled “De Profundis” is that the minor characters of the 

novel keep alive in the readers’ minds the thematic importance of Ti Noël and Macandal. This is 

achieved by indirectly referencing Ti Noël, and by mentioning Macandal at the close of the 

chapter. Carpentier writes that “Macandal, the one-armed, now a houngan of the Rada rite, 

invested with superhuman powers as the result of his possession by the major gods on several 
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occasions, was the Lord of Poison” (30). With this information, the residents of the Cap resolved 

“to track down Macandal” and the Plaine “echoed with barks and blasphemies” (30). These brief 

references to Ti Noël and Macandal prepare the reader for their thematic return in the recapitulation 

stage which begins in the next chapter, entitled “The Metamorphoses.”  

The recapitulation of the symphony originally served as “a repetition of the exposition” but 

later composers, especially of the romantic era, altered this pattern because “music became much 

more dramatic and psychological”; this meant that the complexity of the music called for a 

different ending, or a conclusion (Copland 152-153).88 Beginning with “The Metamorphoses,” 

Carpentier follows the later usage of the altered recapitulation and portrays a slightly different Ti 

Noël as the tonic-a theme; there is only one mention of this character, and the action builds to the 

moment when Macandal appears to the slaves in a variety of guises including “a green lizard [that] 

warmed its back on the roof of a tobacco barn,” and “a big dog, with bristling hair” that carried 

“off a haunch of venison” (35). The slaves knew that they “were nothing but disguises” that 

eventually culminate with Macandal’s return, and these prophetic hopes reach their zenith when 

Ti Noël proclaims, “in that great hour […] the blood of the whites would run into the brooks, and 

the Loas, drunk with joy would bury their faces in it and drink until their lungs were full” (36). 

Without a doubt, this moment brings the chapter’s preceding action into focus because it moves 

from the uncertainty of Macandal’s return to the actual effects of that return. In other words, 

Carpentier builds the action of the chapter around the premise that Macandal’s return is imminent, 

and readers are led to this conclusion with multiple references to his supposed animal presence. 

                                                 

88 For a full account of the historical development of the sonata in Romantic Era, see William S. 

Newman. The Sonata Since Beethoven. W.W. Norton, 1972. 
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After this mounting anticipation, Ti Noël advances the idea of Macandal’s return in a revelatory 

statement that is immediately followed by an allusion to Macandal’s return. Since the action builds 

to Ti Noël’s statement, I view him as the tonic-a theme. The result of this series of events is that 

readers are prepared for what is to come: the reappearance of Macandal as witnessed by Ti Noël. 

 The next chapter, “Human Guise” announces the return of Macandal, as seen through the 

eyes of Ti Noël with the sounding of the drums. Here, Carpentier continues the recapitulation 

portion of the sonata allegro by placing Ti Noël in the role of the tonic-b theme; I believe this 

character links together the sequence of events that lead up to and follow Macandal’s return. The 

Cuban author begins the chapter with descriptions of the nativity scene and Ti Noël’s observation 

that the Christmas season relaxed “the masters’ discipline” (40). After this reflection, readers are 

led to Macandal’s return and subsequently to Ti Noël’s observations that “something of 

[Macandal’s] sojourns in mysterious places seemed to cling to him, something, of his successive 

attires of scales, bristles, fur” (41). Following this depiction of Macandal, Ti Noël laments that he 

“had forgotten that the whites, too, have ears” because at that moment plantation owners were 

resolving to end the rebellion with “muskets, blunderbusses, and pistols” (42). Even though this 

chapter describes Macandal’s return and the moments afterward, readers focus their attention on 

Ti Noël. I believe this to be true because the chapter chronicles how Ti Noël arrived at the 

celebration in Macadal’s honor and subsequently what he thought after Macandal’s reappearance; 

in other words, Ti Noël is in every part of this chapter’s narrative action. Since readers concentrate 

their attention on this character, I consider him to fulfill the role of the tonic-b theme of the 

recapitulation. 
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 The final chapter in Part One, “The Great Flight,” completes the sonata-allegro cycle with 

the dominant-c theme as seen in Macandal’s “death” by fire. This chapter begins with a scene that 

describes the forthcoming public execution of Macandal without mentioning his name: “the 

Negroes awaited the performance that had been prepared for them, a gala function for Negroes on 

whose splendor no expense had been spared. For this time the lesson was to be driven home with 

fire, not blood, and certain illuminations, lighted to be remembered, were costly” (44). After this 

introductory paragraph, Carpentier uses the name “Macandal” seven times, and for further 

emphasis refers to him twice as “the Mandigue”; this repetition heightens the reader’s awareness 

of this character’s looming death and in the end, he is executed. Since Macandal is the focus of the 

chapter, I view him as the dominant-c theme. With this, the recapitulation ends differently than the 

exposition where Macandal was alive but missing, and now the colonists consider him as dead, 

although the slaves believe he had “once more outwitted” the whites (46). Carpentier completes 

the sonata-allegro and, in fact, he utilizes that same form in Part Two and Part Three of the book, 

with Part Four being the exception as it has only four chapters. At this point, I have only covered 

the sonata allegro of Part One of novel in the interest of moving on to the larger part of my 

argument, the symphony. 

Specifically about this musical form, Copland notes that in the mid-to-late nineteenth 

century “the so-called cyclic form of the symphony” arose as “an attempt to bind the different parts 

of the entire work by unifying the thematic materials” (156-157).89 This same author adds that a 

                                                 

89 Copland also notes that “the cyclic form has not been adopted more widely…because it does  

not solve the need for musical logic within each movement” (157). The phrase “cyclic form” that 

Copland uses to describe the symphony also applies to other musical forms such as the sonata 

and the canzona. According to New Groves Dictionary of Music and Musicians, the cyclic form 
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particular theme may be heard throughout that gives the “impression of a single unifying thought,” 

or in other cases, “all thematic material in an entire symphony may be derived from only a few 

primal themes” (157). As I noted above in Kingdom there is already a thematic coherence present 

within each chapter because of Carpentier’s handling of the sonata-allegro which can be a cyclical 

form. This means that the novel is a series of sonata-allegros from Part One through Part Three, 

and then Carpentier breaks that structural coherence in Part Four; I believe that since the 

symphony, at least according to Copland, can be a cyclical form and because Carpentier mirrored 

this form in Kingdom that it is written as though it were a symphony. Thematically speaking, 

although Kingdom is akin to a symphony its form is closer to that of a symphonic poem.90 

According to the New Groves Dictionary of Music and Musicians, the symphonic poem “is an 

orchestral form in which a poem or programme provides a narrative or illustrative basis” (802).91 

                                                 

has “music [that] returns at its end to the point whence it set out at the beginning…to produce an 

endless rotating cycle” (797).  

For a complete description, see “Cyclic form.” George Grove and Stanley Sadie, editors. New 

Grove's Dictionary of Music and Musicians, vol. 6, Grove’s Dictionaries of Music, 1980, pp. 

797-798. 
90 Franz Liszt is credited with the introduction of the term, Symphonic Poem, in 1853. For this 

composer, a symphonic poem was “a one-movement orchestral composition, programmatically 

conceived” (772). Liszt’s Symphonic Poems were often based on well-known figures such as 

Hamlet, Orpheus, and Prometheus “who confront overwhelming odds or find themselves in an 

impossible dilemma” (772). Each of these works were “published with a preface that discloses 

the sources of its extra-musical inspiration” (772). I see Carpentier as borrowing this idea of 

publishing the extra-musical inspiration with his inclusion of the epigraphs that precede each part 

of the novel; the epigraphs relate to the events of each section (as I explain below). 

For an understanding of all of Liszt’s contributions to classical music, see “Franz Liszt.” George 

Grove and Stanley Sadie, editors. New Grove's Dictionary of Music and Musicians, vol. 14, 

Grove’s Dictionaries of Music, 1980, pp. 755-877. 

For a critical examination of Liszt’z work, see Christopher H Gibbs and Dana Gooley. Franz 

Liszt and His World. Princeton University Press, 2010. 
91 The Symphonic Poem reached the height of its popularity in the late 19th century. Franz Liszt 

was not the only composer to utilize this form. For example, Anton Dvořák’s The Water Goblin 
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In order to properly transfer a poem or program’s meaning, composers would utilize two types of 

descriptive music: one literal and one poetic. According to Copland, the literal description occurs, 

for example, when a composer "wishes to recreate the sound of bells in the night" with a certain 

instrumentation and chords, and the poetic, "when some outward circumstance arouses certain 

emotions in the composer which he wishes to communicate to the listener" (168).  

Kingdom is fashioned as a four-movement symphonic poem with Part One serving as a 

prelude, and the subsequent three parts following suit in what appears to be a classical "fast-slow-

fast" pattern (168). Upon closer scrutiny, this is not the case for Kingdom because Part One has 

eight chapters, Parts Two and Three have seven chapters each, and Part Four has four chapters. I 

view this pattern as slow-slow-slow-fast; this means that parts that contain eight and seven chapters 

take longer to complete and musically speaking that is slow when compared to four chapters. In 

Kingdom, the literal aspects of the symphonic poem are found in the linguistic structures that form 

the rhythm of each part such as in sentences that mimic the sounds of African drums; this aspect 

will be covered in detail below. I will begin my discussion of the novel’s symphonic structure by 

examining the poetic descriptions in the epigraphs to each part that prepare the reader for the events 

that follow.  

                                                 

(1896) is based on poems from K.J. Erbens Bouquet of Folk Tales and Camille Saint-Saëns’s 

Danse Macabre (1874) is based on a poem by Henri Cazalis about an Old French superstition 

(804). The popularity of the form is thought to have waned because “the expressive function of 

music came under widespread attack” and “the problem of matching music and literature 

was…insoluble” (804). It was thought that “music’s instinctive need to recapitulate and balance 

itself with repetition has no equivalent in narrative, with its inescapable forward movement” 

(804). 

See “Symphonic Poem.” New Grove's Dictionary of Music and Musicians, vol. 24, Grove’s 

Dictionaries of Music, 1980, pp. 802-807. 
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Part One begins with an epigraph from Lope Vega that features "Providence" inviting in 

"The Devil,” in which The Devil remarks that he is the “King of the West” and that it has not been 

long since he ruled there (1). This epigraph is an allegory to Part One in that it foretells the return 

of a previous ruler.  In Part One, we witness the rise of a slave rebellion headed by a man named 

Macandal, who has Vodou powers, and for most of Part One the slaves await his return; therefore, 

in poetic terms Macandal is similar to the Devil because both return to rule their previous 

kingdoms.92 Part Two begins with a quote from Madam d’Abrantes that states “I told her that she 

would be queen out there,” that a “slave would watch her smallest gesture in order to carry out her 

wishes,” and “that she need not fear snakes, for there are no snakes in the Antilles”; in Part Two, 

each of these quotes leads into the arrival of Pauline Bonaparte (49). Part Three is preceded by an 

excerpt from Karl Ritter’s account “of the sack of Sans Souci” and within this section the sack of 

Sans Souci is described. Part Four begins with a quote from Calderón that refers to “visions” and 

states, “since seeing others, My fear is grown greater” (151). I take Calderón’s statement on 

“visions” and growing fear as a reference to Ti Noël’s revelation about his existence and final 

disappearance in the last chapter. These epigraphs are the four pinions of the symphonic poem and 

provide the basic and most visible structure for the novel; however, to avoid confusion I will 

                                                 

92 In his conclusions about the carnival, Roberto González Echevarría states that “the one who  

metaphorically rules The Kingdom of This World is Satan, the Fallen Angel who speaks in the  

story’s epigraph through the lines of a Lope de Vega play […] the same one who obviously  

governs the dissipated life of M. Lenormand de Mézy and is worshipped by the sensuous Pauline  

Bonaparte and the arrogant and ambitious Christophe, the Satan who within the text-in the web  

of its history-attempts to exert control over all destinies” (147). González Echevarría concludes  

this is a “simulacra” of order that fails because of the “baroque masquerade” that  

“simultaneously denies and affirms itself” (147). 

See Alejo Carpentier: The Pilgrim at Home, p. 135-147. 
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henceforth refer to Kingdom as having a symphonic structure because that is more suitable in both 

form and content, whereas the label symphonic poem merely denotes the particular form, or 

symphonic style in which the novel is written. This brings to a close my discussion of the novel’s 

symphonic structure, and leads into my analysis of how Carpentier implemented first age rhythms. 

In order to clarify what I mean by “first age rhythms,” I will begin by discussing the general nature 

of rhythm and the difference between regular and irregular ones. 

According to Aaron Copland, “most historians agree that if music started anywhere, it 

started with the beating of a rhythm” (27). He goes on to say that “an unadulterated rhythm is so 

immediate and direct in its effect upon us that we instinctively feel its primal origins” (27). For 

Copland, “the natural tie-up between bodily movement and basic rhythms” is proof “that rhythm 

is the first of the musical elements” (27). This author continues that “there is seldom in art music 

a rhythmic scheme that is not made up of […] meter and rhythm,” and, also, 

To the layman unfamiliar with musical terminology, any confusion between the 

two can be avoided by keeping in mind a similar situation in poetry. When we scan 

a line of verse, we are merely measuring its metrical units, just as we do in music 

when we divide the notes into evenly distributed note values. (30) 

 

In relation to poetry, Copland believes that “rhythm comes only when we read it for its 

meaning sense” (31). But what does that mean?  

The difference between music and poetry [Copland adds] is that in music a sense 

of both meter and rhythm may be more obviously present at the same time. Even 

in a simple piece there is a left hand and a right hand at work at the same time. 

Often the left hand does little more, rhythmically speaking, than play an 

accompaniment in which the meter and rhythm exactly coincide, while the right 

hand moves freely within and around the metrical unit without ever stressing it. 

(31) 

 

Here Copland furnishes us with a working definition of rhythm that can be applied to 

Kingdom. When analyzing the novel’s rhythmic elements, I will only use the term rhythm because 



 

121 

“both meter and rhythm may be more obviously present at the same time” (Copland 31).93 In other 

words, I am acting on the premise that meter and rhythm are united because an analysis of meter 

would be redundant and not easy to determine. Moreover, there is a broader definition of rhythm 

by musicologist Kurt Sachs that I believe more accurately describes the rhythms present in the 

novel. Sachs notes: 

the aesthetic appreciation and the fate of rhythm must needs agree with the 

appreciation and the fate of form in all the history of art and with its foremost rule: 

the more a style leans to the classicistic side, the more does it stress form at the cost 

of naturalness and of the striking power of nature’s haps and passing moments. The 

less a style is classicistic, the more does it stress the here and now of reality at the 

cost of form. Classicistic styles, both in poetry and in music, will readily sacrifice 

a good deal of natural speech inflection to the beauty, flow, and cadence of meters. 

Non-classicistic styles, on the contrary, would readily sacrifice the even flow and 

cadence of regular meters to natural speech inflection and conflicting impulses on 

the spur of the creative moment. (19)  

 

In his explication of the difference between classicistic and non-classicistic styles, Sachs 

offers as examples “the even beats of Luther’s chorales in the time of Bach” and “the decay of 

Gregorian meters in the naturalistic times of the Romanesque” (19-20). Although, I find the 

distinctions that Sachs makes between the styles appropriate, for clarity’s sake, I will substitute 

“regular” for classicist and “irregular” for non-classicistic. From Copland to Sachs, the definition 

of rhythm that emerges has more to do with the sense and stress of a musical or written work and 

less with the meter, and thus in my subsequent analysis of this novel, rhythm and meter will 

                                                 

93 In the chapter entitled “Rhythm,” Leonard Bernstein states “meter is only the groundwork of  

rhythm” (84). In a comparison to poetry, he notes that “there is no real question of rhythm,  

except in its most elementary, which is meter” (87). This means that Bernstein comes to the same  

conclusion as Copland. 

See Leonard Bernstein. The Infinite Variety of Music. Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1968, pp. 83-

109. 
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coincide. Sachs moves beyond his initial definition of regular and irregular styles with examples 

of the musical patterns that constitute each, and an abridged version of his findings will help in 

understanding how Carpentier employed first age rhythms. 

Much like Copland, Sachs emphasizes “that rhythm appears under many different forms” 

and “the word, in the sense of our definition, evokes the even beats in most of our present western 

music” as well as referring “to the weird, irregular patterns of the Near East, of India, and […] 

Africa” (21). This author continues his approach to rhythm by breaking the concept into two parts: 

divisive and additive. He further notes: 

The first of these principles, closest to westerners, is easily understood as progress 

in even steps: again and again western musicians have measured their time and 

tempo by normal, leisurely strides. And they have used the stride, not as a simile, 

but to cover an actual unit of motion. A series of beats at equal distances is 

organized in patterns of two beats through evenly recurring accents: one-two one-

two (2/4). (24) 

 

Sachs goes on to term this well-known stride “divisive rhythm” by explaining it as “a 

concept that exists before we divide it into two components or phases of equal length, the step of 

the left foot and the step of the right foot” (24). As far as this musicologist is concerned, the musical 

counterpart, again in the western world, is 2/4 because it “exists as a basic, ruling pattern before 

the details of melody take shape” and “in the simplest cases, in marches, hymns, nursery songs, 

etc., the mold proceeds without too much regard for the stepping frame” (24). Sachs is careful to 

establish that the 2/4 rhythm is the basic building block that is often overtaken by melodic 

intervention, and at times the listener does not realize that this has happened.94 Ultimately, he 

                                                 

94 There are other rhythmic time signatures such as 3/4 and 6/8 that have popularly been used by  

composers. Sachs does expand upon his reasoning that 2/4 is the basic building block of all  

rhythm. However, Leonard Bernstein takes up this argument and posits that “the concept of two”  
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concludes that “consciously or subconsciously, we relate the music to this physiological rhythm 

and overlook its vagaries, or else we enjoy them as such for giving us the aesthetic delight in order 

with freedom” (25).  

In contrast to divisive rhythm is additive rhythm, and the distinction between these two is 

relevant to my analysis of Kingdom as it will lead to what I classify as “first age music.” Sachs 

observes of additive rhythm that “the regular recurrence on which such patterns rest is not a certain 

duration to be divided into equal parts, but rather a grouping (in poetry: foot) composed of longer 

and shorter elements (in poetry: syllables), such as 2+1, or 3+3+2 units, or any other arrangements 

of shorts and longs” (25). He concludes “that these aggregates of dissimilar elements cannot be 

called ‘striding’” since “their physiological equivalent is rather the tension and relaxation that we 

experience in breathing in and out- a motion to and fro which is under normal conditions regular 

but hardly equal” (25).95 Sachs definition of additive rhythm provides a better understanding about 

what constitutes a first age rhythm, and what does not; that being said, the definition needs further 

clarification.  

I have chosen the terms “first age,” to serve as a label defining primeval peoples, because 

my analysis deals with rhythms that represent or belong to the people of “the first age or ages, 

especially of the world” (http://www.dictionary.com/browse/primeval). Kingdom is filled with 

                                                 

comes from “the two phases to each heartbeat, expansion and contraction” (90-91). He believes  

that two is the rhythm that comes to human mind naturally and that three, as in 3/4, is “an  

invented number” (95). 

See The Infinite Variety of Music, pp. 90-95 
95 Sachs goes on to rail against the comparison of music to respiration, and briefly relegates the 

historical dangers of this usage, especially with Mathis Lussy.  

See Sachs p. 25-26 
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musical references to the ancient, or primeval nations of Africa that are today considered as first 

age cultures. Often, as I will explain, the language that Carpentier uses to describe these nations 

has a musical quality that does not subscribe to Western rhythmic structures. I see this as falling 

in line with Sach’s definition of “additive rhythm” that observes that the natural world “under 

normal conditions [is] regular but hardly equal” (25). For the purpose of my analysis, a first age 

rhythm is any linguistic structure, whether it be a paragraph or a sentence, that follows an additive 

rhythm. This is my general method for determining the first age rhythms of Kingdom. In addition, 

there is another highly specific musical element that relates to the novel and needs to be explained 

at this point; I refer to the notion of syncopation. 

Syncopation occurs when “a tone which enters where there is no pulse on the primary 

metric level (the level at which beats are counted and felt) and where the following beat on the 

primary metric level is either absent (a rest) or suppressed (tied)” (Cooper and Meyer 100). Cooper 

and Meyer show that syncopation depends upon the performer as much as the tempo (100). In 

concordance with their definition, Fowler’s Modern English Usage declares a “syncope as a 

grammatical term” that comes by “the shortening of a word by omission of a syllable or other part 

in the middle” such as o’er for over and “Syncopation as a musical term means the suspension of 

or alteration of rhythm by pushing the accent to a part of the bar not usually accented” (611). Both 

definitions make clear that syncopation occurs in music and literature. 

A great example, if not the most famous, of musical syncopation comes from the opening 

bars of Igor Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring, a work that Carpentier admired and continually 

mentions in his work. For example, in the preface to The Latin American Novel on the Eve of a 

New Century and Other Essays (1981), Carpentier writes “through having accompanied some 
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turning points in my life, certain musical themes impose themselves upon my memory, from a 

haunting manner, remaining united, forever, to the memory of a date or of an important phase of 

my proper history. So, for me all of my adolescence relives when the initial theme of The Rite of 

Spring sounds in my head […] that it came to be for many Cubans of my generation, something 

like a saint and signaled that the arcane doors of a sonorous world had opened to us” (Tientos 

139).96 The fact that Carpentier admitted that Stravinsky’s musical syncopation haunted his dreams 

conveys how important that concept is to understanding his written work. Akin to how the opening 

theme of The Rite of Spring stays with Carpentier for his entire life, the concept of syncopation 

will remain in the forefront of my analysis of the first age rhythms that appear in Kingdom. Let us 

begin, therefore, by examining what constitutes a first age rhythm, such as drums or chanting, in 

Kingdom. 

Up to this point, the technical groundwork for analyzing first age rhythms has been laid, 

but little has been said about how to determine if a first age rhythm is present. For the purpose of 

my analysis, the drums and chanting will be used as the most obvious indicators of first age rhythm. 

