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Interview 1a (21:00): Click here to watch the clip 

 
Ati Max Beauvoir: At the level I’m speaking. 

 

Ben: Do you prefer Creole or English? 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Makes no difference 

 

Ben: Makes no difference, okay. Well, maybe we should try English since it will reach a big 

audience in the United States, and that will be helpful. So it is my great pleasure and honor to be 

here today with Ati Max Beauvoir at the Peristyle de Mariani which is just outside of Port-au-

Prince in Haiti. How are you today? 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: I am doing well. Thank you very much Benjamin, and I’m very glad to 

receive you here. 

 

Ben: Thank you so much. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: I’ve been impressed by the job you have done so far, with the book that I’ve 

seen Vodou Songs. And, I think that’s impressive. I congratulate you. 

 

Ben: Thank you so much. 
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Ati Max Beauvoir: Yes 

 

Ben: It was of course, one of the most special projects of my life. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Fantastique [Fantastic] 

 

Ben: And, it is a book of friendship with Haitian people, and a testament of love for Vodou. So, 

the love is growing. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: I like to believe that the entire project there is one of love. Because in fact 

what is behind the whole thing is not profit; I mean the financial profit. The forty years that we 

have put as an experience to write this book was one thing to put forth. The ideas and thoughts of 

a group of people called Haitians—partly illiterate Haitians—who have never been included into 

what they call intellectual productions. But yet, you have been able to produce literary work, 

which was not written before but now written of course. And in those literary works include the 

philosophies and art of living which is believed fairly broad and large. Even impressive and 

majestic. 

 

Ben: Yes, Yes. So you’re referring now to your important collection of Vodou songs Le Recueil 

Sacré. Tell me a little bit about the method that you used to build that monumental work. So you 

say forty years. How many parts of Haiti did you travel to to record material? 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir:  Oh so geographically, I covered the country from north to south and east to 

west. Meaning from Port-de-Paix and Cap-Haïtien all the way down to the southeast region of 

the Jacmel area and the southern part all the way to Jérémie. So in fact that includes them all. It 

was quite an experience. Pleasant to me of course because I was pleased to do this kind of work 

which I never thought it would have come to the level it is at right now. But I remember I had 

that little radio that I had purchased and little cassettes. Most of those cassettes were made by 

Haitians. Haiti was a cassette maker country, and at the time in fact we were purchasing those 

two hour cassettes and going through nights and nights and nights of experience. Each time of 

course, sitting on the ground with our back against a tree. And starting at eight o’clock at night 

and the next thing you know it’s eight in the morning. It happened so many days. But it was 

always very pleasant and very nice and very enjoyable. And this is how it was done. So in fact, I 

ended up with so many cassettes I think in some part of the book I put the amount of cassettes 

that had been included into that kind of research and study. And, it was a huge amount even 

though many of those cassettes today have turned into dust. They are just like powders. They 

have disappeared. But yet, we still have some that are still left. It was a pleasant experience. 

 

Ben: Yes, so you collected those for forty years. What was the process of taking the recordings 

and then transforming them into texts that would eventually appear in your 2008 book? 
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Ati Max Beauvoir: The thing is that there has been so little written about that kind of Haitian 

literary work. You have either few authors who have put a few songs into their books. And there 

has always been some of this, but small amounts, not enough to give the extent of the thoughts of 

the people. And myself, I think it is with, like you said, with love, the love of the population and 

mostly considering so much ideas that are philosophical that are put on the table like this. And, 

people that has been despised and known as being the poorest country in the world, the most 

illiterate people in the world, and the one who has never really produced anything. So I think it 

was worthwhile to present into one book something that we can say this is what those poor and 

illiterate people have produced. And this is worthwhile. By not including them into what they 

call literaries because this they have not been written is a mistake of those who write or who 

favor writing. But for me, it’s an oral production that has all of its value and somebody can 

simply sit down and write them down, which I’ve done. 

 

Ben: Right. And so did you do it incrementally? Once you collected your cassettes, did you take 

them home and begin transcription or did you wait some time and begin, say, twenty years ago? 

Or… 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: I think I would take more than thirty years before starting them because I was 

collecting them and throwing them into a large bag that I had. And, finally one day I decided 

let’s do something with that. So in fact I started to dig them out and to find my first difficulty in 

fact was the fact that certain songs such as Papa Legba louvri baryè pou nou/Atibon Legba 

louvri baryè pou mwen/Louvri baryè pou mwen papa pou