On a more subtle note, Carpentier implemented musical rhythms within syntax; for example, he 

writes that “under palmfrond covers, slept the giant drums, the mothers of drums, with legs painted 

                                                 

96 Translated from the Spanish original: 

“Por haber acompañado alguna peripecia de mi vida, ciertos temas musicales se imponen a mi 

memoria, de modo obsesionante, quedando unidos, para siempre, al recuerdo de una fecha o de 

una etapa importante de mi propia historia. Así, toda mi adolescencia revive para mí cuando en 

mi cabeza suena el tema inicial de Le sacare du printemps: [Carpentier has the musical score 

here] 

que llegó a ser para muchos cubanos de mi generación, algo como un santo y seña que nos 

hubiese abierto las puertas arcanas de un nuevo mundo sonoro”  

See Tientos, Diferencias, y Otros Ensayos, p.139 
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red and human faces. The rains were under the control of the wise men, and at the feasts of 

circumcision, when the youths danced with bloodstained legs, sonorous stones were thumped to 

produce a music like that of tamed cataracts” (14). In this passage, the short clauses that are offset 

by commas create a brief first age rhythm (I will discuss this example in more detail below). Unlike 

the novel’s sonata-allegro that begins in the second chapter of Part One, first age rhythms appear 

in the opening chapter, “The Wax Heads.”  

 The first chapter begins with Ti Noël: “following his master, who was riding a lighter-

limbed sorrel, he crossed the sailors’ quarter with its shops smelling of brine, its sailcloth stiffened 

by the dampness, its hardtack that it took a fist-blow to break, coming out on the main street 

iridescent at that hour of the morning with the bright checked bandannas of the Negresses on their 

way home from the market” (3-4).97 In this sentence, the commas act as musical rests, or caesuras, 

with the result being that each phrase is equivalent to a bar of music; for example, “following his 

master, who was riding a lighter-limbed sorrel,” equates to two bars of music (3). The words within 

each clause are comparable to the individual notes on the musical staff. For example, C, D, and E 

are the first three notes of the diatonic scale in C major and the three-word phrase “following his 

master” could be considered a literary equivalent (Copland 43; Kingdom 3). By using this formula, 

an additive pattern of notes (three + six+ eleven+ six+ nine + twenty-eight) emerges. This example 

                                                 

97 The original Spanish reads: “Siguiendo al amo, que jineteaba un alazán de patas más livianas, 

habiá atravesado el barrio de la gente marítima, con sus almacenes olientes a salmuera, sus lonas 

atiesadas por la humedad, sus galletas qua habría que romper con el puño, antes de desembarcar 

en la Calle Mayor, tornasolada, en esa hora mañanera, por los pañuelos a cuadros de colores 

vivos de las negras domésticas que volvían del mercado” (29). 

See Alejo Carpentier. El reino de este mundo. Lectorum, 2013. 
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is a first age rhythm because it follows an additive rhythm and the added musical rest increases 

the sentence’s irregularity. 

 In addition to the individual musical notes, the alliterative verse is comparable to the varied 

accentual marks used by composers, such as Stravinsky and Mahler. According to Cooper and 

Grosvenor “accents may occur on short notes as well as long, on soft notes as well as loud, on 

lower notes as well as higher ones, and irregularly as well as regularly” (7). Ultimately, “an accent, 

then, is a stimulus (in a series of stimuli) which is marked for consciousness in some way” so that 

“the difference between accented and unaccented beats lies in the fact that the accented beat is the 

focal point, the nucleus of the rhythm, around which the unaccented beats are grouped and in 

relation to which they are heard” (Cooper and Grosvenor 8). I believe that Carpentier creates 

accented beats through the use of the alliterative “s,” “o,” and “a” in the original Spanish, 

“siguiendo al amo, que jineteaba un alazán de patas más livianas, habiá atravesado el barrio de la 

gente marítima, con sus almacenes olientes a salmuera”; in the translation these sounds are 

alliterative “l” and “s” sounds, “following his master, who was riding a lighter-limbed sorrel, he 

crossed the sailors’ quarter with its shops smelling of brine, its sailcloth stiffened by the dampness” 

(El Reino 29; Kingdom 3-4). The focal point of this passage is the alliterated words and phrases: 

“lighter-limbed sorrel,” “sailors’,” “shops” and “sailcloth stiffened”; in Spanish, these are 

“jineteaba un alazán de patas más livianas,” “habiá atravesado el barrio de la gente marítima,” and 

“sus almacenes olientes a salmuera” (Kingdom 3-4; El Reino 29).98 These alliterated verses form 

                                                 

98 The translated words “sailor” and “shops” are taken from the more apparent alliterative  

original, “habiá atravesado el barrio de la gente marítima.” The translation conveys the  

alliteration but not as well as the original.  
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accented beats that further draw the reader’s attention to the rhythmic structure of this sentence.99 

This brief passage has an additive rhythm and accented verses, both of which are found more in 

non-Western music; this is why this example is a first age rhythm. Besides the example found in 

this first sentence, there is another more obvious one located in the dialogue of “The Wax Heads.”  

In this chapter, Carpentier wrote only two lines of dialogue: 

 “What kind of people are those?”  he boldly inquired of the bookseller, who was 

lighting a long clay pipe in the doorway of his shop. 

  “That is a king of your country.” (6) 

 

 The purpose of these lines is twofold: to begin with they serve as a transition from the 

paragraphs that primarily describe Europeans to the paragraphs that describe African slaves; the 

second function is to serve as a first age rhythm. The original Spanish has four paragraphs before 

the dialogue and three afterwards, and the translation has three paragraphs before and after. In 

musical terms, if we think of the paragraphs that precede and follow the dialogue as full notes, and 

these short sentences as quarter notes then the result is a rhythm of two very short notes between 

much longer notes like four beats—one beat—one beat—four beats. From this, a syncopated 

rhythm emerges that hinges on the effect produced by these two lines of dialogue. 

 In the example above, each sentence of dialogue acts as an accented beat. The closest 

linguistic comparison is placing an exclamation point to end a sentence and then starting the 

                                                 

99 I have only considered accented words where they are readily apparent as in the previous 

example. While I realize that words have their own stress patterns, I have not considered other 

poetic devices such as iambic pentameter because my knowledge of Spanish syntax and 

morphology is lacking, and, more importantly, one of the aims of this dissertation is to show how 

Carpentier integrated his knowledge of musical forms and rhythms into the construction of 

Kingdom. 

For more about poetic devices, I refer readers to Paul Fussell. Poetic Meter and Poetic Form. 

Random House, 1969. 
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following sentence with a word in bold faced font; the exclamation point and bold font draw 

attention to themselves in the reader’s mind and because of this increased attention, the flow of 

the work changes. In this case, the first line of dialogue concludes the European section that 

contained a description of the French King with a pronoun and a question mark: “What kind of 

people are those?”  (6). This question is an accented beat that comes from the pronoun “those” and 

receives an equally accented answer through the pronoun “that.” Since these pronouns begin and 

end both sentences, they create two accented beats that break the regular pattern of paragraph 

movement for a syncopated effect, and thus they form a characteristic of an irregular first age 

rhythm. Unlike the earlier example where the rhythmic structure came from the syllables found in 

each word, here it occurs through two lines of dialogue placed between long paragraphs. My point 

is that this syncopated rhythm is visually obvious, and, therefore, a blatant example of the rhythmic 

nature of Kingdom. In the next passage, Carpentier introduces another recurring rhythmic element: 

the chant.  

As defined by the dictionary, a chant, is “a short, simple melody, especially one 

characterized by single notes to which an indefinite number of syllables are intoned, used in 

singing psalms, canticles, etc., in church services”, or “any monotonous song” 

(http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/chant). In Kingdom, there are two types of chanting: 

words and phrases that mean or represent chanting and direct chanting by the characters. Following 

immediately after the dialogue, the first type of chanting appears in Chapter One. After Ti Noël 

learns that the copper engraving displays a king of his country, the “confirmation of what he had 

supposed was hardly necessary, for the young slave recalled those tales Macandal sing-songed in 

the sugar mill while the oldest horse on the Lenormand de Mézy plantation turned the cylinders” 

http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/chant
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(6-7). The word “sing-songed” is a synonym for chanting, and it should be noted that the phrase 

“turned the cylinder” reinforces this idea of repetition inherent in a chant; the implication is that 

the cylinder continually repeats the same motion over time just as chanting reproduces the same 

words, over and over.100 Through these words another pattern emerges, one that is different from 

that of the syntactic rhythm but still relevant to this topic because this example showcases a slave 

recalling another slave chanting, and by doing so, chanting becomes paired off or synonymous 

with the slaves in Carpentier’s novel. In the remainder of the novel, the slaves and former slaves 

return to the chant on numerous occasions. For instance, to enhance the feeling of chanting 

associated with “sing-songed” Carpentier builds on the greatness of former African kings: 

With deliberately languid tone, the better to secure certain effects, the Mandigue 

Negro would tell of things that had happened in the great kingdoms of Popo, of 

Arad, of the Nagos, or of the Fulah. He spoke of the great migrations of tribes, of 

age-long wars, of epic battles in which the animals had been allies of men. He knew 

the story of Adonhueso, of the King of Angola, of King Da, the incarnation of the 

serpent, which is the eternal beginning, never ending, who took his pleasure 

mystically with a queen who was the Rainbow, patroness of the Waters and of all 

Bringing Forth. But, above all, it was with the tale of Kankan Muza that he achieved 

the gift of tongues, the fierce Muza, founder of the invincible empire of the 

Mandigues, whose horses went adorned with silver coins and embroidered 

housings, their neighs louder that the clang of iron, bearing thunder of two 

drumheads that hung from their necks. (7)101 

                                                 

100 In Spanish, Carpentier used the conjugated verb, salmodiaba, which means chanted.  

See Carpentier, Alejo. El reino de este mundo. Lectorum, 2013, p. 7. 
101 Kankan Musa, or Mansa Musa, was a real African Mandinkan king that ruled the Mali in the  

early14th century; Mali was established by Mandinka king in 1230 (183). He is known for  

making Timbuktu into a center of learning. Despite being a Muslim, Mansa Musa allowed the  

practice of “indigenous religions centered on ancestral and village gods or spirits” (183). Since  

he “led the largest army in West Africa, numbering perhaps 100,000 soldiers and 10,000 cavalry  

[…] he soon came to be known as the new Lion of Mali, or Musa the Magnificient” (183). By  

1324, Mali “was not only largest empire in Africa but the second largest in the world, after the  

Mongol Empire in Asia” (183). Carpentier’s depiction of Kankan Muza pays homage to his  

historical significance. 

See Mounir Farah. Lifelines in World History. Sharpe Reference, 2012. 
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Although Ti Noël’s remembrance continues for another half-page, from this brief quote it 

can be seen that Carpentier wanted the reader to connect chanting with the African tribes, 

especially the Mandigue, and plant the idea that magical and animal powers were natural to 

Macandal’s forefathers. The drums also appear for the first time through the membrane cover of 

the drumhead and are linked to Macandal’s ancestry.102 Through these underlying rhythms, 

Carpentier has the reader mentally associate magic and music with the slaves. For the remainder 

of the novel, chants and drums inhabit the text to the point that their appearance immediately 

signals either a forthcoming magical or musical change. Critic Pablo Montoya concurs that “it is 

understood that the drums are a preview here, a germ that plays an important role in future actions” 

(76).103 After this long passage, the novel returns to Ti Noël and his master, and it is here that the 

chapter’s final example of a first age rhythm occurs. 

As “The Wax Heads” comes to an end, “M. Lenormand de Mézy and his slave left the city 

by the road skirted by seashore” (10). As they travel, M. Lenormand de Mézy “began to whistle a 

                                                 

For a more detailed account of Mansa Musa, see Akbarali Thobhani. Mansa Musa: The Golden 

King of Ancient Mali. Kendall/Hunt Pub, 1998. 

For a history of Timbuktu, see Marq De Villiers and Sheila Hirtle. Timbuktu: The Sahara's 

Fabled City of Gold. Walker & Co, 2007.  
102 The dictionary defines a drumhead as “the membrane stretched upon a drum”  

(www.dictionary.com/browse/drumhead). 
103 “al conocer el desarrollo de los acontecimientos de la novela, se comprende que los tambores  

aquí son una anticipación, un germen que juega un papel importante en las acciones futuras”  

(76). 

Montoya also points out that the “drums when aligned with Vodou rituals” could be thought of  

as a “collective character” [“Y por ser tambores aliados al rito vusdú [sic], se convierten en  

símbolos de la rebellion. Se da entonces el caso de un personaje colectivo, de repente, se vuelve  

música”] (77). 

See Montoya, p. 77 
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fife march” to which “Ti Noël, in a kind of mental counterpoint, silently hummed a chanty that 

was very popular among the harbor coopers, heaping ignominy on the King of England […] even 

though the words were not in Creole” (10). Carpentier juxtaposes the master’s “fife march,” a 

military musical tune, with the slave’s rendition of a “chanty,” a sailor’s working tune.104 Although 

the chanty is not indigenous to Africa, I believe that since Ti Noël employed it in counterpoint, or 

in opposition to the master’s fife march in this example that, it takes on the role of a first age 

rhythm; in other words, if we think of Ti Noël (whose ancestors, the first age peoples, were from 

Africa) and his “mental counterpoint” as resistance to the master’s fife march (which represents 

European colonialism and slavery), then this example is a first age rhythm. 

In addition to the difference in complexity, the content of the chanty should be taken into 

account as it humiliates the King of England, who was a rival to the King of France. When Ti Noël 

hums this song, Carpentier plants the idea that no kingdom is safe from anger or possible rebellion. 

This point is made clear through the fact that Ti Noël hummed the tune “even though the words 

were not in Creole,” the language that he would have normally spoken (10).105 In the few remaining 

                                                 

104 The dictionary states a chanty is “a sailors' song, especially one sung in rhythm to work”  

(http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/chanty). The same dictionary defines a fife as “a high- 

pitched transverse flute used commonly in military and marching musical groups”  

(http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/fife). 
105 Schieffelin and Doucet state “like many other creole languages, kreyòl continues to exist in a 

complex political and social relationship to a "standard" language, in this case French, which has 

been used in government since 1804 when Haiti won its independence, but was not legally 

recognized as the "official" language of the nation until 1918. Haiti was the first of the Caribbean 

countries to give its vernacular the status of an "official language" (178). Their focus is the 

orthography and spoken aspects of Haitian Creole, but the historical information is useful for 

understanding the differences between French and Haitian Creole. 

See Bambi Schieffelin and Rachelle Doucet. “The "Real" Haitian Creole: Ideology, 

Metalinguistics, and Orthographic Choice.” American Ethnologist, vol. 21, no. 1, 1994, pp. 176-

200. 

http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/chanty
http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/fife)
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lines of the chapter, Carpentier extends the range of Ti Noël’s disdain to also include “the King of 

France, or of Spain, who ruled the other half of the island”; thus, all the major colonial powers are 

included (10). The first chapter, “The Wax Heads,” contains the basic first age musical framework 

from which the rest of the novel draws upon, and the next chapter, “The Amputation,” expands 

upon this foundation. 

 “The Amputation,” (the second chapter of Part One) begins with a description by Ti Noël 

of Macandal’s power over people. The adjectival phrases that describe Macandal bring to mind 

earlier images of first age music, especially chanting: 

With his bloodshot eyes, his powerful torso, his incredibly slender waist, the 

Mandigue exercised a strange fascination over Ti Noël. It was said that his deep, 

opaque voice made him irresistible to the Negro women. And his narrative arts, 

when, with terrible gestures, he played the part of the different personages, held the 

men spellbound, especially when he recalled his trip, years earlier, as a prisoner 

before he was sold to the slave-traders of Sierra-Leone. (13) 

 

The first sentence uses the words “bloodshot,” “powerful,” “incredibly slender,” and “strange” to 

invoke an unsettling image of Macandal’s physical appearance, and the next line describes his 

voice by means of the adjectives, “deep” and “opaque” that suggest what is likely a gruff, eerie 

sounding voice.106 From these descriptions Macandal appears to have an otherworldly countenance 

that has power over Ti Noël and an “irresistible” charm with “the Negro women” (13). Carpentier 

links Macandal’s “voice,” to the “narrative arts” with “terrible gestures” and “different 

personages” that “held men spellbound” (13). With one exception, these phrases are reminiscent 

of Ti Noël’s recollection of Macandal’s chanted stories in the first chapter: the addition of “terrible 

                                                 

106 The dictionary describes opaque as “not transmitting radiation, sound, heat, etc” 

(http://www.dictionary.com/browse/opaque). 
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gestures” and “different personages.” Carpentier completes the link between the previously 

mentioned chanted stories and Macandal’s “narrative arts” with the adjective “spellbound”; in both 

cases, Ti Noël was enchanted by the story. This depiction of Macandal stays true to African and 

Haitian storytelling techniques that rely on ornate hand and vocal techniques to express each 

character’s emotion and action; the listener is captivated by the combination of the sound and 

visual effects.107 To be more specific, in Haiti Vodou priests tell stories, much like Macandal, 

“through [the] poignant accoutrement of the dance, drumming rhythms, costumes, [and] colors” 

(Daniel 61). That means that Macandal’s “narrative arts” are taken directly from Vodou practices.  

 Unlike the scene in the first chapter where Macandal “sing-songed” tales of African 

princedom, this scene only focuses on the physical traits—his voice and stature—that allow for 

his presence to be commanding while portraying “the part of different personages” (13). This 

scene, as Carpentier so aptly placed it, should be considered a second part of Macandal’s ability 

to chant stories because he is able to use his voice and stature, while in the guise of different 

characters, to hold “men spellbound” (13). I see this as an attribute of chanting, much like the 

opening scene where Macandal “sing-songed” African tales that captivated Ti Noël. After this 

scene, Ti Noël begins to compare Cap Français to the “cities of Guinea” and to life in the African 

kingdoms (Kingdom 14).  In his longing for life in Africa, Ti Noël remembers the skilled workmen 

and the royal celebrations that included wine and drums. 

                                                 

107 For a full length look at the varied styles of the African oral tradition, see Ruth H. Finnegan. 

Oral Literature in Africa. Open Book Publishers, 2012. 

As for the Haitian tradition, see Yvonne Daniel. "The Potency of Dance: A Haitian 

Examination." Black Scholar, vol. 1, no. 8, 1980, pp. 61-73. 



 

135 

 In Ti Noël’s memory, the drums are directly introduced for the first time in reference to the 

slave’s African origins. Carpentier writes, “under palmfrond covers, slept the giant drums, the 

mothers of drums, with legs painted red and human faces. The rains were under the control of the 

wise men, and at the feasts of circumcision, when the youths danced with bloodstained legs, 

sonorous stones were thumped to produce a music like that of tamed cataracts” (14).  This short 

statement is an example of first age rhythms for two reasons: 1) the obvious mention of the drums 

and the celebration surrounding them, and, also, 2) the linguistic construction of the passage.108 

For the linguistic construction, I must refer back to Kurt Sachs assertion that “non-

classicistic styles […] would readily sacrifice the even flow and cadence of regular meters to 

natural speech inflection and conflicting impulses on the spur of the creative moment” (19). In the 

previously noted passage, Carpentier utilizes an irregular rhythm in which the comma acts as a 

musical stop followed by a short phrase, and then another slightly longer phrase: “under palmfrond 

covers, slept the giant drums, the mothers of drums, with legs painted red and human faces” (14). 

The three parts of this sentence vary in length, each offset by a comma; also, within the sentence 

the word “drums” appears twice in succession and this produces a syncopated effect.109 These 

                                                 

108 I am operating from my definition of a first age rhythm, and not basing the connection  

between African drums and rhythm on any previous historical and musicological research. Kofi  

Agawu traces history of the term, “African rhythm,” and frames the argument in post-colonial  

terms that aim to give African subjects to ability to empower themselves (395). 

See Agawu, Kofi. "The Invention of "African Rhythm"" Journal of the American Musicological 

Society 48.3 (1995): 380-95 
109 Rather than using rhythm, Pablo Montoya goes one step further and finds a correlation  

between specific passages and the drum. Montoya sees these passages as representative of the  

tam-tam, or gong; I find this highly subjective, but nonetheless his conclusion that drums are  

used to transmit and interpret the universe is interesting.  

See Montoya, p. 78-82  
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features alone meet my criteria for a first age rhythm, but there is another factor that conveys this 

idea: alliteration. Through the image of “the feasts of circumcision” and “youths [that] danced with 

bloodstained legs,” Carpentier sets the stage for a short rhythmic sequence (14). The final clause 

of the sentence contains an alliterative “s,” in “sonorous stones,” teamed with the thumping of 

“tamed cataracts” to suggest to the reader a first age, irregular, or syncopated rhythm (14).110 After 

this brief rhythm that occurs within Ti Noël’s memory of African life, the action suddenly returns 

to the present with no transition, and Macandal loses his hand in an accident.  

After the amputation, the maimed Macandal can only work tending the cattle, and he takes 

this opportunity to roam the fields with relative freedom. He becomes familiar with native seeds 

and plants—a development that eventually leads to the slave rebellion because he starts using 

plants to poison the ruling families. As Macandal’s foray into botany begins, in the chapter entitled 

“What the Hand Found,” Carpentier presents the reader with two lists that describe plants. The 

first of these has an innate rhythmic quality that both enhances and draws our attention to the 

natural setting. As Macandal forages for plants, 

his hand gathered anonymous seeds, sulfur capers, diminutive hot peppers; vines 

that wove nets among the stones; solitary bushes with furry leaves that sweated at 

night; sensitive plants that closed at the mere sound of the human voice; pods that 

burst at midday with the pop of flea cracked under the nail; creepers that plaited 

themselves in slimy tangles far from the sun. (Kingdom 17-18) 

 

The semi-colons that separate each clause of the first sentence serve to create a musical 

rhythm. There are five semicolons in the first sentence with clauses of the following word length: 

ten, seven, nine, twelve, fourteen, and eleven. In this example, the semi-colon serves the same 

                                                 

110 The alliterative “s” is present in the original Spanish: “lajas sonoras.”  

See El reino de este mundo, p. 35 
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function as a comma, which is to divide elements in a series. The difference is that it causes a 

longer stop than the comma’s brief pause. The extended pauses, via the semicolons, and the 

varying length of each clause produces a syncopated rhythm. After the first list, Carpentier adds 

another short descriptive sentence to reinforce this rhythm and bring Macandal’s search to a 

conclusion. This search ends with a sentence beginning with a conjunction, “but now what 

interested Macandal most was the fungi” (18).  The conjunction “but” acts as an accented note in 

the rhythmic sequence because it breaks the flow of the previous sentences and emphasizes the 

importance of Macandal’s find: the fungi. This sentence acts as a conjunction as it joins the first 

list of plants with a second list of types of fungi that Macandal will use to make his poison. My 

point is that Carpentier leads into his introduction of the poisonous fungi with a first age rhythm, 

and in doing so he begins to establish a link between rhythm and the natural world; however, the 

connection does not become clear until we read the second list which states,  

there were those which smelled of wood rot, of medicine bottles, of cellars, of sickness, 

pushing through the ground in the shape of ears, ox-tongues, wrinkled excrescences, 

covered with exudations, opening their striped parasols in damp recesses, the homes of 

toads that slept or watched with open eyelids. (18)  

 

Within these two interconnected lists, the Cuban author labors to instill a feeling of the 

natural or first age world that Macandal seeks to enter. Lizbeth Paravisini-Gebert agrees that this 

scene shows that the “knowledge of the powers hidden in nature is bestowed upon him as a sign 

of his blessing by the gods of Africa, who have followed those who serve them across the waters 

to a new land” (27). This knowledge of nature is evident in the first list of plants which comes to 

an abrupt stop with Macandal’s discovery of fungus, and then the second list expands upon the 

importance of this find. Skillfully, Carpentier creates a link between the natural world (fungi) and 

music (the syncopated rhythm of the first list). Furthermore, “subtlety” is not the only road that 



 

138 

Carpentier chooses to invoke first age music as there is a direct example it that occurs later in the 

chapter entitled, “What the Hand Found.” 

In “What the Hand Found,” Carpentier employs a similar technique with dialogue as he 

did in the first chapter; the dialogue is part of a first age rhythm which comes after a succession of 

non-chronological references to time. The chapter begins with Macandal leaving at “daybreak” 

(17). In the next scene, “Ti Noël would absent himself for hours from the M. Lenormand de Mézy 

plantation” (18). As the chapter progresses, descriptions of time become more concrete with “one 

day” and “that afternoon” (20). Finally, Macandal speaks, “The time has come” (20).  

Macandal’s single line of dialogue comes at the end of three paragraphs that when added 

together suggest an additive rhythm of long-shorter-very short. This rhythm comes into existence 

when Carpentier chooses the previously mentioned time words and phrases to indicate a day 

(long), an afternoon (shorter), and a specific moment (very short). This rhythm moves from a long 

period of time (“one day”) to a brief period (“The time has come”) in less than a page. This rhythm 

is conveyed not only from Carpentier’s choice of words, but also from the paragraph length; the 

paragraph that begins “one day” is three sentences long, the next paragraph is one long, complex 

sentence, and the dialogue is one short sentence. After the dialogue, Carpentier refers to another 

longer period of time (“the next day”) which begins the chapter’s final long paragraph (20).111 

When we examine Carpentier’s handling of time references and paragraph length, an additive 

rhythm of long-shorter-very brief-long reveals itself to be present twice. Later in the novel, 

                                                 

111 The original Spanish edition has one less paragraph in this section. 
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Carpentier employs this “doubling” of rhythm in the actual slave chants in the chapter entitled, 

“Human Guise.” 

The chapter begins with a description of life on the plantation at Christmas, but then 

transitions to show that Ti Noël “would be far away that night, at the festival organized at the 

Dufrené plantation” (40). Without any transition, or direct setup, this short chant reads: 

  Roulé, roulé, Congoa roulé! 

          Roulé, roulé, Congoa roulé! 

 A fort ti fille ya dansé congo ya-ya-ró! (40). 

 

Aside from being visually disruptive with its italicized font, this chant is also in Creole.112 

This is important because the slaves speak with their masters in French; the chant is in Creole, and 

the content speaks of the African Congo. These languages embody the external and internal 

conflicts of the novel in that the French colonists own the Creole-speaking slaves, who in turn 

yearn for the African Congo. In addition to the chant’s language and lyrical content, there is also 

a first age rhythm. The phrase, “Roulé, roulé, Congoa roulé”  with the repetition of the word, 

“roulé,” creates an additive rhythm of 4; “roulé” is equal to one beat while “Congoa roulé” equals 

                                                 

112 Fontaine notes that “dialectic here refers to the dynamic and antagonistic relationship between 

French, the "settlers" language, and Creole, the language of the "natives." This contradiction can 

be resolved either in the form of the disappearance of Creole to the benefit of a triumphant 

standard European language such as in the post-creole society of Barbados, or in the form of a 

fully developed and legitimized standard creole language, as is the case with Papiamentu in 

Curacao (Alleyne, 1971) or Swahili in Tanzania. The language contradiction is an outcome of, 

and reinforced by, the basic contradiction which characterizes Haiti and other Caribbean 

societies: that between descendants of slaves and descendants of successors of slave owners” 

(29). The crux of Fontaine’s argument is that French speakers come from the upper-classes and 

thus more opportunities are afforded to them. Fontaine, rightly, shows that this situation has not 

changed since the early days of Haitian independence, and Alejo Carpentier captures this 

sentiment in Kingdom. 

See Pierre-Michel Fontaine. “Language, Society, and Development: Dialectic of French and 

Creole Use in Haiti.” Latin American Perspectives, vol. 8, no. 1, 1981, pp. 28-46.  
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two beats. When the parts are added together, they form a rhythm of four unequal beats, “Roulé 

[one], roulé [one], Congoa roulé [two].” The last line of the chant has seven words that can each 

be counted as one beat until the last hyphenated words, “ya-ya-ró”; the hyphens provide the reader 

with a visual guide as to how the three one syllable words would be chanted. In a nutshell, they 

should be chanted in rapid succession, which again alters the rhythm of the chant in favor of 

irregularity. This chant is a first age rhythm that shifts the action from a moment in the slave’s life 

on the plantation, to a celebration of the return of their savior, Macandal. Last, but not least, this 

chant portrays the inseparability between Vodou and the revolt that is spreading throughout Haiti 

at the time of Macandal. Critic Martin Munro confirms this belief by stating “that popular culture- 

dances, songs, drumming, religion” were essential “in fomenting the spirit of revolt” (53-54).113 

As the chapter entitled “Human Guise” continues, more of these elements from “popular culture” 

appear. 

 Immediately following the chant, the reader encounters a multitude of musical references 

that describe the slaves’ actions. The first sentence alone contains several examples: “for more 

than two hours the drums had been booming under the light of the torches, the women’s shoulders 

kept moving rhythmically in a gesture as though washing clothes, when a momentary tremor shook 

the voices of the singers” (41). Along with the musical image of the drums, Carpentier’s verb 

                                                 

113Munro covers the period from the Haitian revolution to the end of the nineteenth century, and 

focuses on how Vodou alternated between acceptance and denial. Munro notes that “Vodou, far 

from being embraced by Haitian intellectuals as a sign of their unique creolized, and modern 

culture, became associated with a kind of mental otherness, and a sign of the unresolved conflicts 

and contradictions between the nation’s urban, light skinned elite and the black rural peasantry” 

(57). Munro employs nineteenth century Haitian poetry to make his point. 

See Martin Munro. “Music, Vodou, and Rhythm in Nineteenth-Century Haiti.” Journal of 

Haitian Studies, vol. 14, no. 2, 2008, pp. 52-70. 
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choice— “had been booming”— can be linked to the primordial sounds of nature, or, specifically 

to thunder which creates a booming sound.114 In addition, the women’s dance-like movement, 

described by the adjective “rhythmically,” adds to the musicality of the drums.115 Harold 

Courlander demonstrates that “dancing touches on virtually every aspect of life in Haiti” including 

“the supplication of the [Vodou] loa […] planting, harvesting […] and ordinary social gatherings”; 

the women dancing “rhythmically” while they washed clothes is an “ordinary social” gathering 

(131). Once these rhythmic depictions are clearly conveyed to the reader, Carpentier launches forth 

with the return of the rebellion leader: 

Behind the Mother Drum rose the human figure of Macandal. The Mandigue 

Macandal. The man Macandal. The One-Armed. The Restored. The Transformed. 

(41) 

 

 In this passage, the link between first age music, Macandal, and the rest of the slaves 

becomes clear. Music, in this case the drums, is a part of Vodou celebrations. Musicologist Gage 

Averill notes that Vodou ceremonies like this one often contain three drums, the largest of which 

is the mother drum (Schecter 146). The preposition “behind” in the opening sentence tells readers 

that this “Mother Drum” is large enough to conceal a human, and in fact, by doing so Carpentier 

accurately depicts Vodou drumming because this drum is “held at an angle by a seated assistant”; 

in other words, the assistant is hidden from the audience’s view by the drum. (146). This mother 

drum is also used for “spirit invocation” and thus its placement here to invoke Macandal is accurate 

because the slaves wished for the return of their leader in body and spirit (Schecter 146). Aside 

                                                 

114 The original Spanish reads “los parches tronaban” (46). The verb, tronar, means to thunder. 

See Vox, p. 259 
115 The original Spanish reads “las mujeres repetían en compas de hombros su continuo gesto de 

lava-lava” (46). 



 

142 

from the direct reference to the drums, the Cuban author also employs words that begin with upper 

case letters— “Mother Drum,” “Macandal,” “The Mandigue Macandal,” “The One-Armed,” “The 

Restored,” and “The Transformed”— to create a sense of rhythm.  

Musically speaking, the capitalization of these words are accented beats because of the 

rapid truncation of each phrase. By this I mean that the sentences that contain these words become 

shorter as the passage develops and, as a result, the capitalized words visually stand out on the 

page. According to Cooper and Grosvenor, an “accented beat is the focal point, the nucleus of the 

rhythm, around which the unaccented beats are grouped and in relation to which they are heard” 

(8). Since these capitalized words are the focal point of each sentence, they are accented beats. For 

example, the opening phrase is the longest, and contains four accents via the capitalized words 

“Behind,” “Mother Drum,” and “Macandal.” The second phrase contains two accented beats: 

“Mandigue Macandal” (Kingdom 41). The last four phrases include one accented beat apiece with 

the words “Macandal,” “One-Armed,” “Restored,” and “Transformed” (41). From this sequence, 

the highly irregular four-two-one-one-one-one pattern is formed and this is equivalent to a rhythm 

of ten beats.  

After this short rhythmic sequence, the paragraph continues with the alliterative description 

of Macandal’s journey and his cat-like appearance. Before the second instance of chanting, 

Carpentier returns to the image of women dancing: “The women passed before him, and passed 

again, their bodies swaying to the rhythm of the dance. But the air was so fraught with questions 

that suddenly, without previous agreement, all the voices joined in a yenvaló solemnly howled 

above the drumbeats” (41).  Carpentier uses this scene to show the festive (and very rhythmically 

inspired) atmosphere that surrounds the return of the savior, Macandal, and then suddenly: 
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 After the wait of four years the chant became the recital of boundless suffering: 

   Yenvaló moin Papa! 

         Moin pas mangé q’m bambo 

     Yenvaló, Papap, yenvaló moin! 

         Ou vlai moin lavé chaudier, 

   Yenvaló mon? (41) 

 

The Cuban author explicitly indicates that this is a chant before placing it in italics so that 

it stands out from the rest of the text. In this passage, Yenvaló, a Haitian Vodou dance that means 

supplication is the key word, repeated multiple times.116 According to Harold Courlander, "the 

Jenvalo, for example is danced with bent back, hands touching the knees […] with a constant 

interplay between the singers, dancers, and drummers" (129).  Courlander adds that, "certain beats 

of the drum are signals for special movements and postures" and also, "the chorus and leader sing 

responsively, their parts overlapping in traditional African style" (130). Carpentier’s choice of this 

dance, and his integration of it into a chant are important as it shows that he understood the 

interconnectivity of Vodou: music, dance, and the belief in magic go hand in hand. 

Through this chant the slaves seek to invoke the magical African powers that Macandal 

embodies in order to ease their own suffering and free themselves from bondage. Speaking to this 

idea, Alexis Marquez Rodríguez remarks that “Macandal represents the world of strange and 

mysterious powers […] that the slaves put to the service of their liberation” (47).117 The slaves 

                                                 

116 According to Henry Frank, “the Yanvalou is a dance of supplication in honor of Agwe, the 

feisty of the sea and Damballah, the snake god of fertility. In the execution of this dance the 

worshipper try to mime the undulating movements of a snake and the wares of the sea by moving 

gracefully, forward and back, their shoulders and the upper part of the body” (Sloat 111). 

See Susanna Sloat. Caribbean Dance from Abakuá to Zouk: How Movement Shapes Identity. 

University Press of Florida, 2002. 
117 The full quote reads: “"Mackandal representan también el mundo de misterios y de extrañas 

potencias que anidan en el espíritu de los negros, y que constituyen un trasfondo de ancestral 

esoterismo […] es la brujería y el esoterismo del negro puestos al servicio de su liberación" (47). 
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then move into a chorus, which is another form of chanting, questioning how long they “will have 

to go on washing the vats?” and “oh, father, my father, how long the suffering” (42). This chapter— 

“Human Guise”—contains first age musical elements in the form of drums and chanting that serve 

a function in the slave’s rebellion. For the remainder of the novel, drums and chanting will remain 

part of the slaves’ lives. As Part One comes to an end, the physical figure of Macandal transforms 

into myth, but not without bringing forth the primal chants and drums of Vodou will continue to 

surface throughout the novel. 

Oddly, with all of the first age music in Part One, Carpentier chose to begin Part Two with 

an absence of rhythms, sprinkling instead this section with Western musical references. Why? I 

believe the reasons are twofold. To begin with, Western references act as a counterpoint to the first 

age rhythms, and, secondly, this marked absence can be seen as a long musical pause or rest that 

fits with the already established irregularity. In the opening paragraph of the first chapter of Part 

Two, “The Daughter of Minos and Pasiphaë,” Carpentier mentions “a shop that sold violas and 

transverse flutes, as well as music of contredanses, and sonatas” and that “a theater for drama and 

opera had been opened in the rue Vandreuil” (51). As the chapter continues, “M. Lenormand de 

Mézy […] became an assiduous visitor to the Cap theater where actresses from Paris sang Jean-

Jacques Rousseau’s arias or loftily declaimed tragic alexandrines, pausing between hemistiches to 

wipe the sweat from their brows” (52). In both cases, the musical references are connected with 

European powers and colonialism.  

These musical references serve as a counterpoint to the first age elements from Part One, 

but by the end of the chapter this changes. After it is revealed that twenty years have passed and 

the plantation is thriving, the latest wife of M. Lenormand de Mézy, an actress, begins to sing,  
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           with quavering voice the familiar bravura passages: 

                                 [Original French lyrics omitted]                     

                        (My sins are heaped              

 Already to overflowing. I am seeped 

 At once in incest and hypocrisy. 

 My murderous hands, not for avenging me, 

 Are fain to plunge themselves in guiltless 

                                   blood.) (55) 

The slaves “at a loss to know what it was all about” gathered from “certain words that in Creole, 

too, referred to misdemeanors […] came to the conclusion that the lady must have committed 

many crimes in the days gone by” (55). Lizbeth Paravisini-Gebert explains that the slaves’ “literal 

understanding of their mistresses’s ‘sins’ appears logical given their experience of a white 

population that lives in licentiousness, adultery, and violence of the worst kind” (Literature of the 

Caribbean 30). While this interpretation is valid, I would like to suggest that this passage marks a 

shift away from counterpoint and a return to first age rhythms because of the meaning of bravura 

and how the slaves interpret the actresses’ performance. 

In musical terms, the actresses’ song is a bravura piece, which is a solo musical number 

sung with virtuosity (http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/bravura). In this case, I see the 

bravura as being similar to a chant because the adjective “quavering” implies that the actresses’ 

voice was not in perfect pitch. This quavering voice would give the performance an irregular, or 

even discordant sound that falls more in line with the slave’s chants and drums. Furthermore, 

Carpentier writes that the slaves substituted Creole words in place of the French words; this 

language substitution creates a link back to the slaves’ earlier chants. By substituting Creole for 

French words, the slaves linguistically change the bravura into something akin to a chant 

and this, in turn, lends credence to my belief that this passage is a first age rhythm. My point is 

that the French actress’s song ultimately functions as a way for the slaves to hold firm in their 

http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/bravura
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belief in Macandal because they interpret the song as an accurate reflection of French immorality. 

When the song ends, Carpentier notes that “in the face of such immorality, the slaves of the M. 

Lenormand de Mézy plantation continued unshaken in their reverence for Macandal” (56). In fact, 

Ti Noël taught his children songs about Macandal (56). My point is that by the end of “The 

Daughter of Minos and Pasiphaë,” the slaves’ faith in Macandal’s presence and imminent return 

has been reaffirmed through their rejection and interpretation of Western music. This faith is seen 

in the songs that Ti Noël created in “Macandal’s honor” to keep his memory “green,” and in the 

next chapter, “The Solemn Pact,” this faith is put into action with the decision to revolt against the 

slave masters (56). 

In “The Solemn Pact” the slaves have just reached an agreement over how to proceed with 

rebellion when a “priestess of the Rada” chants “Ogoun of the Irons, Ogoun the Warrior, Ogoun 

of the Forges, Ogoun Marshal, Ogoun of the Lances, Ougan-Chango, Ogoun-Kankanikan, Ogoun-

Batala, Ogoun-Panama, Ogoun-Bakoulé” (61). An irregular rhythm is created by the repetition of 

“Ougan” followed by a different name. The Vodou chant differs from European chants—such as 

the Gregorian—in which the same verse is repeated in a monotonous tone.118  In the course of the 

                                                 

118 According to the Harvard Dictionary of Music, the Gregorian chant does not have a  

“regularly recurrent accent” (29). 

See Willi Apel. “Gregorian Chant.” Harvard Dictionary of Music. Belknap Press, 1986.  

The Gregorian Chant and others like it are considered homophonic music. Aaron Copland  

defines this as “music of a single, unaccompanied melodic line” (81). He adds that Chinese,  

Hindu, and Greek music follows the principle that “the line itself […] is of an extraordinary  

finesse and subtlety, making use of quarter tones and other smaller intervals unknown in our  

system” (81). 

For a full breakdown on musical textures, see Copland, p. 81-90 

Charles Rosen adds “the basis of all Western musical form starting with [the] Gregorian chant is 

the cadence, which implies that the forms are ‘closed,’ set within a frame and isolated” (26). 

See Rosen, p. 26 
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novel, this Vodou chant signals the culmination of the slave uprising that began with Macandal, 

and ends with the successful defeat of the French. In Part Two, there are two more examples of 

chanting and chant-like behavior, and they both accentuate the book’s first age rhythmic structure. 

The first one occurs towards the end of the chapter entitled “Santiago de Cuba” after Ti 

Noël has entered the Santiago Cathedral and he describes the choirmaster Esteban Salas’s 

determination that, “the singers should enter the chorus one after the other, part of them singing 

what the others had sung before, and setting up a confusion of voices fit to exasperate anyone” 

(80). Rather than have the singers chant in unison, he has them sing discordantly as in a Vodou 

chant. The similarity to Vodou does not end there as “the Negro found in the Spanish churches a 

Voodoo warmth the had never encountered in the Sulpician churches of the Cap” (80). Ti Noël 

adds that there were “signs similar to those of the altars of the houmforts consecrated to Damballah, 

the Snake god. Besides, St. James is Ogoun Faï, marshal of the storms, under whose spell 

Bouckman’s followers had risen” (80-81). I see these comparisons to Vodou that appear alongside 

the Choirmaster’s “confusion of voices” as another indicator that Esteban Salas’ chorus is chant-

like. By this I mean that since Esteban Salas’s chorus is not sung in the typical fashion and the 

Spanish Church is described as having a “Voodoo warmth” that Carpentier wants readers to assume 

that this chorus has more in common with the book’s earlier slave chants than any Catholic chorus. 

In these lines, Carpentier has Ti Noël, at least at first glance, equating Christianity with 

Vodou, but upon closer inspection this is not the case. The last line makes this clear: “For that 

reason Ti Noël, by way of prayer, often chanted to him an old song he had learned from Macandal: 

Santiago, I am the son of war: Santiago, Can’t you see I am the son of war? (81). This mention of 

Macandal suggests that Vodou has more power than Christianity, and, Ti Noël chants this song. By 
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this I mean that by closing the chapter with Ti Noël’s invocation of Macandal’s song, Carpentier 

places Vodou, and all of its perceived magical elements, in a superior position to anything related 

to Christianity; in other words, Vodou is “better” than Christianity. The Cuban author develops this 

idea further in Part Two. 

In the last chapter of Part Two, “Saint Calamity,” the colonist’s final attempts to quell the 

slave rebellion fail with the introduction of poisonous snakes. Carpentier notes that “these snakes, 

creatures of Damballah, were to die without laying eggs, disappearing together with the last 

colonists of the ancien régime” and that “the Great Loas smiled upon the Negroes’ arms” (97). 

These Vodou images setup the appearance of “Negro priests, untonsured and unordained, who 

were known as Fathers of the Savanna” that “made themselves better understood, for when they 

recite the Lord’s Prayer or the Hail Mary, they gave the words accents and inflections that made 

them like other hymns everyone knew” (97). Nathaniel Samuel Murrell points out that priests like 

these existed because Catholic rituals and saints were co-opted by Vodou (71-71). He goes on to 

say that the best examples of this mixture are the inclusion of “sacred symbols of Catholicism, 

such as crucifixes and candles” in “Vodou’s visual topography” and other “Catholic motifs, like 

colors and objects closely associated with saints, frequently appear on the sequined Vodou flags” 

(71-72).119 Carpentier moves beyond a mixture of religious iconography in favor of Vodou when 

he writes that these men were “untonsured and unordained,” which makes it apparent they are not 

to be confused with Catholic priests. With this in mind the words, “recited,” “accents,” and 

                                                 

119 Murrell points out that there is a debate over if Vodou constitutes an example of religious  

syncretism, or “whether it is a totally African religion that uses Catholicism only as a means to  

distract its detractors” (71). 

For the full debate see Murrell, p. 71-72 
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“inflections” take on a new a meaning in the sentence’s final comparison, “like other hymns 

everyone knew”; I believe that because this Lord’s Prayer was performed by unordained priests 

with added “accents” and “inflections” that it is similar to the novel’s earlier Vodou chants, or “like 

other hymns everyone knew.” This scene comes as the slaves have won their freedom, and thus 

Part Two ends with a semblance of hope and a reference to first age rhythms by way of the chant; 

however, this hope is short-lived as Part Three reveals a new Haiti, replete with new masters. 

Carpentier begins Part Three with the chapter entitled, “The Portents”; it features Ti Noël’s 

return to Haiti and his first real glimpse of freedom. The return is marked with signs of Vodou as 

“the ground was covered with signs: three stones forming a half-circle, a broken twig in the shape 

of a pointed arch like a doorway” (103).120 Murrell shows that Carpentier was correct in his 

depiction of Legba as the deity “is the guard of all crossroads, directs the destiny of everyone, 

protects home, and aids in making tough decisions” (78). These signs shape Ti Noel’s belief that 

“Legba, Lord of the Road” as well as “a vast coalition entered into by Loco, Petro, Ogoun Ferraile, 

Brise-Bamba, Caplaou-Pimpba, Marinette Bois-Cheche, and all the deities of powder and fire” 

had prevailed (103).121  

After mentioning Vodou deities, Carpentier shifts the scene to music as “the sacred drums 

throbbed and across a fire the swords of the initiate clashed” (104). In this example, the link 

between the first age, the Vodou deities, and the drums is straightforward. The adjective, “sacred” 

                                                 

120 In the opening pages of his chapter on Vodou, Nathaniel Samuel Murrell has a drawing that  

illustrates this type of religious iconography that is associated with “Legba, guardian of  

crossroads and intersection” (58).  
121 Murrell dedicates a lengthy section to describing the role of the deities and some of the  

differences between the different Vodou sects. 

See Murrell, p. 74-91 
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and the verb “throbbed” suggest that the drums have a heart-like pulse, a sentiment that further 

enhances the primal feeling of the image as the heart is a naturally occurring source of rhythm, in 

that it beats. For Ti Noël and the other slaves the drums are not just drums but part of a ceremonial 

culture. The description of the battle as an “exaltation” at “fever pitch” with “one who had become 

possessed” brings to mind Macandal’s purported magical powers. With these pictures present in 

the reader’s mind along with the pounding drums, the battle comes to a conclusion with “the 

pawing profile of a centaur descending at a gallop toward the sea” of “the shores of the world of 

Mighty Powers” (104).  

These descriptions of the drums and the slave’s “exaltation” bring to mind the deities 

mentioned by Ti Noël at the beginning of the paragraph, and the ritual dances given in their honor.  

Ti Noël credits Dessaline’s victory to “a vast coalition entered into by Loco, Petro, Ogoun Ferraile, 

Brise-Bamba, Caplaou-Pimpba, Marinette Bois-Cheche, and all the deities of powder and fire,” 

and of these deities, Petró has a specific dance that matches Carpentier’s descriptions (104). The 

Petró dance is “a complicated and sometimes agitated foot dance” (Courlander 131). The dance 

has two drums, and on the second beat the drums change patterns to “rest-two-three”; the rest is 

not a true rest as “there is no visible pause because of the speed of the dance” (131). On the “two” 

beat “the right foot pushes forward in a thrusting sliding motion, and on ‘three’ the left moves 

outward and the right moves inward”; Carpentier describes this motion as the “centaur descending 

at a gallop toward the sea” because the foot motions mimic the alternating trot of a horse 

(Courlander 131). As the foot movements occur, the shoulders remain still, like the body of a 

centaur, and “the arms are constantly moving gracefully to balance the foot movements” much like 

the centaur’s arms provide balance for it (131). This battle is another instance in the long list of 
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first age rhythms described or mentioned in the novel because, as I noted earlier, Haitian Vodou 

dance and music are inseparable. Unlike the previous examples that took place in the days of 

colonial slavery, the centaur occurred at the end of the chapter that sees Ti Noël return to Haiti as 

a free man. This scene highlights the importance of the roles that Macandal, Vodou, and primitive 

music had in the formation of a free Haiti, and it acts as a pause before the maelstrom brought on 

by Henri Christophe. 

Toward the end of the chapter entitled “The Immured,” once Henri Christophe’s cruelty 

has become apparent, Ti Noël recalls the song that opens the novel, one that gave insult to all the 

European kings. As he comments on the silence of the city with “its customary sonority of street-

cries, greetings, gossip, and songs sung,” he remembers “a song that in other days he had sung on 

his way back from the city”: 

A song that was all insults to a king. That was the important thing: to a king. And 

in this way, unburdening himself of every insult he could think up to Henri 

Christophe, his crown, and his progeny[.] (126-127) 

 

 The earlier song was a chanty that briefly insulted the King of France and was a source of 

rebellion for Ti Noël. Now under a new form of slavery, it remains an agent of revolt as Ti Noël 

extends the chanty to include Henri Christophe in a process that takes so long that “he even asked 

himself if he had really gone to the cap” (127). All of my stated beliefs about this song hold true 

in its extended form, and in addition, this new version is a form of irregular repetition. This song 

was first quoted in the first chapter of Part One, and this example occurs in the fourth chapter of 

Part Three which means that the interval between these parts is irregular. For it to have been a 

regular rhythm, the second occurrence of the song should have taken place in the first chapter of 

Part Three. In both instances, the song serves the same purpose: resistance to oppression. By 
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including this song a second time, Carpentier reminds the reader where the story began and how 

life for Ti Noël and the former slaves has changed, even if very little.  

The greatest, and perhaps the most developed example of first age rhythms in the entire 

book happens in Part Three with another political change, the downfall of Henri Christophe. The 

chapter entitled “Ultima Ratio Regum” witnesses the ruin of Henri Christophe brought on by the 

drums. The King first calls attention to the drums, rather angrily, as he sees his musicians leaving, 

and he realizes that “the untuned drums were not playing the prescribed call, but a syncopated tone 

in three beats produced not by the drumsticks, but by hands against the leather” (136-137). In the 

next line, Christophe screams “they are playing the mandoucouman,” which is a military song of 

retreat (137).122 These two lines highlight the syncopation that is prevalent in the novel for two 

reasons: the blatant reference to the “syncopated tone” of the drums and how the chapter is 

constructed. It is no accident that Henri Christophe’s dialogue is in the third paragraph of the 

chapter as that mirrors the three-beat tone that the drums are playing. The syncopated pattern 

occurs because the first paragraph is long, the second paragraph is longer, then the very short 

dialogue paragraph appears, and then the novel returns to a series of long paragraphs. The chapter’s 

one-line paragraph serves as a break from the barrage of longer paragraphs and is the reason I see 

it as another example of syncopation.  

In the pages following this exclamation, mutiny ensues and it is revealed that “Henri 

Christophe had always held himself aloof from the African mystique of the early leaders of the 

                                                 

122 There are multiple sources that indicate this meaning: 

See Lizabeth Paravisini-Gebert. Literature of the Caribbean. Greenwood Press, 2008, p. 37 

See Peter O. Stummer and Christopher Balme. Fusion of Cultures? Rodopi, 1996, p. 308 
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Haitian independence, endeavoring to give his court a thoroughly European air” (139-140). This 

proclamation highlights the arrogance and ignorance with which Henri Christophe ruled, and how 

his pride in this fact lead to his death. I concur with Alexis Márquez Rodríguez, who notes that 

“Christophe’s kingdom […] was built thinking only of the white enemy,” as he never thought of 

his own people as the enemy (51).123 Carpentier emphasizes these facts as the chapter nears the 

end with another prolonged drumming scene: 

But at that moment the night grew dense with drums. Calling to one another, 

answering from mountain to mountain, rising from the beaches, issuing from caves, 

running beneath the trees, descending ravines and riverbends, the drums boomed, 

the radas, the congos, the drums of Bouckman, the drums of the Grand Alliances, 

all the drums of Voodoo. A vast encompassing percussion was advancing on Sans 

Souci, tightening the circle. A horizon of thunder closing in. A storm whose eye at 

the moment was the throne without heralds or mace-bearers. (141-142) 

  

 This passage suggests the connection between drums and nature, and builds upon Henri 

Christophe’s ignorance of the drums that people play in all corners of his land. The opening 

sentence with the adjective “dense” suggests what is to come by the end of the chapter because the 

sounds of drums eventually overtake Henri Christophe at Sans Souci; put differently, the sounds 

of the drums surround the King as though he were in the middle of a dense forest. The opening 

sentence also indicates that suddenly the drums could be heard whereas before they were absent. 

The second sentence contains six clauses that place the drums in locations that enlarge their 

sonority, which means that the sound of the drums is amplified, and the seventh clause, “the drums 

boomed,” indicates that the varied drum placement worked. After this clause, there are five 

dependent clauses about specific types of drums that extend the metaphor from the generic drum 

                                                 

123 “el reino de Christophe -tal fue el error que tardíamente venía a comprender- estaba edificado  

pensando solamente en el enemigo blanco” (51). 
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to the specific type such “the drums of Bouckman” (142). The purpose of the five dependent 

clauses is to emphasize the importance of the drums in Henri Christophe’s downfall, and this is 

achieved through the transference of the drum’s sonorous power to nature. The Cuban author 

achieves this when he writes: “a vast encompassing percussion was advancing on Sans Souci, 

tightening the circle” (141-142). In other words, Henri Christophe is surrounded by the sounds of 

drums. The nouns, “thunder,” and “storm,” can be seen of as nature’s equivalent to the drums. 

Thunder rumbles through the air with varying degrees of sonority and frequency in a manner akin 

to how drums are played. In the next sentence, Carpentier extends this image into a full storm 

similar to a hurricane with a hollow center. For Henri Christophe, these drums are similar to the 

destructive force of a hurricane; they will rip his kingdom apart, and turn against him.  

 As Henri Christophe prepares for his end, “the drums were now so close that they seemed 

to be throbbing there, behind the balustrades of the main entrance, at the foot of the great stone 

stairway” and at “that moment the fire lighted up the mirrors of the Palace” (143). With the building 

engulfed by fire, Henri Christophe commits suicide and, “the shot was almost inaudible because 

of the proximity of the drums” (144). Carpentier concludes this extended metaphor with a singular 

percussive act, the pistol shot, amidst a flurry of other drums; this shot can be thought of as a lone 

drumbeat. Since Christophe’s fatal shot stands out from the rest of the drums that populate the 

chapter, it acts as a musical accent brings the chapter to a close. The drums and drum-related 

sounds of this chapter, “Ultima Ratio Regnum” are the greatest example of how first age rhythms 

shape the symphonic structure of the novel because they play a vital role in the events leading up 

to Christophe’s suicide, and in fact the King knows that these drums mean that his reign is about 

to end. Rather than being overtaken by the people with drums, the King ends his life and the drum-
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filled chapter ends. Part Three of Kingdom closes with Henri Christophe’s entombment, and the 

final section of the novel begins with his progeny in Rome. 

Part Four of Kingdom begins with the chapter entitled, "The Night of the Statues," in which 

Henri Christophe's daughters are seen practicing Western vocal and musical styles: "Mlle Athenaïs 

was accompanying on the newly acquired pianoforte her sister Améthyste, whose slightly acid 

voice was embellishing with languid portamenti an Aria from Rossini's Tacredi" (153). Piano is 

the contemporary word for the pianoforte, and portamenti means "to pass from one tone to another 

smoothly" (The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Music).124 If this opening scene is used as a point 

of reference, the chapter would appear to be dominated by Western music, but that is not the case. 

In spite of Western musical references in Soliman’s scenes, it is with this character that the first 

age rhythms return. In the course of his stay in Rome, Soliman sees and hears a mandolin, a hand-

organ, and the "serenades of harmonicas and jews'-harps" (154-155). It would seem that these 

references to Western music attempt to offset the novel's reliance on the first age, when in fact they 

serve to reinforce them; the Western references act as a counterpoint or balance to Soliman’s 

closing Vodou chant. In this chapter, once the initial references to Western music show up, the text 

lacks any other musical references until the very end.  

 This long pause is not resolved until Soliman begins to chant. As an opening sentence, 

Carpentier writes, "Soliman was seeking a god who had his abode in far-off Dahomeny, at some 

dark crossroad, his red phallus on a crutch he carrried for that purpose" (162). The Creole chant 

reads: “Papa Legba, l'ouvri barrié-a pou moin, agó yé, Papa Legba, l'ouvri barrié-a pou moin, 

                                                 

124 Portamenti is plural for the Italian word, portamento. 

See piano and portamento in The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Music 
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pou moin passé” (162). Soliman's invocation of the Vodou deities can be seen as an accented beat 

that ends the chapter because it comes after a long pause of no musical references, it is in Italics, 

and it is in Creole. The Italicized Creole draws the reader’s attention and when this is coupled with 

the long rest, an accented beat is created; since the chant stands outs from the rest of the text, it 

acts like an accented beat in music. By ending the chapter on an accented beat, an irregular rhythm 

of medium-long-short is formed, which begins with the Western musical references that are 

sprinkled over two pages, followed by a long pause that lasts six and half pages, and is then 

resolved by this short-accented chant; this chapter is constructed as an irregular rhythm because 

the medium-long-short sequence is similar to three beats followed by six beats and a sudden one 

beat ending. After Carpentier concludes "The Night of Statues" with this Vodou chant, and he 

begins the next chapter by recounting what had happened to Ti Noël since the death of Henri 

Christophe. The three final chapters of the novel deal exclusively with Ti Noël and how the island 

has changed from the beginning. In that time, a new master has come in the form of the Republican 

Surveyors, and the final chapter, "Agnus Dei," portrays Ti Noël's lamentations about the island's 

history through an analogy to the island’s natural music. 

The final rhythmic example comes from the last chapter entitled, “Agnus Dei” which 

begins as “a great noise descended upon the lands of Ti Noël” (175). Ti Noël attempts to join a 

flock of geese but is rejected. As he reflects upon his failure as a goose, an irregular rhythm appears 

in several sentences via the comma and semi-colon: 

It was then that the old man, resuming his human form, had a supremely lucid 

moment. He lived, for the space of a heartbeat, the finest moments of his life; he 

glimpsed once more the heroes who had revealed to him the power and fullness of 

his remote African forebears, making him believe in the possible germinations the 

future held. He felt countless centuries old. A cosmic weariness, as of a planet 
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weighted with stones, fell upon his shoulders shrunk by so many blows, sweats, 

revolts.  (178). 

 

In the first sentence, the commas provide brief pauses between clauses for a rhythmic 

effect. In the second compound and complex sentence, the semi-colon acts as a much longer rest 

than the comma, both visually and musically. After this one long sentence, there is a brief one that 

acts as an accent with an alliterative “s’ sound: “He felt countless centuries old” (178). 125 The first 

three sentences work together to create an irregular sense of rhythm because of the varying 

sentence length, visual rests, and alliteration; by this I mean that the first three sentences are not 

uniform in length and the last sentence of this passage continues this irregularity. 

Within the last sentence, an irregular rhythm of a short beat, longer beat, and longest beat 

appears via the amount of words used; the opening clause is three words, “a cosmic weariness,” 

the following clause is seven words, “as of a planet weighted with stones,” and the longest clause 

is eleven words long, “fell upon his shoulders shrunk by so many blows, sweats, revolts.”126 If we 

take these numbers into account, then the result is the highly irregular additive rhythm of three-

seven-eleven in the translation and three-five-eleven in the original Spanish; when the number of 

words are added together they form twenty-one in the translation and nineteen beats in Spanish 

and this is why it is an additive rhythm. Since this is an additive rhythm, it is also a first age rhythm. 

Carpentier segues directly from this example into his final example of “here” and “back there,” 

                                                 

125 The translation maintains the alliteration as the Spanish original reads: “Se sintió viejo siglos 

incontables.” 

See El Reino de Este Mundo, p. 120 
126 The translation keeps the original Spanish’s irregular rhythm of short beat, longer beat, and  

longest beat: “Un cansancio cósmico, de planeta cargado de piedras, caía sobre sus hombros  

descarnados por tanto golpes, sudores y rebeldías” (120). 

See El Reino de Este Mundo, p. 120 



 

158 

and the novel ends shortly thereafter. With the novel’s end, where does that leave the reader’s 

perception of music and identity? Is Carpentier’s view of identity in the novel different as seen 

from a musical point of view rather than from a historical one, or are they both the same? Both 

viewpoints render the same conclusion about identity, that we are forever between two places; 

however, the difference is that from a musical perspective, Carpentier offers readers a potentially 

mixed message that leans more to the idea that we can escape history. 

When taken together the novel’s first age rhythms and the symphony could cause readers 

to receive mixed messages about Carpentier’s views on identity. The four-part symphonic structure 

of the novel ingeniously reminds readers of the European colonial presence in Haiti, and by 

extension, in the rest of Spanish America because, as I explained in my first chapter, a historical 

cycle is depicted in Kingdom where Haitian slaves are subjugated to different forms of slavery 

from the French, to Henri Christophe, to the Republican surveyors. The book’s symphonic 

structure is similar to this cyclical pattern with one exception: Carpentier truncates the repetitious 

nature of the symphony in the last part by not having a traditional recapitulation. According to 

Copland, the recapitulation “literally restates more or less” the thematic material from the 

exposition, or the opening sequence, of the symphony (149).  

Had the novel included a true recapitulation, it would have seen Ti Noël’s return to slavery 

because he was a slave in the beginning section (the exposition) of the novel, but this does not 

happen. From a musical perspective, like the Romantic composers, Carpentier chose a “new 

conclusion” to bring closure to the work rather than the traditional recapitulation’s restatement of 

thematic material (Copland 152-153). The cycle of slavery is broken for Ti Noël by his 

disappearance in a storm, and then he seems to reappear—within the parameters of the Vodou 
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tradition—as a vulture (Kingdom 180). In this new symphonic conclusion, the Cuban author seems 

to be offering readers the message that there is an escape from slavery but only with the help of a 

major force of nature, such as the hurricane, and of Vodou; this is a false hope as Ti Noël is the 

only character to break the bonds of servitude while his fellow Haitians are still enslaved by the 

Republican Surveyors. With that, the novel (and the second chronotope) comes to an end with very 

little change to the plight of the Haitian people. Upon first inspection, the second chronotope of 

the symphony and first age rhythms appears to be different than the first one, “here”/“back there,” 

but in reality they are very similar because both chronotopes include Ti Noël and both deal with 

identity.  

On the basis of the second chronotope, I believe that Carpentier is suggesting that Haitian 

identity— and by extension the rest of Spanish America— is both European and non-European, 

and never fully either. The musical structuring of the novel hints at this conclusion as it is a 

symphony composed of first age rhythms, but both retain their separate forms; a new musical form 

is not created. This is the musical equivalent to Hegel’s view of history where “the static is forever 

repeating itself” and a new culture is not formed (224). Put differently, this means that viewing 

Kingdom from a musical perspective leads to the conclusion reached in my first chapter that 

Carpentier believed in the notion of a dual identity. 

Identity for Carpentier means that we are forever between two worlds, whether those 

suggested by the spatial terms “here”/ “back there,” or the musical terms alluded to by the 

symphony/first age rhythms. In either case, there is no resolution to the duality. There are only two 

moments of hope for a potential resolution: one comes from Pauline Bonaparte, as I discussed in 

my first chapter, and the other comes from the non-traditional recapitulation of the symphony that 
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I discussed above. In both cases, these glimmers of hope are so brief that they are immediately 

overshadowed by the novel’s primary message that our identity is forever shaped by an inescapable 

destiny to always be bound to servitude. The only “real” escape from this continuum is if we have 

the power transform ourselves like Ti Noël at the end of the novel. Otherwise, we will repeat 

history, time and again. My next chapter will examine how these chronotopes establish a dialogue 

built around the character of Ti Noël, and consider whether that confirms, or changes, my view of 

identity as Carpentier saw it. 
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CHAPTER 4 

“DIALOGISM” OF THE KINGDOM OF THIS WORLD   

 

 

 In my opening chapter, I refer to The Book of Legendary Lands to convey the idea that, in 

the words of Umberto Eco, Haiti is a country “around which a mythology has grown” (9). In the 

twentieth century the mythology that Eco mentions has been further enhanced with the publication 

of The Kingdom of This World. Eco concludes that “even legendary lands as soon as they are 

transformed from a subject of belief to a fictional subject, have come true”; as we have seen much 

before Eco suggested it, Carpentier transformed the historical events of the Haitian Revolution 

into a “fictional subject” that, in and of itself, has added to the mythos surrounding the island 

country (441). Lizbeth Paravisini-Gebert best explains this process as Carpentier’s “seamless flow 

between the life of the body and the life of the spirit that characterizes Vodou into a chronicle of 

the Haitian Revolution” (“The Haitian Revolution” 116).  

 In my analysis of Kingdom, I have explained that Vodou permeates and in some ways takes 

possession of the text, showing its many faces as pairs of structuring forces that include the 

opposition between “here” and “back there,” and the symphony and first age rhythms. The time 

has now come to explain how these forces, to borrow Mikhail Bakhtin’s terms, “establish a 

dialogue” with one another. To achieve this end, I will focus upon the interaction of chronotopes, 

and, not coincidentally as will be seen, the majority of these appear where Ti Noël is present. After 

examining how “dialogism” is orchestrated in Carpentier’s novel, I will look at how my reading 

enhances, or alters, previous critical readings of Kingdom. In addition, I will consult a handful of 

essays from Alejo Carpentier's Tientos, Diferencias, y Otros Ensayos to help clarify the author’s 

views on identity and how those views inform his novel. The first question that must be answered 
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before moving on to study identity is how a dialogue becomes established or “framed” in 

Kingdom? Very simply, this dialogue is portrayed as a conversation between pairs of chronotopes. 

 In his explanation of what constitutes a dialogue, Mikhail Bakhtin illustrates that “we are 

presented with a text occupying a certain specific place in space; that is, it is localized; our creation 

of it, our acquaintance with it occurs through time” (252). Although the text may be imprisoned in 

dead material, such as a book, it will never die (Bakhtin 252). Bakhtin surmises that “we may call 

this world the world that creates the text, for all aspects—the reality reflected in the text, the 

authors creating the text, the performers of the text (if they exist) and finally the listeners or readers 

who recreate and in doing so renew the text—participate equally in the creation of the represented 

world in the text” (253). In Bakhtinian terms (i.e. which are literary) then, the multitude of readings 

that Kingdom potentially offers recreates and renews our understanding of the work as a whole.  

 Two of the most well-known readings of Carpentier’s novel are Roberto González 

Echevarría’s historically based monograph, Alejo Carpentier: The Pilgrim at Home and Leonardo 

Acosta’s analysis of the epic nature of Kingdom in Música y épica en la novela de Alejo 

Carpentier.127 Bakhtin notes that the represented world and the actual world resemble one another, 

                                                 

127 Although González Echevarría’s book is the most comprehensive about Carpentier, there are 

other critical works that take a more focused approach such as music, the marvelous real or the 

Neo-Baroque. 

For broad studies of music in Carpentier’s novels, see Irene Noemí López. Alejo Carpentier: los 

ritmos de una escritura entre dos mundos. Universidad Nacional de Salta, 2006. 

Juan Pablo Montoya. La música en la obra de Alejo Carpentier. La Carreta, 2013. 

Gabriel María Rubio Navarro. Música y escritura en Alejo Carpentier. Universidad de Alicante,  

1999. 

For studies of the marvelous real or the Neo-Baroque in Carpentier’s work, see William 

Egginton. The Theater of Truth: The Ideology of (Neo)Baroque Aesthetics. Stanford University  

Press, 2010 

Alexis Márquez Rodríguez. La obra narrativa de Alejo Carpentier. Universidad de Venezuela,  
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and, although they are “indissolubly tied up with each other and find themselves in continual 

mutual interaction,” we should never forget or mistake the represented text for the real world (254). 

I have taken this statement and applied its call for a “mutual interaction” to the chronotopes that 

show up throughout Carpentier’s 1949 novel.  

 In “Discourse in the Novel,” Bakhtin makes clear his position on mutual interaction and how 

that notion relates to authorial intentions: “one point of view opposed to another, one evaluation 

opposed to another, one accent opposed to another […] this interaction, this dialogic tension 

between two languages and two belief systems, permits authorial intentions to be realized in such 

a way that we can acutely sense their presence at every point in the work” (314). In the case of 

Kingdom, the dialogic tension comes from the mutual interaction between the symphony/first age 

rhythms and “here”/“back there”; from this interaction, the reader slowly grasps the way that 

Carpentier both conceived and cast identity in his fiction. With this information, we can now move 

to examine the points of interaction between these chronotopes, and to evaluate their role in the 

dialogic process. 

 There are two types of interaction taking place in Kingdom: the direct and the indirect. The 

indirect points of interaction occur when both chronotopes appear in the same chapter, but do not 

immediately connect with one another. We find an example of this in the chapter titled, “What The 

Hand Found” as Macandal and Ti Noël visit “an old woman who lived alone” with images of 

                                                 

1970. 

Esther P. Mocega-González. Alejo Carpentier: estudios sobre su narrativa. Editorial Playor,  

1980. 

Monika Kaup and Lois Zamora Parkinson. Baroque New Worlds: Representation,  

Transculturation, Counterconquest. Duke University Press, 2010. 

Steve Wakefield. Carpentier's Baroque Fiction: Returning Medusa's Gaze. Tamesis, 2004. 
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“here”/ “back there” such as the “hooks that held rusty spoons hung to form a cross to keep off 

Baron Samedi, Baron Piquant, Baron La Croix, and other Lords of the Graveyard”; Macandal and 

Ti Noël are depicted in the narrative present, that is to say,  the “here” and now of the action which 

is Haiti, and the mention of “Baron Samedi, Baron Piquant, Baron La Croix, and other Lord of the 

Graveyard” hark back to earlier images of the powers of “the Other Shore,” that is to say, Africa 

(19). Later in the same chapter, Macandal’s one line of dialogue, “The time has come,” comes at 

the end of three paragraphs of varying length and then the narrative format becomes once again 

one long paragraph (20). This is a syncopated rhythm because paragraph length evolves from three 

sentences to one long complex sentence to one short sentence of dialogue and then returns to a 

long paragraph; the dialogue acts as an abrupt shortening of the rhythm (as I noted in detail on pg. 

138 in my previous chapter). These indirect interactions, where both chronotopes are in different 

sections of the same chapter constitute the basic structure of the novel; in general terms, this means 

that “here” and “back there” can be found in the early parts of a chapter, and then later in the same 

chapter the other chronotope of the symphony and irregular rhythms will be depicted. Often, Ti 

Noël is present in one, and sometimes even in both examples of the chronotope in a given chapter. 

By using these two chronotopes as a tool to dissect the novel, the importance and relevance of Ti 

Noël’s character becomes ever more obvious. To shed light on Ti Noël’s significant role in the 

novel, I will begin with a review of the direct chronotopic interactions as they appear to jump at 

the reader at key moments in the narrative development.  

 The novel’s first direct interaction takes place after a descriptive comparison between 

African and European Kings in the first chapter, “The Wax Heads”: “Although Ti Noël had little 

learning, he had been instructed in these truths by the deep wisdom of Macandal” (8). This sentence 
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connects Ti Noël to the symphony/first age rhythms on the previous page where Macandal “sing-

songed” or chanted tales of Africa, and to “here”/“back there” because European and African 

nobility are mentioned in the sentences that follow it.128 I believe that this transitional sentence 

also reveals the significance of Ti Noël because he knows the truth about identity as revealed by 

Macandal, and Carpentier’s construction of the sequence reveals this same truth to the reader 

because the passage transitions from examples of European music that relate to Western high 

culture to images of African culture that have been orally transmitted to Ti Noël by Macandal; 

when speaking of Ti Noël’s importance in the novel, Lizbeth Paravisini-Gebert notes that he 

“serves in the text as Carpentier’s privileged witness to Haitian history” (120).129 The result is that 

both music and identity come together to make the reader latch onto Ti Noël as the hinge upon 

which the story pivots since he holds the pieces of the story together.  If this example was the only 

direct interaction of chronotopes in which Ti Noël was present, then perhaps his character would 

not be a key to understanding the Cuban author’s personal view of identity, but already within the 

                                                 

128 It may be of interest to readers to know that chants can also contain added sounds, known as 

vocables; however, in Kingdom, I have not found this to be the case. According to the Oxford 

English Dictionary, a vocable is “a syllable or sound without lexical or referential meaning, 

vocalized as part of a song or sung melody.”  

For the full etymology and other definitions, see “Vocable.” Oxford English Dictionary Online. 

Oxford University Press, 2002. 
129 Paravisini-Gebert bolsters her argument by noting that “Ti Noël’s perspective is that of the 

folk whose culture and faith Carpentier seeks to support in his text” (120). She goes on to show 

that Ti Noël is “a believer in the African gods and works alongside Makandal,” and that he is 

present at every major junction of the novel (120). 

See Lizabeth Paravisini-Gebert. “The Haitian Revolution in Interstices and Shadows: A Re-

Reading of Alejo Carpentier’s “The Kingdom of This World.” Research in African Literatures, 

vol. 35, no. 2, 2004, pp.114-127. 
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same chapter there is another direct interaction that provides further insight into Ti Noël’s 

important function in Carpentier’s blueprint. 

 As the chapter concludes, Ti Noël hums a chanty about the King of England “even though 

the words were not in Creole” (10). The Cuban author uses this opportunity to emphasize that Ti 

Noël held none of the European kings in “high esteem” (10). This example brings the chapter to a 

close and contains both chronotopes which interact via Ti Noël, as Carpentier puts it, “through a 

kind of mental counterpoint” (10). Carpentier makes full use of the word, “counterpoint” by 

placing elements of both chronotopes in succession. This linking system forms the equivalent of a 

musical counterpoint, which is a balance between two or more independent, but complimentary, 

musical themes in a particular composition. In terms of counterpoint, as a given musical piece 

concludes, listeners should feel that all opposing musical themes have been resolved. The passage 

noted above begins with Lenormand de Mézy’s fife march followed by Ti Noël’s chanty against 

the English king; as discussed in the previous chapter, a chanty is a lower form of music often 

sung by sailors, and therefore it contrasts in terms of sophistication with the fife march; this highly 

coordinated composition features a fife, that is a shrill sounding flute, which is often played in 

combination with the drums as infantry troops marched (Latham). The counterpoint between Ti 

Noël and Lenormand de Mézy is left unresolved because the chapter ends, and this directly 

supports my belief that Carpentier viewed Latin American identity as a duality: he felt that human 

beings never truly root themselves to one place in particular, but are perpetually transitioning (at 

least mentally) between two places. A brief analysis of Ti Noël’s chanty further confirms the 

presence of this spatial duality because this character thinks about how little he cares for the Kings 

of England, France, and Spain (11). In other words, he rejects them even though these Kings have 
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had a direct effect on his life. These references to “here”/ “back there” are placed after Ti Noël 

begins to hum the chanty, another indication that this character brings together the two 

chronotopes. This interaction of chronotopes is also near the center of the passage, which means 

that Ti Noël is literally at the intersection between these two chronotopes. In this first chapter of 

the novel, both of these examples of interaction bring to the fore what Bakhtin meant by dialogism 

because they interact to form a dialogue. The next example of direct interaction can be found in 

Part Two in the chapter entitled “The Daughter of Minos and Pasiphaë.”  

 At the end of this chapter, the slavemaster’s second wife elicits the second direct interaction 

of chronotopes through her singing. After her second song concludes, readers learn that, “Ti Noël 

passed on the tales of the Mandigue to his children, teaching them simple little songs he made up 

in Macandal’s honor” because “it was a good thing to keep green the memory of the One-Armed” 

one as “he would return to this land when he was least expected” (57). But why do I say that this 

is an example of a “direct” interaction? Lenormand de Mézy’s second wife’s song is in French, 

the language of Haiti (the “here” and now in the action), and Ti Noël’s songs are in Creole, a 

linguistically suggestive example of “back there” as it is a blend of African and French languages. 

By doing this, Carpentier has extended the notions of “here” and “back there” beyond geographical 

spaces to encompass the realm of language. With this line of thinking in mind, Creole, the main 

language used by the slaves should be viewed as being in opposition to the French used by their 

masters. Aside from this aspect, the slaves interpret the French songs as teeming with immorality 

while those of Ti Noël, “in Macandal’s honor,” were “a good thing” (57). The message in this 

example is obvious: anything related to colonial hegemony is negative, and anything related to 

ideas of freedom—such as songs about Macandal, for example—is positive. Carpentier brings 
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together musical elements with themes of identity in the character of Ti Noël, casting this character 

as the cynosure of a direct chronotopic interaction.  

Another more complex example of direct chronotopic interaction takes place later in Part 

Two in the chapter entitled “Santiago de Cuba.” Towards the end of this chapter, Ti Noël enters 

the Cathedral in Santiago amidst the polyrhythmic voices of the choir: 

  Despite these discordant symphonies, which Don Esteban Salas enriched with  

  bassoons, horns, and boy sopranos, the Negro found in the Spanish churches a  

  Voodoo warmth he had never encountered in the Sulpician churches of the Cap. The  

  baroque golds, the human hair of the Christs, the mystery of the richly carved   

  confessionals, the guardian dog of the Dominicans, the dragons crushed under saintly 

  feet, the pig of St. Anthony, the dubious color of St. Benedict, the black Virgins, the  

  St. Georges with the buskins and corselets of actors in French tragedies, the   

  shepherds’ instruments played on Christmas Eve had an attraction, a power of  

  seduction in presence, symbols, attributes, and signs similar to those of the altars of  

  the houmforts consecrated to Damballah, the Snake God. Besides, St. James is Ogoun 

  Faï, marshal of the storms, under whose spell Bouckman’s followers had risen. For  

                   that reason Ti Noël, by way of prayer, often chanted to him an old song he had   

                   learned from Macandal:   

   Santiago, I am the son of war:  

    Santiago,  

   Can’t you see I am the son of war? (80-81) 

 

A direct interaction between “here”/“back there” and the symphony/first age rhythms begins to 

take place in the first sentence of this paragraph with the musical adjective “discordant,” and then 

continues through the course of the paragraph, as I will explain below. In the opening sentence, 

discordant is used to describe Don Esteban Salas’s symphonies. Since this adjective means 

“disagreeable to the ear” or “harsh,” I find it to be at odds with the typically melodious and 

structured nature of the symphony (www.dictionary.com/discordant). Since the structure of the 

symphony is based on the idea of resolution— all themes come to an end that is agreeable to the 

ear—then anything that is “disagreeable to the ear” is out of place (see my pg. 108-111 in Chapter 

http://www.dictionary.com/discordant)
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3 for a more complete discussion of the symphonic parts). This means that the adjective discordant 

is in opposition to the plural noun, “symphonies,” that it modifies. By doing this Carpentier inserts 

the idea of a symphony that is unlike any other in the readers’ minds with his use of the word 

discordant. Furthermore, the instruments listed in the above passage can be part of a symphony, 

and the inclusion of the modifiers “discordant” and “Voodoo warmth” suggest that these 

instruments are linked to the novel’s earlier images of chanting and drums (80).130 That is to say 

that Western symphonic instruments are not typically “discordant,” but by describing them as such 

in the same sentence as “Voodoo warmth” Carpentier extends the notion that a dis-harmonious 

symphony would be a type of Vodou music. By means of this word association, a reference to first 

age rhythms is formed and the second chronotope is completed. The Cuban author goes on to 

contrast the historical “Sulpician churches of the Cap” with the “Voodoo warmth” that he felt in 

the “Spanish churches” (81). This is another example of “here” and “back there” because Sulpician 

churches were founded in Paris (that is “back there”) in 1641 by Saint Sulpice 

(www.sulpiciens.org). The Sulpician Churches in Europe are then compared to the Spanish 

churches in Santiago de Cuba. Ti Noël is drawn to the Spanish churches because they exude 

“Voodoo warmth,” whereas the Sulpician churches were, by contrast, spartan in terms of décor 

and thus lacking in the sort of proliferation characteristic of Vodou ritual. This means that, in one 

and the same sentence, the Cuban author united the novel’s two prominent structures, “here”/ 

                                                 

130 Lee discusses a sampling of symphonic works from the 20th century, including the different 

types of instruments used. For example, in his discussion of Stravinsky’s “Symphony in C,” he 

lists these horn instruments: “the piccolo, two flutes, two oboes, two clarinets, two bassoons, 

four horns, two trumpets, three trombones” and “tuba” (380). 

See Douglas A. Lee. Masterworks of 20th-Century Music: The Modern Repertory of the 

Symphony Orchestra. Routledge, 2002. 
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“back there” and the symphony/first age rhythms by means of Ti Noël. This interaction is 

noteworthy for it demonstrates my point, and, yet, it is only the beginning of a much larger network 

that develops over the course of a paragraph, as I will now explain. 

 The second sentence of the passage begins with Ti Noël’s description of Christian imagery 

with the “baroque golds, the human hair of the Christs,” and “the mystery of the richly carved 

confessionals,” but, by the time the sentence concludes, those symbols have taken on “a power of 

seduction in presence, symbols, attributes, and signs similar to those of the altars of the houmforts 

consecrated to Damballah, the Snake God” (81). By moving from Christian to Vodou imagery in 

one sentence, Carpentier de facto binds the two religious systems together. Consequently, this is 

an example of the first chronotope as Catholicism represents the Europeans and the world of 

slavery (“here”) while Vodou represents the slaves and the prospect of freedom (“back there”). In 

the closing sentences of this passage, readers are transported from the realm of Christianity and 

Vodou back to the present with Ti Noël’s chant about Santiago which “he had learned from 

Macandal” (81). I believe that because this song was learned from Macandal that it falls in line 

with the novel’s earlier examples of Vodou chants that occur with this character (see page 129 of 

Chapter 3 for a full discussion of chants); this means that this chant is a first age rhythm. In other 

words, by way of this association between Macandal, chanting, and Ti Noël, the second chronotope 

of the symphony/first age rhythms is present. This passage demonstrates that Ti Noël is the key to 

understanding the novel and its dialogic nature, a notion that is made even more evident when one 

considers my next example. 
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 As Part Two comes to a close in the chapter entitled “Saint Calamity,” the plantation owners 

have reached an agreement to destroy the slave rebellion at all costs, even if it entails having to 

release venomous snakes:  

  The day the ship Ti Noël had seen rode into the Cap, it tied up alongside another  

  schooner coming from Martinique with a cargo of poisonous snakes which the  

  general planned to turn loose on the Plaine so they would bite the peasants who lived  

  in outlying cabins and who gave aid to the runaway slaves in the hills. But these  

  snakes, creatures of Damballah, were to die without lying eggs, disappearing together 

  with the last colonists of the ancien régime. (97) 

 

The opening sentences of this passage suggest a link that is both literal and metaphorical between 

the snakes and the colonists; the snakes that were brought to kill the slaves die without progeny in 

much the same manner that the plantation owners lose part of their patrimony when they leave 

their plantations behind. Included with this brief description of the snake’s fate are references to 

Haiti, in the form of the Cap and Damballah, and as the paragraph progresses, Carpentier brings 

in facets of the other chronotope by making references to Vodou victory cries and Biblical music. 

The Cuban author writes that “as in all combats deserving of memory because someone had made 

the sun stand still or brought walls with a trumpet blast, in those days there were men who covered 

the mouths of the enemy cannon with their bare breasts and men who had the power to deflect 

leaden bullets from their bodies” (97).131 The connection between Vodou and the Biblical trumpet 

                                                 

130 Carpentier employs two references from the Biblical book of Joshua. As the Israelites faced 

the Amorites, “So the sun stood still, and the moon stopped, till the nation avenged itself on its 

enemies, as it is written in the Book of Jashar. The sun stopped in the middle of the sky and 

delayed going down about a full day.” (New International Version, Josh.10.13)  

The second reference occurs earlier with the Israelites’ conquest of Canaan: “When the trumpets 

sounded, the army shouted, and at the sound of the trumpet, when the men gave a loud shout, the 

wall collapsed; so everyone charged straight in, and they took the city.” (Josh. 6.20) 
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is the beginning of a dialogue between the two chronotopes, but this does not become clear until 

the introduction of “the Fathers of the Savanna” who “were just as learned as the French priests” 

(97).  

 Carpentier describes these priests in their recitation of “the Lord's Prayer” with a number of 

musical allusions that include “accents and inflections that made them like other hymns everyone 

knew” (98). These accents and inflections of the priests are reminiscent of irregular rhythms 

because by adding to an already established pattern, a singer or performer can change the rhythm 

and tempo of a song. With these added accents and inflections, the Catholic prayers sound like 

more popular hymns such as those of the Vodou Ougan, or Damballah.132 The dialogic nature of 

this passage becomes clear only after several readings when each component is picked apart; 

however, that is not to say that the reader does not feel its effect from the first encounter of these 

components. In the reader's mind, elements of music and identity begin to fuse together to form 

what Bakhtin calls a “concretized whole” with Ti Noël at its center, holding the narrative together. 

This narrative cohesion—pivotal to the overall development of Kingdom—continues in the chapter 

entitled "The Portents" when Ti Noël returns to Haiti. 

 In this chapter, the interaction between chronotopes does not take place until the last 

paragraph when, “Ti Noël fell to his knees and gave thanks to heaven for allowing him the joy of 

returning to the land of the Great Pacts” (103). Ti Noël is in Haiti while the “Great Pacts” 

mentioned in the sentence refer to the previously mentioned Loas who are on the “Other Shore” 

                                                 

132 “The Fathers of the Savanna” resemble the real Vodou “pretsavann, an untrained Catholic 

(bush) priest whose role” is to preside over the beginning, or Dyò, of every ceremony (72). This 

priest role is to “incant” God and then continue with “the Lord’s prayer, the Hail Mary, and the 

Apostles’ creed” (72). For more detail, interested readers can consult Murrell, p. 69-73 
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in Africa. The Cuban author mentions Haiti as well as specific Loas once again before he closes 

the passage with “the shores of the world of Mighty Powers” (104). Interacting with this pattern is 

the first age rhythm of “the sacred drums” that "throbbed" (104). The verb “throbbed” suggests to 

the reader that the drumbeats are analogous to blood pulsing through a person's veins. The notion 

of “pulsing” can be readily compared to the spirit of revolt that flows in spurts across Haiti and 

takes hold of its people; furthermore, “throbbed” indicates a steady and continuous action, like the 

playing of the drums. The drums lead into a final sentence that echoes the opening: “When the 

exaltation reached fever pitch, one who had become possessed leaped to the backs of two men who 

were neighing and were all joined in the pawing profile of a centaur descending at a gallop toward 

the sea which, beyond the night, far beyond many nights, lapped the shores of the world of Mighty 

Powers” (104). Carpentier uses the word “exaltation”—ecstasy or extreme joy—to connect to the 

paragraph’s opening line, “the joy of returning to the land of the Great Pacts,” and he then extends 

that link to the Vodou ritual of possession. In fact, the Cuban author’s choice of descriptive imagery 

is very similar to documented cases of possession by the Vodou deity, Damballah as described by 

Murrell when he writes, “devotees worship him in ritual glee while jumping from the river banks, 

dancing, singing, and beating drums until he makes his dramatic appearance through possession” 

(79).133  

                                                 

133 Murrell does much more than simply describe possession by the deity Damballah. He 

provides examples of possession by other Loa and explains how Vodou has been used by 

members of the Haitian government, most notably Papa Doc Duvalier to exercise control over 

the people. 

See Nathaniel S. Murrell. Afro-Caribbean Religions: An Introduction to Their Historical, 

Cultural, and Sacred Traditions. Temple University Press, 2010, pp. 57-91. 
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 In both Carpentier’s novel and Murrell’s account of Damballah possession, there are 

possessed people in an exalted, or gleeful state heading towards a body of water while drums are 

played. In other words, as this chapter of Kingdom closes, there is an interaction of chronotopes 

that is not only obvious, but, so too, one that is grounded in anthropological and religious facts. 

This particular interaction links first age music—via the drums—to feelings of joy and Vodou 

power. However, all joy disappears as Ti Noël is forced into servitude by Henri Christophe's 

government in the chapter entitled “The Sacrifice of the Bulls,” and this servitude marks the 

beginning of a cycle for Ti Noël that does not end until the novel’s concluding scenes. Before 

readers learn of Ti Noël’s fate, they witness the savagery of Henri Christophe’s rule (for the 

remainder of Part Three), and how each chronotope plays a role in his downfall. After Henri 

Christophe’s death, the narrative in Part Four features a return to interactions where both 

chronotopes are clearly present. 

 The first chapter of Part Four, “The Night of the Statues,” ends with a brief dialogic moment 

that focuses upon Soliman, former servant to Pauline Bonaparte. While in Rome in a drunken fit 

of madness, a statue of Venus appears to him as “the corpse of Pauline Bonaparte” and this mirage 

causes him to go crazy (160-161). The palace guards that are summoned remind Soliman of “the 

night of Henri Christophe’s death,” and he loses all touch with reality (161).  As the chapter closes, 

“turning his back on all, moaning to the wall papered with yellow flowers on a green background, 

Soliman was seeking a god who had his abode in far-off Dahomey, at some dark crossroad, his red 

phallus on a crutch he carried for that purpose” (162).  

 The first chronotope in this brief passage is present through the Soliman/Dahomey 

dichotomy; Soliman is portrayed as a character in the developing narrative in the present while 
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Dahomey is “back there” in Africa since, as Murrell states, “Fon-Dahomey is the name of one of 

the original West African nations where Europeans landed, enslaved people, and then brought 

them to Haiti” (61).134 After the reference to Dahomey, Carpentier adds the chant, “Papa Legba, 

l'ouvri barrié-a pou moin, agó yé, Papa Legba, l'ouvri barrié-a pou moin, pou moin passé” (162). 

This Creole chant of praise to the Vodou deity named “Papa Legba” is a first age rhythm and as 

such it completes the second chronotope that is already partially present in the symphonic structure 

of the work (in my Chapter 3, pgs. 129-131 I discuss how a chant is a first age rhythm). A dialogic 

interaction takes place in this example since both “here”/“back there” and the symphony/first age 

rhythms appear through the character of Soliman. However, this interaction is different from 

previous examples of dialogism because Ti Noël is not present, and yet in spite of his absence from 

this whole episode his important role as the novel’s binding force is not altered. This is because 

readers have become aware that Ti Noël is a vital part of the story, and his absence works as a 

preparation for his triumphant return in the chapter that follows, “The Royal Palace.”  

 This chapter literally begins with Ti Noël and the revelation that he had been the mastermind 

behind the sack of “Sans Souci.” In this section, one in which Ti Noël is living on his former 

master’s plantation, this character is portrayed as though he were a Christ-like savior: “he talked, 

his arms open wide, in the middle of the roads; he talked to washerwomen kneeling beside the 

sandy brooks with their breasts bare; he talked to the children in dancing in a circle. But most of 

all he talked when he sat behind his table, holding a guava twig in his hand as a scepter” (164-

                                                 

134 Some of the other African nations that endured the same fate are the Fulas, Polards, 

Mandigos, Kongo, and Yoruba. 

See Murrell, p. 61 
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165).135 From these descriptions alone, the comparison to Jesus is unclear; however, if we look at 

the Gospel of John, which details how Jesus was a teacher, we begin to understand how 

Carpentier’s character bears a resemblance to the Messiah (John 2-7).  To begin with, Ti Noël 

appears to be talking to anyone that will hear him (he is “spreading a message” as did Jesus).  The 

savior metaphor continues in the following sentence: “At a festival of drums, Ti Noël had been 

possessed by the spirit of the King of Angola, and had pronounced a long speech filled with riddles 

and promises” (165). This speech filled with promises readily comparable to the eternal life that 

Jesus promised Lazarus’s sister when he said: “I am the resurrection and the life. The one who 

believes in me will live, even though they die and whoever lives by believing in me will never die” 

(John 11.25). Aside from the savior metaphor, Ti Noël’s speech is a dialogic interaction. The first 

chronotope is present in the coming together of Ti Noël, emblematic of the here and now, and of 

the Angolan king, who is an allusion to the old continent from which Ti Noël’s ancestors originally 

came. The mention of the drum festival is an example of a first age rhythm, and thus the second 

chronotope is likewise present. After this interaction, Ti Noël’s role in the novel takes on its final 

and most lasting incarnation: that of a man turned into a spurned messiah because (as the last 

chapter of the novel makes clear) no one has listened to his “speeches” and the people of Haiti are 

not saved from slavery. As the chapter entitled “The Royal Palace” concludes, Ti Noël names 

himself king and pronounces various edicts “to the wind” including “the order of the Christmas 

Gift, the Order of the Pacific Ocean, and the Order of the Nightingale” (166). The narrative 

                                                 

135 Emile Volek notes that the idea that Ti Noël is a savior figure is plausible because “Noël in 

French means Nativity, the day that the Christian Redeemer is born” [Noël significaba en francés 

Navidad, cuando nace el Redentor Cristiano] (Giacoman 167). 
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placement of Ti Noël as a self-made king ushers in one last return to the theme of subjugation in 

the next chapter entitled “The Surveyors.” 

 This chapter, “The Surveyors,” continues the path laid out previously in the novel by the two 

chronotopes and their mutual interactions: they prepare the reader for Ti Noël’s transformation 

into a messianic character. In other words, since Ti Noël is the only character that appears in every 

stage of the novel, Carpentier does not surprise readers with another character taking on the role 

of savior. In the previous chapter, Ti Noël spoke to anyone that would listen and went through the 

streets making proclamations like a messiah; however, in this chapter, readers see that no one is 

really listening to him because “he spoke severely” to the Surveyors, but they “paid no attention…” 

(169). If Ti Noël were truly a messiah, then the Surveyors would have arrested him, as the Romans 

arrested Jesus, but this does not happen. The Cuban author carries this image further when he notes 

that “the old man observed with rage that they spoke the language of the French” and he “ordered 

the sons-of-bitches off his land, shouting so furiously that one of the surveyors grabbed him by the 

back of the neck” (170). After being attacked, nothing happens to Ti Noël. As I see it these 

incidents prepare readers for the ultimate denial of Ti Noël that takes place in the last chapter, 

“Agnus Dei,” by planting the idea that this character is not really a messiah. “The Surveyors” leads 

into this final denouement, and for this reason there are several issues that need to be discussed.  

 The first is that Ti Noël reflects upon the fact that “Macandal had not foreseen this matter 

of forced labor” and neither had any of the rebel leaders, or, for that matter, the ruthless Henri 

Christophe (170-171). The point is that no one, including the supposed savior Macandal, was able 

to surmise what direction Haiti would take after each revolution, and yet despite the country’s 

turbulent path, Ti Noël endures. These reflections lead “the old man to […] lose heart at this 
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endless return of chains, this rebirth of shackles, this proliferation of suffering, which the more 

resigned began to accept as proof of the uselessness of all revolt” (171-172).  In light of these 

considerations, Ti Noël felt it best to “observe the Plaine in some less conspicuous form” and, in 

fact, he “was astonished at how easy it is to turn into an animal when one has the necessary powers” 

(172). Despite his divine power of transformation, he became an ant and found himself enslaved 

once more as a worker “carrying heavy loads over interminable paths under the vigilance of big-

headed ants who reminded him unpleasantly of Lenormand Mézy’s overseers, Henri Christophe’s 

guards, and the mulattoes of today” (172-173). By means of this transformation, Carpentier 

conveys the notion that no one is ever safe from the chains of slavery and that includes divinities; 

in other words, a person’s status has no bearing on his or her ability to be enslaved. The idea that 

no one is safe from the reach of slavery or imprisonment, for that matter, is a textual elaboration 

of Carpentier’s own burgeoning Marxist political views which would not be fully revealed until 

after the Cuban Revolution of 1959. It goes without saying that Carpentier had read and understood 

Marx and Hegel prior to writing Kingdom, and that he had even made references to these thinkers 

in his column in the magazine Carteles (González Echevarría 40-41). Since he had prior notions 

of Marxist ideology, then it should come as no surprise that facets of it appear in his novel. 

Carpentier’s underlying Marxism is most prominently found in the dialectic of slavery that 

appears in Kingdom. As the novel progresses, readers see by means of the character Ti Noël that 

history is an “endless return of chains” (171). This means that the poor are destined to remain 

enslaved unless there is an escape from cyclical history by way of revolution. Although a major 

portion of the novel portrays a successful slave rebellion, one may ask why doesn’t this break the 

chains of servitude? The answer is that this revolt does not eradicate all forms of slavery; it merely 
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pushs out the old masters, the French, which in turn paves the way for a new master, Henri 

Christophe, to take over, and the cycle continues. In a true Marxist revolution, there would be no 

masters as everyone would be equal, which does not happen in Kingdom. Not only does the novel 

contain large thematic attributes, like cyclical history, that foreshadow the Cuban author’s future 

political association with the Cuban Communist Party and Marxism, but it also includes smaller 

signs that lead to the same conclusion, such as Ti Noël’s ability to change shape. 

By means of the narrative, Carpentier conveys messages that carry Marxist ideology with 

one such example being Ti Noël’s transformation into an ant. This was a failure because he merely 

changed into this form but worked just as hard as an insect as he had as a man, and as a result he 

did not escape the Republican Surveyors that had enslaved him; the only way for Ti Noël to escape 

those conditions would have been to successfully revolt against the political and economic levels 

of power. In terms of history, a successful revolution follows the Hegelian dialectic of thesis-

antithesis-synthesis, but with the difference that slavery as an economic, social, and political reality 

is abolished forever; the only way for the cycle of slavery to be broken is a successful revolution. 

Otherwise stated, “the dialectical movement of history does in time for Marx what it does eternally 

for Hegel—restores the totality of good; in Marx’s case [it] reintegrates by the proletarian 

revolution that humanity which has been dehumanized in earlier stages of development” (Adams 

212).136 In Kingdom, Carpentier stops short of Marx’s goal of the full restoration of humanity for 

two reasons: there had not been a successful worker’s revolution in Cuba or anywhere in Latin 

America, for that matter, and, perhaps more conceivably, since the novel showcases the havoc 

                                                 

136 For a complete breakdown of Marxist ideology, see Terry Eagleton. Marx. Routledge, 1999. 
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created by the cyclical and unbreakable history of Haiti, readers are more prone to read it as a 

cautionary tale applicable to their respective countries. This is true when we consider that Haiti is 

an example of how the poor in Latin America have remained poor. Through the narrative vehicle 

of Haiti, Carpentier warns readers to think about your history and make changes accordingly, 

unless you want to stay poor. The last chapter, entitled “Agnus Dei,” makes it clear to readers that 

this novel is a warning—as if to say, “be mindful of your history”—with Ti Noël’s full 

transformation into a spurned messiah, and it is here that the novel’s final dialogic interaction takes 

place. 

 In this chapter, Ti Noël is rejected by a group of geese and he realizes that he is being 

punished for his inability to assist mankind in contrast with Macandal who inspired and led the 

first slave revolt (178). This rejection leads to an epiphany that contains yet another dialogic 

interaction:  

  It was then that the old man, resuming his human form, had a supremely lucid  

  moment. He lived, for the space of a heartbeat, the finest moments of his life; he  

  glimpsed once more the heroes who had revealed to him the power and fullness of  

          his remote African forebears, making him believe in the possible germinations the  

          future held. He felt countless centuries old. A cosmic weariness, as of a planet           

                  weighted with stones, fell upon his shoulders shrunk by so many blows, sweats,  

          revolts. (178) 

 

In this passage, Ti Noël is in the action of the moment being described while “the heroes” that 

inspired him are in the past, while, at the same time, present by means of a series of irregular 

rhythms which, as I discussed in an earlier chapter, happen in the first three sentences through 

varying sentence length, visual rests, and alliteration, and in the last sentence via the amount of 
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words used. 137 This means that both chronotopes enter a dialogue by means of Ti Noël’s character. 

The placement of this interaction functions as a way for the reader to be reminded, one last time, 

that music and identity are profoundly linked in Kingdom. In fact, the purpose of this final dialogue 

between chronotopes serves to prepare the reader for Ti Noël’s pronouncement about the cyclical 

nature of human identity in the last chapter.  

 Up until now, the accepted meaning of Kingdom as put forth by Roberto González Echevarría 

hits upon the idea that the novel is built on cycles, but this author takes an approach to identity that 

is drastically different from mine. González Echevarría views Carpentier’s notion of identity in 

Kingdom as taking place between two places, which are neither “here” nor “back there”; in other 

words, he acknowledges that Kingdom is carved between two shores, but does not examine or 

develop each of these shores separately as I do here.  González Echevarría extends his argument 

by stating that “fantasies conjured in the name of a faith that is the greatest artifice, the all-

encompassing fiction, the liturgical, sacramental theater where the irreconcilable poles of the 

contradictions are exchanged, conjugated, where they interplay” and that “such a faith is the space 

of literature that does not satisfy the Carpentier of the prologue, but within which all of his gestures 

are inscribed” (153). The “faith” to which González Echevarría refers is Carpentier’s belief in the 

marvelous real. This means that González Echevarría conceives of the prologue’s introduction of 

the marvelous real as being at odds with what he calls the “liturgical” or religious structure of the 

novel. As he sees it, Carpentier organized the novel as thirteen chapters that culminate with a 

Carnival scene in the chapter entitled, “Santiago de Cuba,” followed by another thirteen chapters 

                                                 

137  I refer readers back to my previous chapter, pg. 156-157 for a detailed explanation of how 

this is an irregular rhythm. 
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which lead to the Apocalypse in the chapter entitled “Agnus Dei.” He explains that there is no 

reconciliation between the opposing forces of novel, the prologue, and the “liturgical” structure, 

because “there is no real complicity between the Latin American world and writing”; in other 

words, Carpentier’s conception of “the marvelous real” is erroneous because a writer works from 

imagination or inspiration, and not as an outgrowth of the natural world (153).138 González 

Echevarría extends his argument on “the marvelous real” beyond Kingdom to include the Cuban 

author’s relationship with Latin America. 

 Of this association, this same author notes that, “being unable to establish a dialogue with 

his culture that does not at the same time reify that culture, being unable to be autochthonous at 

the moment of writing, Carpentier’s only possibility is to turn himself into the object, unfolding 

and fragmenting the self of his prologue—interrogating his own mask. Because is it only by 

objectivizing that self that he can displace it to that other side where culture always remains when 

it is the object of writing” (154).139 The only way that the Cuban author can create authentic Latin 

American literature is to move away from the marvelous real because it is erroneous, and González 

Echevarría concludes in his study that moving away from magical realism is exactly what 

Carpentier did by the time he published The Lost Steps in 1953 (154). Furthermore, this same 

author focuses upon the “liturgical” structure of Kingdom and doesn’t consider the possibility that 

                                                 

137 For a complete explanation of how González Echevarría arrived at his conclusion that the 

novel follows a “liturgical” structure, interested readers should consult The Pilgrim at Home, pp. 

137-153. 
138 González Echevarría relies upon the structuralist theories of Lévi-Strauss to explain 

Carpentier’s writing. 

See The Pilgrim at Home, pp. 143-45 
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there may be smaller forces such as the clash between “here” and back there” upon which I feel 

the novel hinges.  

 By dissecting the novel dialogically, as I have done, a different perspective arises, one that 

focuses on the novel’s recurring structures and how they convey the author’s belief in a Latin 

American identity that will never change. This identity is frozen in time and space even though a 

glimpse at the possibility of change is offered in the chapters about Pauline Bonaparte (Part II, 

Chapter VI and Chapter VII). In spite of this brief interlude, the narrative is primarily constructed 

around Ti Noël so that readers perceive identity as nothing more than a perpetual return to slavery. 

The question that comes to mind is, why would Carpentier craft a novel with such an important 

theme portrayed in this way? I believe the answer is to be found in one of his timely collection of 

essays entitled Tientos, Diferencias, y Otros Ensayos, a book that demonstrates that throughout his 

entire career Carpentier was concerned with how Latin American novels portray identity.  

 From this collection, the two essays that explicitly mention identity are “The Problem of the 

Actual Latin American Novel,” and “Conscience and Identity in Latin America.”140 The first 

includes a brief overview about the history of the novel in Latin America. The Cuban author 

employs thirteen sub-categories, borrowed from Jean-Paul Sartre’s work, to differentiate the Latin 

American novel from European examples. These categories include race, economics, the chthonic, 

politics, bourgeoisie, distance and proportion, chronological mismatch, cultural, culinary, 

                                                 

139 I have translated the titles from the original: “Problemática de la actual novela 

latinoamericana” and “Conciencia e identidad de América.” I am not concerned with the 

publication date of these essays because my inclusion stems purely from the wish to establish the 

importance of identity to Alejo Carpentier. I have included the date of publication when one was 

listed in the original. 

See Tientos, Diferencias, y Otros Ensayos, pp. 7-28;82-86 
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illumination, ideology, style, and epic dimension.141 Of particular importance, as I see it, are 

Carpentier’s remarks about race, what he calls the chthonic, and illumination.  

 In the first essay, from Tientos, Diferencias, y Otros Ensayos which is entitled “The Problem 

of the Actual Latin American Novel,” Carpentier states that racial assimilation is possible because 

“Indians, blacks, and whites from different cultural backgrounds” have lived together 

contemporaneously (16).142  As an example of assimilation, he cites certain Latin American 

countries where the Portuguese and Italians have settled, and in Cuba where Spaniards of Galician 

and Asturian lineage have lived for many years (16).143 Based on these statements, Carpentier 

appears to be calling on future novelists to consider racial discrimination, a topic of great relevance 

when it comes to Kingdom because the novel is about slaves (and later on, about former slaves) 

overcoming the worst form of discrimination: race-based slavery. In addition, the essay asks 

writers not to make the same mistakes that Europeans made and forget the chthonic, a term he uses 

to refer to the original oral traditions of the Americas. Carpentier observes that, “in Europe they 

have lost the evident mode of oral tradition that we have collected and conserved. High tradition 

                                                 

141 In Spanish, the categories are: 

contextos raciales, contextos económicos, contextos ctónicos, contextos políticos, contextos 

burgueses, contextos de distancia y proporción, contextos de desajuste cronológico, contextos 

culturales, contextos culinarios, contextos de iluminación, contextos ideológicos, del estilo, and 

de la dimensión épica. 

See Tientos, Diferencias, y Otros Ensayos, pp. 16 -28 
142 “Indios, negros, blancos, de distinto nivel cultural que, a menudo, viven contemporáneamente 

en épocas distintas, si se considera su grado de desarrollo cultural.” 

See Tientos, Diferencias, y Otros Ensayos, p.16 
142 The original reads: “Asimilación, en ciertos países, de una enorme masa de portugueses e 

italianos, o españoles dotadas de características regionales en cuanto a los dialectos y las 

costumbres (Cuba) como los oriundos de Galicia y Asturias.”   

See Tientos, Diferencias, y Otros Ensayos, p. 16 
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forms part of the chthonic context” (Tientos 16).144 There are multiple examples of the oral 

tradition in Kingdom that showcase the slaves’ ancestral past in Africa; for example, the opening 

chapter states “the Mandigue Negro would tell of things that had happened in the great [African] 

Kingdoms of Popo, of Arad, of the Nagos, or the Fulah” (7). This story told by Macandal 

implements what Carpentier’s essay advocates, an identity tied to the chthonic oral tradition; in 

other words, it is through Macandal (and later through Ti Noël) that readers learn of the origins 

and customs of the African people whose descendants founded Haiti. The fact that the Cuban 

author integrated this notion of the chthonic oral tradition into his novel shows how important this 

concept was to him; I believe that Carpentier wants readers to never forget their American oral 

traditions as form a part of our identity, as is shown in Kingdom. The final point that I want to 

make about identity comes from the section on illumination in the essay, “The Problem of the 

Actual Latin American Novel.”  

 What Carpentier refers to as “illumination” is a very personal understanding of this term, as 

it pertains to how certain places have more power over particular writers, a notion he illustrates 

when he writes, for example, that “the light of Havana is not the same as the one of Mexico” 

(22).145 He believes that “all Latin American novelists should carefully study the illumination of 

their cities” because “it is an element of identification and definition” (23).146 In other words, Latin 

                                                 

143 “En Europa se ha perdido de modo evidente una tradición oral que nosotros hemos recogido y 

conservado. Alta tradición que forma parte de los contextos ctónicos.” 

See Tientos, Diferencias, y Otros Ensayos, p. 17 
144 “La luz de Habana no es la de México.”  

See Tientos, Diferencias, y Otros Ensayos, p. 22 
145 “Todo novelists latinoamericano debería estudiar cuidadosamente la iluminación de sus 

ciudades. Es un elemento de identificación y de definición” (23). 

See Tientos, Diferencias, y Otros Ensayos, p. 23 
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American novelists should learn from their cities and cultures, and not fall prey to the 

“illumination,” which is to say, in his particular handling of this term, to the “allure” of another 

culture. In the case of Kingdom, Carpentier wrote a prologue about the “marvelous real” in Latin 

America and then he took the historical facts of the Haitian Revolution and applied his new theory 

to them. From this marriage of history and theory he shed light, or “illuminated” a common thread 

shared by all Latin Americans: the legacy of colonialism and the effects it had had on identity. The 

fact that the notion of “illumination” is also showcased in Kingdom proves that Carpentier is first 

and foremost, a theoretician. In “The Problem of the Actual Latin American Novel” the Cuban 

author theorized that notions of race, the chthonic, and illumination (among others) should be 

considered by future Latin American novelists; these same views are already latent in Kingdom.  

 The second essay that I have chosen from Tientos, Diferencias, y Otros Ensayos, titled 

“Conscience and Identity in Latin America” (1975) continues Carpentier’s theoretical program by 

stating his views of Latin American identity from the past to the present.147 This essay laments the 

negation of history by many Latin Americans, and it opens by asking, “Who am I?” (82).148 

Carpentier begins by citing Mexican President Porfirio Díaz who “on the commemoration of the 

centenary of Mexican Independence” proclaimed that “they had cleared all the enigmas of  our 

pre-Columbian past” (82).149 In contrast to President Díaz, the Cuban author believes that Latin 

                                                 

147 For another interpretation of Carpentier’s view identity and how that relates to Latin 

American literature, see Gustavo Perez Firmat. “Ese Idioma: Alejo Carpentier’s Tongue Ties.” 

Symposium, vol. 61, no. 3, Fall 2007, pp. 183-198. 
147 The original is embedded in the middle of a passage: “¿Quién soy yo?” 

See Tientos, Diferencias, y Otros Ensayos, p.82 
148 “Porfirio Díaz, en fechas de conmemoración del centenario de independencia mexicana, 

proclamaban [sic] intrépidamente que estaban despejados todos los enigmas de nuestro pasado 

precolombiano.”  
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Americans should study the pre-Columbian past as he states in Tientos when he writes, “the 

Temple of Mitla, in Mexico, offers us the perfect culmination of  a largely mature abstract art”; 

this is one of many examples of his admiration for the past (82).150 Through a series of examples 

that disprove Porfirio Díaz’s assertion, Carpentier concludes that a reevaluation of Latin American 

history is needed, one in which the people “have the inescapable duty of knowing their american 

classics, of rereading them, of meditating on them, to call forth their races,” and ultimately having 

a clear picture about the history of “our continent” (83-84).151 He hopes that a renewed study of 

the past will reveal a “past much more present than is commonly believed, in this continent, where 

certain lamentable events usually repeat themselves, more to the North, more to the South, with 

cyclical insistence” (86).152  Carpentier believes that by knowing and understanding the past people 

will make better choices, and past mistakes—such as slavery—will not be repeated. In other words, 

by knowing their history intimately, people will be able to break free of cyclical history. Carpentier 

closes by proclaiming that “the time of solidarity has begun” which means that it is time to break 

the cycle of history (86).153 These views about interpreting and breaking free from history were 

                                                 

See Tientos, Diferencias, y Otros Ensayos, p. 82 
149 “se nos ofrecía en el Templo de Mitla, en Mexico, la perfecta culminación de un arte abstracto 

largamente madurado.” 

See Tientos, Diferencias, y Otros Ensayos, p. 82 
150 The original reads: “ciudades de America latina, tiene [sic] el deber ineludible de conocer a 

sus clásicos americanos, de releerlos, de meditarlos, para hallar sus raíces.” The paragraph ends 

with “nuestro continente.” 

See Tientos, Diferencias, y Otros Ensayos, p. 83-84 
151 The whole quote reads: “Es probable que la estudien muy bien y sepan sacar fecundas 

enseñanzas de un pasado mucho mas presente de lo que suele creerse, en este continente, donde 

ciertos hechos lamentables suelen repetirse, más al Norte, más al Sur, con cíclica insistencia.” 

See Tientos, Diferencias, y Otros Ensayos, p. 86 
152 The original reads: “empezaron los tiempos de la solidaridad.” 

See Tientos, Diferencias, y Otros Ensayos, p. 86 
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written in 1975, but these same ideas were present in Kingdom, which was published in 1949. In 

the novel, the most telling example of similarity to Carpentier’s later essay is the inability of the 

characters to learn from their mistakes and not return to bondage. 

 This return to bondage is portrayed in the first chronotope of Kingdom (the one labelled 

“here”/“back there”), which is concerned with characters knowing their history as well as turning 

their backs on it. Shortly after the novel begins, Ti Noël remembers the tales told about life in 

Africa; he is remembering the history of “a better time.” Later in the novel, this same character 

has a brief glimpse of freedom before he is enslaved by Henri Christophe and, much later, by the 

Republican Surveyors. These returns to slavery come about because the characters have not 

learned from history, and their ignorance leads the omniscient narrator to lament: 

Now he understood that man never knows for whom he suffers and hopes. He suffers and 

hopes and toils for people he will never know, and who, in turn, will suffer and hope and 

toil for others who will not be happy either, for man always seeks a happiness far beyond 

that which is meted out to him. But man’s greatness consists in the very fact of wanting 

to be better than he is. In laying duties upon himself. In the Kingdom of Heaven there is 

no grandeur to be won, inasmuch as there all is an established hierarchy, the unknown is 

revealed, existence is infinite, there is no possibility of sacrifice, all is rest and joy. For 

this reason, bowed down by suffering and duties, beautiful in the midst of his misery, 

capable of loving in the face of afflictions and trials, man finds his greatness, his fullest 

measure, only in the Kingdom of This World. (179)  

 

 This passage makes a bold statement about the character’s lack of knowledge about history 

as it states that it is useless to look towards the “Kingdom of Heaven” because humanity strives to 

continually improve itself and this cannot be achieved in heaven. On the other hand, the suffering 

and misery that we witness “in the Kingdom of This World” is something that we must go through 

to eventually improve as a species. Since this passage occurs at the end of the novel after multiple 

returns to slavery, it means that greatness is achieved by learning from our own history; only when 
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we do can human beings move forward. This notion coincides perfectly with Carpentier’s view of 

history put forth in a later essay entitled “Conscience and Identity in Latin America.” The 

theoretical similarities between Kingdom and the essays from Tientos, Diferencias, y Otros 

Ensayos provide authorial insight into Carpentier’s views on Latin American identity and speak to 

his ability to voice the same ideas in different mediums. When these essays are evaluated in 

comparison to his 1949 novel, we cannot ignore that Carpentier’s interest in theorizing about the 

nature of Latin American identity can and should be traced to this novel. That being the case, it 

makes sense to return to it once again in order to consider my analysis about the “mutual 

interaction” of chronotopes and what that meant for Carpentier.  

 By viewing the novel as a “dialogue” between “here” and “back there” and the symphony 

and first age rhythms, does my previous conclusion hold true that Carpentier viewed identity in 

terms of a history that was cyclical? Or, does this “dialogue” bring forth a new conclusion? There 

is no doubt that taken individually, these two chronotopes express Carpentier’s belief that identity 

is bound to history; we will repeat the same mistakes over with the occasional illusion of breaking 

the chain (as in the case of the Pauline Bonaparte episode of Kingdom). However, on a first reading 

of Kingdom this “dialogue” of chronotopes renders all appearances of freedom as after-thoughts 

because readers only focus on and remember that history in the novel is an endless cycle of 

enslavements; readers are bombarded with images of slavery. From the opening pages detailing 

colonial slavery to Henri Christophe’s forced servitude and the Republican Surveyors at the end 

of the book, the Cuban author impresses upon the reader that Haitian history is inseparable from 

the notion of slavery. Put differently, Carpentier succeeded in conveying his view that Latin 

American identity is based on cyclical history.  
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 In sum, then, my dialogic reading has focused upon two major poles, “here” and “back there” 

and symphony and first age rhythms; I have also sought to show how both are engaged in an 

ongoing dialogue in Kingdom. In my analysis of each chronotope, I found that Carpentier wrote a 

novel in which one character— Ti Noël—is the center of attention and through him readers 

discover an identity defined by a historical process that is cyclical. In other words, the Cuban 

author believes that Latin American identity is based on an unresolvable duality—seen in the 

novel’s “here”/ “back there”— that comes about because history will inevitably repeat itself. In 

my fourth chapter, I examine how both chronotopes interact with one another, or, in Bakhtinian 

terms, how they established a “dialogue,” and how the character of Ti Noël is essential to this 

process. In the end, this “dialogue” of chronotopes confirmed my preliminary conclusions about 

identity to the effect that The Kingdom of This World is a novel built around a dual-identity, firmly 

rooted in the inescapable and repetitive forces of history; that is to say, our destiny as humans is to 

never resolve the schism between “here” and “back there.”  

 Since there is no resolution to this duality, Carpentier conceives of Latin American identity 

as being bound to history—a notion that also surfaces in his essays. A comparison of Carpentier’s 

view of history in Kingdom with that of his essays shows that his theoretical stance on Latin 

American identity began long before he wrote the essays of the 1960s and 1970s. In fact, as I noted 

in my introduction, Kingdom should be thought of as the starting place for Carpentier’s obsession 

with Latin American identity. My dialogic reading of the novel reveals the narrative 

underpinnings—a two-fold identity based on history—that the author will develop in theoretical 

terms in later writings. Unlike Roberto González Echevarría, who believes there are two versions 

of Carpentier, I feel there is only one: Carpentier, the theoretician. However, that theoretician wears 
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many hats, which is why I feel that Kingdom is both a novel and a theoretical text. It is a novel 

that loosely chronicles the Haitian revolution and the years following that event, and at the same 

time, it is a testament to the author’s personal view of the dual nature of Latin American identity. 

In both cases, the driving force for Carpentier is his knowledge of history and music. In my 

conclusion, I speculate that the same fusion of music, history, and identity found in Kingdom exists 

in the author’s other works, and I will also suggest that future scholars might view my dialogic 

reading of Carpentier’s work as a blueprint or a guideline relevant to the study of other Latin 

American authors. Perhaps, when they do so, it will become clear that Alejo Carpentier’s concern 

with an identity shaped by the cyclical, but unresolved forces of history was not unique to him but 

permeated an entire intellectual culture at a precise moment in time. 

  



 

192 

CONCLUSION 

 

 

 If I have made or hope to make a contribution to the understanding of Carpentier’s 

monumental The Kingdom of This World, it is in the domain of what is commonly referred to as a 

dialogic reading. By turning to Mikhail Bakhtin’s The Dialogic Imagination as a guide, I feel that 

I have convincingly shown that Alejo Carpentier’s The Kingdom of This World is built upon both 

spatial and musical structures. My investigation uncovered that both of these notions the 

geographical (“here”/“back there”) and the musical (symphony/first age rhythms) when examined 

both separately and in dialogue convey the Cuban author’s very personal emphasis on duality as 

an inherently Latin American phenomenon. As far as considering duality in Carpentier’s body of 

work, I am by no means unique. Critics such as Leonardo Acosta and Roberto González Echevarría 

commented on the dual nature of Carpentier’s work many years before I started this project. 

However, these authors have not evaluated or even considered Kingdom as the beginning of a life-

long project that finds as its locus the merging of identity, music, and history.  

 In order to demonstrate how these three conceptual frameworks shaped a fixation that lasted 

for Carpentier’s entire career, I will briefly evaluate what has been discovered in the thematic 

categories of history and music in several of this author’s major literary works and how these relate 

to his personal views concerning identity. This brief foray into Carpentier’s later work shows a 

continuity of thought that stems from and continues after Kingdom. What I mean to say is this 

novel is the birthplace of Carpentier, the theoretician. I find this idea particularly thought 

provoking because Kingdom also marks the beginning of the author’s melding of political and 

personal views about Latin American history and identity. By using Haitian history as a symbol 

for this region of the world in Kingdom, Carpentier takes the stance that distinctions of class and 
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privilege will continue to exist in Latin America until a successful revolution takes place. Put 

differently, this means that his 1949 blockbuster is a call to all Latin Americans to take heed of the 

political situation in this part of the world and be prepared to prevent the mistakes of the past from 

continuing to occur. If we think about Kingdom as the birthplace of Carpentier the theorist—one 

who perennially wrote about an identity shaped by duality—then we must wonder how he came 

to develop this dichotomy? What led him to employ it in Kingdom and, beyond Kingdom, in the 

rest of his novels? Was there a particular event that triggered his fascination with duality as he was 

writing this novel, or, was it a culmination of events? In the hope of finding an answer to these 

questions, I propose to turn to the author’s biography. I believe that Carpentier’s fascination with 

duality can be better understood when we examine his life story; doing so will lend credence to 

my hypothesis that Kingdom is the origin of Carpentier the theorist. If Kingdom does indeed 

provide Carpentier a sort of blueprint, I would like to begin my exploration of Carpentier the 

theoretician with The Lost Steps (1953) because this novel reiterates the structural and thematic 

patterns that were set down in Kingdom and became Carpentier’s writing formula for the rest of 

his career.  

 After the publication of his 1949 novel, Carpentier’s star was on the ascendant, and the 

publication of The Lost Steps cemented his place in the Latin American literary pantheon. The Lost 

Steps follows an unnamed narrator on his journey from an enlightened New York City to the heart 

of darkness in the jungle of an unspecified South American country where he is sent to find rare 

musical instruments. From the outset, a dialogue of spaces is forced upon us by means of an 

unnamed first-person narrator, and, as the action moves forward, the reader experiences a “return” 

to man’s primordial past along with that narrator. The reader’s identification with the narrator 
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forces us to accept not only his journey, but so too, the underlying notion that The Lost Steps is a 

novel of return, a return in which the same cyclical pair of history and identity are predicated using 

the very same terms that Carpentier uses in Kingdom: “here”/ “back there.” 

 In the opinion of Leonardo Acosta, The Lost Steps contrasts the historical epochs of the 

primitive and the civilized, or the difference between “here” and “back there”; this critic believes 

that the primitive is shown in a pure state that negates the concept of savagery (53).154 In 

conjunction with this concept, Acosta identifies “the theme of the great crossbreeding of America 

[as] … a well-known leitmotif of the novelist” (54). I feel that this critic’s handling of the 

intermixing of races and cultures in The Lost Steps is similar to the manner in which different racial 

and cultural backgrounds are portrayed Kingdom. In Carpentier’s 1949 masterpiece, readers are 

told about the ancient races in the African continent and then about how their descendants are 

enslaved in the New World, whereas in The Lost Steps the unnamed narrator attempts to join an 

indigenous group of people because they emblematize values such as integrity and the deep bonds 

between individuals that are not available to him “back there” in New York. In other words, the 

narrator wants to move away from everything that ails the civilization in which he lives, and return 

to a time that he views as simpler: that of indigenous communes that are idealistically configured 

by and in his imagination. Acosta explains this notion further when he states that “in the novel 

there are two times: circular (myth of Sisyphus), which represents the sterility of life in a modern 

mercantilistic metropolis and the other dates back to the sources of life, reaching to the fourth day 

                                                 

154 “El problema es mucho más complejo, ya que a cada paso nos saldrá al encuentro una 

negación del concepto del salvaje, de lo primitivo al estado puro” (53). 

See Leonardo Acosta. Música Y Épica En La Novela De Alejo Carpentier. Editorial Letras 

Cubanas, 1981. 



 

195 

of creation, before man himself existed, on the last page of the book” (59).155  As with Kingdom, 

these forms of time represent civilization (the here and now) and a primordial/first age (back there) 

in juxtaposed configurations. Acosta shows that there is no resolution to the conflict presented by 

these forms of time in the novel, a fact that reveals how Carpentier’s fascination with unresolved 

dualities did not end with Kingdom (60). This means that both The Lost Steps and Kingdom 

illustrate Carpentier’s personal view of identity, one that is shaped by cyclical history through an 

opposition between what he repeatedly terms “here” and “back there.”  

 This corroborates my belief that, even after Kingdom, this author continued to rely on a 

structural principle that revolves around unresolved historical dualities. In fact, I would go so far 

as to say that since the narrator of The Lost Steps is trying to escape from contemporary civilization 

Carpentier is, once again here, conveying his Marxist political beliefs (as I noted on pg. 178 when 

discussing Kingdom). These ideas are shown in the narrator’s decision to turn his back on 

civilization by joining the indigenous people in a commune carved in the heart of darkness. While 

at this commune, the narrator falls in love with a woman named Rosario, even though he has a 

wife, Ruth, and a mistress, Mouche. The fact that this character finds love in the indigenous 

commune is Carpentier’s way of showing that the only way to achieve happiness is to leave behind 

the entrapment of Western commercial society in favor of a time and place where people “ignorant 

of history” live free in an Edenic past, prior to the fall of man (The Lost Steps 278). The narrator’s 

preference for a communal life is a Marxist notion because it conveys the idea that he wishes to 

                                                 

155 “en la novela coexisten dos tiempos: el circular (mito de Sisífo), que representa la esterilidad 

de la vida en una moderna metrópoli mercantilista y el que se remonta a las fuentes de la vida, 

llegando hasta el Cuarto Día de la Creacíon, anterior al hombre mismo, en la última página de 

libro” (53). 
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belong to a culture that values interpersonal connections over money or fame. However, the 

narrator is unsuccessful after he returns to New York City on a plane sent by his wife with the 

hopes of divorcing her and then permanently returning to the jungle. At the end of the novel, when 

he returns to the jungle, he has missed his opportunity to belong because Rosario has married 

someone else, and he cannot even find the commune. In all appearances, this means that there is 

no escape from civilization or from the progress brought on by a historical process. 

 The Lost Steps is by no means the last time that Carpentier uses the dichotomy of “here” and 

“back there” to comment on a need for change; this duality is also found in Explosion in a 

Cathedral (1962), a work that marks the second time (Kingdom being the first) that Carpentier 

wrote about revolutions that involved France and its colonies. In Explosion in a Cathedral, 

Carpentier revisits the Age of Enlightenment in a novel about Esteban and his cousins, Sofía and 

Carlos, who meet the famous pirate, Victor Hugues. Although the novel is grounded in history, 

Roberto González Echevarría notes that Carpentier uses history differently than in any of his 

previous works.156 Unlike most historical novels that “narrate as if the text were contemporaneous 

with the action,” González Echevarría argues that in Explosion, Carpentier “narrates history from 

a perspective that is already the future of that history” (236). In other words, this critic believes 

that the Cuban author has written the novel from a twentieth-century point of view, and not from 

the perspective of the eighteenth-century. Although this same critic takes this to be a change in 

Carpentier’s views on history, I do not believe it matters because Carpentier is still writing about 

historical subjects, a fact which establishes there is a continuous line of thought from Kingdom 

                                                 

156 I have used González Echevarría’s view on Explosion because his book on Carpentier is the 

most recent and comprehensive study of the author’s work.  
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onward. Nonetheless, González Echevarría moves away from his discussion of history to an 

analysis of the metaphorical role of the Kabbalah in Explosion, and it is here that a duality of a 

historical nature can be found.  

 According to González Echevarría, Carpentier takes cues from the Kabbalah in Explosion 

and reworks “the pattern of fall and redemption, of exile and return …of all of his writing”; this 

idea of a book based on a duality matches my own views on Kingdom (239).157 González 

Echevarría further explains that in Explosion Carpentier has removed history as “an external 

referential code” and put in its place “one which attempts to explicate the text of the novel itself” 

(239). In other words, he believes that the Cuban author shifted from writing novels based on 

history to novels based on a hidden code, in this case the Kabbalah, and such codes can be used to 

understand his novels. González Echevarría adds that Carpentier’s “earlier fiction sought an 

original source, a single fountainhead […] from which writing flowed in a continuum” like with 

the historical source material for Kingdom, and that is not the case in Explosion even though the 

novel takes place during the French Revolution (241). González Echevarría also explains that 

Carpentier’s change in writing style accounts for the lack of detail about the French Revolution in 

the novel because the “effects stand as their own causes, merely alluding to a prime mover that is 

remote in space and time” (243). With regards to the novel, this means that only the indirect 

consequences of the French Revolution are felt, and more time is spent on developing the narrative 

of Esteban and Sofía. 

                                                 

157 González Echevarría explains how he believes that the “first triad…of Sefiroth Kether, 

Hokmah, and Binah” of the Kabbalah are present in Explosion in the Cathedral. I am less 

interested in these specific terms than in the bigger implications of this theory on identity. 

See The Pilgrim at Home, pp. 239-245 
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 Although they are first cousins, Esteban and Sofía have a romantic relationship in Explosion, 

and González Echevarría describes their union as one that “stresses both their fusion and their 

separation” (244-245). This opposition, drawn from his interpretation of the Kabbalah, leads him 

to conclude that “their fusion is a new fall, a new original sin, as it were, that will propel the course 

of history forward, not to an original union that is lost in the past” (245). In other words, to him 

the novel cannot return to a past that does not exist; this is a view that is contrary to Carpentier’s 

views on identity as expressed in Kingdom and The Lost Steps. For this critic, Explosion marks a 

new beginning for the Cuban author’s views on identity, one where history spirals forward and 

only returns to echoes of the original past (245). From my understanding of the novel as well as 

this interpretation, Explosion still appears to be following the Hegelian dialectic of thesis-

antithesis-synthesis (I refer readers to my discussion on pg. 98-101), one that is based on 

opposition. In this novel, there is an implicit historical duality between the Caribbean as a symbol 

of the French monarchy (thesis) and the French Revolution (antithesis) that is similar to the duality 

formed by “here” and “back there” in Kingdom. If we think of Explosion in Hegelian terms, then 

there should be a resolution to the clash between the French Monarchy and Enlightenment ideas 

of the French Revolution, and to some extent this is true because Victor Hugues succeeds in 

supplanting the French monarchy on the island of Guadeloupe. However, much like in Kingdom 

after the slaves’ revolt, Hugues becomes a tyrannical figure which means that no real political 

change is brought about—that is to say, the oppressed remain oppressed. Since there is no 

resolution to the Hegelian dialectic, the characters have de facto returned to the past which, in this 

case, was a time of slavery. This goes against González Echevarría’s view that in Explosion the 

“past …. does not exist” (242). In sum, Carpentier’s Explosion, at least on a cursory reading deals 
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with cyclical history and identity, a fact that shows there is thematic continuity throughout his 

work. I argue that this thematic coherence in terms of both history and identity continues in 

Carpentier’s next work, Reasons of State (1974) and follows through to the end of his career. Since 

history and identity appear in the Cuban author’s other works, one has to wonder: what role does 

music play in these novels? 

 The musical choices that Carpentier makes for his novels bolster the historical arguments 

put forth in the works themselves. For example, in Kingdom “here”/“back there” and the 

symphony/first age rhythms portray the author’s view of an identity shaped by the cyclical forces 

of history. By studying the musicality of The Lost Steps and Explosion in a Cathedral, we will 

discover that, as I maintain, Kingdom is the starting point of Carpentier’s rich fusion of history, 

music, and identity.  

 Music is a major theme when speaking of The Lost Steps, and critic Roland Bush rightly 

maintains that “musical metaphors and references fuse into a cohesive family of allusions to form 

a consistent musical presence” that “reinforces the reader's feeling that the narrative is analogous 

in texture and effect to a musical composition” (129-130). This author calls The Lost Steps “a 

symphonic novel” because it is “one in which the author, in search for an appropriate form, has 

adapted his structural principles to the subject of music”; this means that two of Carpentier’s novels 

(Kingdom in 1949, and The Lost Steps in 1953)—published within four years of each other—

follow a symphonic structure (130). Bush links the symphonic qualities of The Lost Steps to 

another musical form, the fugue, to which Carpentier alludes both in terms of the musical genre 
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and as a figuration of flight or escape which is what this term means in Spanish (130).158 He bases 

this conclusion about time on the second meaning of “fuga” because the narrator desires to escape 

from his present situation in New York to search for rare musical instruments in South America 

(131).  

 For this same critic, the narrator’s flight is the “source of [his] salvation” because it contrasts 

with “the absence of leisure time which characterizes his urban situation” (131). By stating it in 

this fashion, Bush implies that the novel is built on a duality—one that parallels my own findings 

in Kingdom—where “here” is South America and “back there” is New York City. Unfortunately, 

he does not pursue this particular duality, focusing instead on another that comes from Carpentier’s 

use of counterpoint (a key feature of the fugal form) with the theme of time. To pursue this idea, 

Bush argues that because the novel is written as an autobiography that “the present yo [I| and the 

past yo [I] alternate in contrapuntal relation to one another as voices in a musical composition” 

(133). In other words, there is a duality that takes places in the narration between present tense and 

past tense and this duality occurs within one person, the narrator. Readers are aware of this because 

the novel opens with the narrator recounting the present with the first-person pronoun “I,” but then 

we are thrust into past events with the same pronoun. This is what Bush means by counterpoint, 

but at the same time this relates to the narrator’s identity—he is torn between New York and the 

South American jungle as well as torn between the past and the present. This means Carpentier 

                                                 

158 Bush concludes that Carpentier demonstrates “that the novel-perhaps only the musical or 

symphonic novel -can, in part at least, imitate the art of the fugue” (130). In other words, Bush 

believes that The Lost Steps is not a fugue but an imitation. 

See Roland E. Bush. “The Art of the Fugue": Musical Presence in Alejo Carpentier's “Los Pasos 

Perdidos." Latin American Music Review / Revista De Música Latinoamericana, vol. 6, no. 2, 

1985, pp. 129-151. 
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has written another novel that employs a musical form that relates to a twofold identity. The same 

can be said of music and identify if we turn our attention briefly to Juan Pablo Montoya’s 

explanation of the musicality of Explosion in a Cathedral in his book, La música en la obra de 

Alejo Carpentier.159 

 In the chapter entitled, “Music, Revolution, and Paradox,” Montoya calls attention to the fact 

that Alejo Carpentier once remarked that Explosion was written as a sonata with “three themes: 

Victor Hugues as masculine theme, Esteban as a minor theme, and Sofía as a feminine theme” 

(169).160 This same critic reminds us that the French critic Richard Renaud “proposed that the 

fourth chapter of this novel was written in the manner of a Beethoven sonata” (169).161 Although 

these other critics studied this novel as a sonata and subsequently as a symphony, Pablo Montoya 

remarks that he has taken an approach that separates him from those interpretations by analyzing 

the novel’s “57 allusions to music” (170).162 He divides these references into the “European 

musical world of the XVIII [eighteenth] century and, particularly, of the period of the [French] 

Revolution,” and “all of the ones that link with the mythic universe of the Afro-American drums”; 

                                                 

159 In 1956, Carpentier published The Chase, a short novel that he claimed was written like the 

musical score of Beethoven’s Eroica. Emil Volek and Helmy F. Giacoman have both analyzed 

this work and concluded that it follows either the musical structure of the sonata and the 

symphony. I have chosen not to include their findings in this conclusion because I believe the 

technical nature of them would be an unneeded digression. 

For further reading, see the collected editions of these essays in Homenaje a Alejo Carpentier: 

variacones interpretativas en torno a su obra. Las Americas Publishing, 1970, pp. 385-465 
160 The original chapter Spanish title is “Música, revolución y paradoja.” The original Spanish 

reads: “Atribuye a la novela, como en el caso de El acoso, una estructura de sonata […] con tres 

temas donde Victor Hugues sería el tema masculino; Esteban, el menor; y Sofía, un tema 

femenino” (169). 
161 Richard Renaud “propone el modelo de sonata beethoviana para la escritura del cuarto 

capítulo de la novela” (169). 
162 “En la novela hay 57 alusiones a la música” (170). 
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this division of musical references is a version of the duality of “here” and “back there” that I have 

taken pains to describe in Kingdom (170).163 Pablo Montoya acknowledges that Explosion is 

written in the form of a symphony or sonata, and that the musical references (which are also 

divided in half) are equally as important; by doing this, he proposes a dichotomy between the 

symphony or the sonata and musical references; this is analogous to my musical chronotope of the 

symphony/first age rhythms in Kingdom because in both cases a large musical form (the symphony 

or sonata) is juxtaposed to a smaller musical unit (the first age rhythms or musical references).  

 If the narrative structure of Explosion resembles this musical form, then there is a formula 

present in all of Carpentier’s novels from Kingdom onward—one that uses the sonata or symphony 

(or some other musical form) as an organizing force with smaller divisions of a musical nature also 

present. In other words, from González Echevarría and Roland Bush’s critiques of The Lost Steps 

and Pablo Montoya’ s reading of Explosion, it becomes clear that there is an underlying theory to 

all of the Carpentier’s novels as far as Explosion, and it is my belief that this uniquely Carpentarian 

approach to writing extends to include his last novel, The Harp and The Shadow (1979). However, 

the only way to prove such a hypothesis would be to conduct close readings of each and every one 

of Carpentier’s novels that focus on history, music, and identity—an endeavor no one has so far 

attempted. Since all of the Cuban author’s writings have duality at their core, one wonders what 

could have instilled this need to impose a twofold structure in all his novels? I strongly feel that 

his motives for placing a duality in each and every one can be found in his personal experience.  

                                                 

163 “En el primero están las que se refieren al mundo musical europeo del siglo XVIII y, 

particularmente, al período de la Revolución. En el segundo están todas las que vinculan con el 

universe mítico de los tambores afroamericanos” (170). 
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 An opposition of space and culture is evident from the beginning. He was born in 

Switzerland in 1904 to a French father and a Russian mother, but when he was less than a year 

old, his family moved to Cuba (Paravisini-Gebert 21). This first move signals the start of 

Carpentier’s lifelong cycle of in-betweenness, one in which he repeatedly returns to Cuba, but 

never for too long. For instance, in 1912, he left Cuba for France to study “musical theory at the 

Lycée Jeanson de Sailly,” but he returned to the island in 1921 (21). Later that decade, in 1928, 

and as a consequence of his forty-day imprisonment for protesting Gerardo Machado’s 

dictatorship, Carpentier fled to Paris, where he remained for eleven years (González Echevarría 

34). Even during his sojourn in Paris, the author left for periods of time to “Berlin in 1932, to 

Madrid in 1933, 1934, and again in 1937 with the Cuban delegation to the Congress of Anti-Fascist 

Intellectuals, and to Havana in 1936 for a brief visit” (34). During his time in Europe, he also wrote 

articles for the Cuban magazine Carteles about the contemporary artistic and political trends, and 

these articles were sent back to Cuba to be published; since Carpentier was still concerned with 

life on the island, I take this as a sign that he may well have been planning his return (34). As can 

be seen from the early part of his life, although he viewed Cuba as his home, Carpentier always 

found a way to leave while remaining connected; in a way this is similar to the feeling of alienation 

that an outsider feels when they come to a new town for the first time. This point is underscored 

by the fact that Carpentier’s French sounded like Spanish, a fact which made him feel like an 

outsider in the place that was supposed to be his home.164 By 1939 at the age of 35, he had already 

                                                 

164 In his psycho-linguistic study, Gustavo Perez Firmat links this speech impediment to 

Carpentier’s relationship with this father. 

See Gustavo P. Firmat. “Ese idioma: Alejo Carpentier's Tongue-Ties.” Symposium, vol. 61, no.  

3, 2007, pp. 183-198. 
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spent eleven years abroad, most of those in France; this means that when he did return to Cuba he 

was, for a time, an outsider. Regardless of this alienation, by the late 1930’s Carpentier was already 

known as a music critic on the island; so too, in the years to come his fame as a Cuban author 

would increase, even as he continued to move to and from Cuba. 

In 1939, he returns to Havana, but not for long as he would take a trip to Haiti in 1943 that 

resulted in his writing The Kingdom of This World, and then a trip to Mexico in 1944 (97). In 1945, 

Carpentier moved to Caracas for a “job in Publicidad Ars, an advertising agency,” and while in 

this country he took to two trips to the jungle that inspired him to write The Lost Steps (published 

in 1953) (97). After the Cuban Revolution of 1959, the author returned to the island from 

Venezuela and pledged his support for the new government led by Fidel Castro; in 1966 he 

assumed the official government position of Cuban Ambassador to France, and from that point 

onward France became his official residence (Paravisini-Gebert 23).  

When referring to Carpentier’s official government position during the Revolution, 

González Echevarría notes that when the author “made yearly visits to Cuba […] he stayed at the 

Habana Libre Hotel (previously the Hilton) or the Hotel Nacional as if Cuba were not his own 

country but a place to visit as a tourist, or on vacation” (277). After these trips, as soon as his 

official party business was completed, he would return to France, and, in fact, he dies in Paris on 

April 24, 1980 (Paravisini-Gebert 23). Even in death then, Carpentier was away from Cuba and 

awaiting one final return which happened with his burial in the Christopher Columbus Cemetery 

                                                 

For more on this idea of being between two languages, see Gustavo P. Firmat. Tongue Ties: 

Language Eroticism in Bilingual Writing. Palgrave Macmillan, 2006. 
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in Havana (www.tripadvisor.com.)165 This brief biographical sketch clearly shows that the author’s 

life is filled with eternal returns—he was always a man in-between places. It is curious also that 

although Carpentier was a celebrated Cuban author and Communist Party Member, he was absent 

from the island when the Revolution occurred in 1959 as well as for most of the time that he served 

the party in an official capacity. This begs the question, why would he not permanently live where 

he was famous? I posit that the answer lay deep within his innermost being, on a mental level. 

Let us say that Carpentier’s perpetual returns to Cuba stem from an indelible scar left on 

his psyche. What in his life experiences could have penetrated his mind with such lasting force? It 

is not far-fetched to speculate that this mental lesion is caused by his French and Russian parents 

bringing him to new country at a very young age so that Carpentier felt like a stranger in a strange 

land from the very beginning of his life. If this is the case, then his life choices (the eternal returns 

and the dualities in his writing) were connected to this trauma. Trauma comes from the Greek word 

“to wound,” and in psychoanalytic terms it means “a psychic injury, esp. one caused by emotional 

shock the memory of which is repressed and remains unhealed” (Old English Dictionary). In 

Carpentier’s case, the trauma was caused by the “emotional shock” of living in a new country from 

a young age with a language that was foreign to both his parents—his father spoke French, and his 

mother spoke Russian. For Carpentier this trauma began as a schism between two places, Cuba 

and Switzerland, and the contrast between the new language, Spanish, and the old languages 

(French/Russian). Doesn’t it make sense that this trauma was articulated as a spatial duality by 

contrasting the physical and linguistic spaces of Cuba and Europe? As I have pointed out, this 

                                                 

165 González Echevarría and Paravisini-Gebert both stop at his death in France. I found his burial 

place on Tripadvisor.com, which lists it as place of interest when visiting Havana.  
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duality was constantly reenacted insofar as he was eternally returning to his promised land (i.e. 

Cuba) only to leave for France soon after. Is it then so surprising to find this notion of eternal 

return in each and every one of Carpentier’s novels after Kingdom?  

His casting of characters in The Lost Steps where the unnamed narrator goes between New 

York City and the jungle is only one of many representations of Carpentier’s trauma. At the end 

of the novel, rather than stay where he was happy, the narrator returns to New York City to publish 

his book, and then goes back to South America. Upon his return, he is excluded from the Adamic 

jungle commune and then from the jungle itself because he cannot find the woman he loves. The 

Lost Steps is built upon the idea of eternal return with a narrator always oscillating between “here” 

and “back there” suggesting that the Cuban author projected his own trauma into the narrative; in 

Freudian terms, this is known as “fixation to the moment of the traumatic accident” (Freud 340).166 

In other words, the trauma of being torn between two spaces—linguistic and geographic—haunted 

Carpentier and caused him to never be satisfied with any particular place in life for too long; this 

discontent was then mirrored in his fiction in the idea of the eternal return (cast as “here”/“back 

there”). Coincidentally, and very pertinently given Carpentier’s political beliefs, this traumatic 

duality closely matches the Hegelian dialectic. 

Hegel suggested that a synthesis of antagonistic forces will forge a new thesis. In 

Carpentier’s life, these opposing forces are represented in his travels to and from Cuba, Venezuela, 

                                                 

166 In Lecture XVIII “Fixation to Traumas-The Unconscious” of his Introductory Lectures on 

Psycho-Analysis, Freud explains how fixations can lead to trauma, but also cautions that not all 

fixations are related to trauma (338-342). 

See Sigmund Freud. Introductory Lectures on Psycho-Analysis. Edited and Translated by James 

Strachey, W.W. Norton & Company, 1989.  
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and France. In following the Hegelian dialectic, the author’s continued travel from “here” to “back 

there” should have ended, but it did not because there is no synthesis, or resolution, between the 

two opposing poles in Carpentier’s life. For example, in 1959 the author leaves Venezuela to join 

the Cuban Communist Party and participate in the Revolution; this appears to form a new thesis 

and resolve his travel between the shores “here” and “back there.” However, this is not the case, 

as he moves to France to fulfill the role of Ambassador for the Revolution instead of living in 

Cuba. In terms of the dialectic, the duality of “here” and “back there” remains intact because 

Carpentier moves from “here” in Cuba to “back there” in France; in other words, the struggle 

between his two conflicting origins or mental spaces is endless. This notion of conflict, which sits 

at the heart of the Hegelian dialectic, accurately describes how Carpentier viewed himself—a man 

born from a clash of cultures. Although the wound from this collision of opposites never healed, 

it did provide the signpost from which the Cuban author framed all of his novels. This is why the 

identity of all his protagonists is based on duality. In his effort to adhere to this concept, Carpentier 

takes on the Hegelian dialectic in all his work. Even though Hegel’s thought provided intellectual 

cover for Carpentier’s own dual view of identity, this was not enough as it did not adequately 

address his need for a political party that aligned with his own views of Latin America. By this I 

mean that his belief in an unresolved duality, shaped by cyclical history (as seen in Kingdom) 

guided his search for the proper political school of thought, and in the end this quest led him to 

Marxist thought. 

 The first event that may have pushed Carpentier towards adopting Marxism was his arrest 

for protesting the dictatorship of Gerardo Machado in 1927 (Paravisini-Gebert 21). He was sent to 

jail and accused of being a Socialist because the government did not know “the difference between 
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a Socialist and radical party” (González Echevarría 35). After this incident he fled to France, but 

when he briefly returned to Havana in 1941 he wrote six retrospective articles for Carteles under 

the title, “Europe’s Decline” (41). In one of these articles, Carpentier alludes to Marx when he 

states, “an epoch is the product of material and economic circumstances, of collective impulses, 

which are beyond the reach of the artist” (41). Although this statement is not a full endorsement 

of Marx, it does show that he was thinking about Marx’s ideology two years before he visited Haiti 

on the trip that inspired him to write, The Kingdom of This World. If Carpentier was already 

thinking about Marx, then it is likely that he would have incorporated this ideology into the novel 

that he was writing. In fact, in October 1968 the author said in an interview about the Cuban 

Revolution: “I was expecting it since the days of my adolescence, although not knowing how it 

would come about” (218). This means that when he began writing Kingdom he was already well-

acquainted with Marxist thought. However, does this mean that Kingdom should be thought of as 

a Marxist novel, or a Hegelian novel? Or, is it something of a more personal nature? The novel can 

be explained as Carpentier implementing Marxist ideology as a call to arms. It can be explained in 

Hegelian terms as a warning to readers to be mindful of a history that goes on repeating itself 

endlessly; it is also an example of the Cuban author’s own personal belief in an unresolved duality 

one that, as I have already pointed out, stems from an early childhood trauma. This means that 

Kingdom is a theoretical novel more than anything, one that revolves around Hegel, Marx, and 

Carpentier’s own personal view of Latin American identity. 

 Earlier in my discussion, I noted that Kingdom followed the Hegelian dialectic of cyclical 

history, and as a result of my analysis Latin American identity is an unresolved duality, “here” and 
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“back there (on pgs. 99-101).”167 Although “back there” originally refers to Africa, by the end of 

the novel it refers to colonial slavery and to Henri Christophe’s brand of slavery. This is 

Carpentier’s way of inserting Marxist ideology into the narrative as there is no change in economic 

status: the poor remain poor as I briefly noted on pgs. 177-179. The only way for the Haitian people 

to change their history is to have a successful revolution that does not revert to slavery. Thinking 

of the novel as an unresolved dialectic is revolutionary because it means that the novel was (and 

is) a cautionary tale for readers to beware of their history and avoid repeating it. Although this 

novel can be read in some ways as a Hegelian and, perhaps arguably, a Marxist work, it is also the 

first time that Carpentier implemented his personal theory about Latin American identity, one that 

is based on his own trauma as I have already discussed. It is my opinion that in the novel the 

author’s view of identity comes across to readers through the character of Ti Noël. When speaking 

of Bakhtin’s “Dialogism” in my last chapter I noted that the majority of chronotope interactions 

appear where Ti Noël is present (see p. 161). Since Ti Noël is the only major character that appears 

                                                 

167 Antonio Benítez Rojo approaches Carpentier’s in-betweenness from a Freudian perspective, 

and views Carpentier’s problems with identity being linked to his father’s absence. 

See Antonio B. Rojo. "Alejo Carpentier: between Here and Over There." Caribbean Studies, vol. 

27, 1994, pp. 183-195. 

Benítez Rojo has also written The Repeating Island: The Caribbean and the Post-Modern. This 

book expands upon the ideas put forth in the article above to include other Caribbean authors 

such as Wilson Harris and Nicolás Guillén. The thrust of the book is to explain the uniqueness of 

the Caribbean through its literature. 

See Antonio B. Rojo. The Repeating Island: The Caribbean and the Postmodern Perspective. 

Duke University Press, 1992. 

Margaret Heady poses a similar question as Benítez Rojo: what makes the Caribbean special? 

She focuses on how identity is portrayed in the marvelous real and magical realism, and through 

the transfer of ideas between the Francophone and Spanish Caribbean.  

See Margaret Heady. Marvelous Journeys: Routes of Identity in the Caribbean Novel. Peter 

Lang, 2008. 
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throughout the novel, I contend that he is integral to the reader’s understanding of Latin American 

identity as conceived by Carpentier. However, at this point I would like to take this one step further 

and state that at the end of the novel this character gives readers a glimpse of Carpentier’s life at 

the time of writing the novel. In the last chapter, entitled “Agnus Dei,” Ti Noël notes, 

Now he understood that man a never knows for whom he suffers and hopes. He suffers 

and hopes and toils for people he will never know, and who, in turn, will suffer and 

hope and toil for others who will not be happy either, for man always seeks a happiness 

far beyond that which is meted out to him. But man’s greatness consists in the very 

fact of wanting to be better than he is. In laying duties upon himself. In the Kingdom 

of Heaven there is no grandeur to be won, inasmuch as there all is an established 

hierarchy, the unknown is revealed, existence is infinite, there is no possibility of 

sacrifice, all is rest and joy. For this reason, bowed down by suffering and duties, 

beautiful in the midst of his misery, capable of loving in the face of afflictions and 

trials, man finds his greatness, his fullest measure, only in the Kingdom of This World. 

(179) 

 

 Although this passage deals with cyclical history, in light of my discussion of Carpentier’s 

trauma I believe that this passage takes on a new meaning. In this example, Ti Noël philosophically 

reflects about the ultimate example of “here” and “back there,” which is “The Kingdom of Heaven” 

and then contrasts it with “The Kingdom of This World.” In terms of trauma, the message is grim: 

there is only “suffering” and “misery” in this world and there is nothing that can be done about it 

(179). I take the above passage to be an indication of the pain Carpentier felt at this point in his 

life. Although he had published Music in Cuba in 1946, he was still known as “a French-Cuban 

critic” (González Echevarría 36-37). Also, at this time and throughout his life, the author’s 

problems with spoken Spanish had to have influenced how he viewed himself, i.e. his identity. I 

believe these fractured images make their way through in Carpentier’s fiction, especially in the 

closing moments of the novel alluded to above. This leads me ask, how is this novel to be viewed? 

There is no doubt that Kingdom is a theoretical text that also happens to be a novel but, more 
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importantly, it is a window into the tortured soul of Alejo Carpentier—a man that was never 

satisfied with any place because he was an exile between two cultures. The novel loosely 

chronicles the Haitian revolution and the years following that event, and from this tale readers are 

able to see the author’s personal views about the dual nature of Latin American identity. I believe 

that the greatest achievement of my reading of Kingdom is showing that Carpentier’s 

understanding of Latin American identity came from within himself, and not necessarily from the 

world he perceived around him. In addition to these interpretations, I believe that my dialogic 

reading of The Kingdom of This World can contribute ways to approach other fictional works 

linking history, music, and identity in Latin America. 

 It is my hope that this dissertation will inspire future Carpentier scholars to examine each of 

his works with a similar in-depth dialogic reading in the hope of confirming that each of this 

author’s novels is founded on a mixture of history and music that portrays the notion of a split 

identity. Perhaps, this dissertation will be seen as the starting point of a new wave of thinking that 

first examines history and music as structural forces in literature and then shows how these forces 

relate to an author’s personal views regarding identity. Only time will tell if my work will serve 

as a springboard for future advancements in Latin American, Cuban, Caribbean, or Carpentarian 

studies. At the very least, I have suggested a different way to view The Kingdom of This World, 

one that forces readers to think of this novel as something more than a magical realist text. 

Kingdom is a novel that warns readers to learn from the human tendency to repeat the past—not 

to heed this warning is to be forever caught in a vicious cycle.  
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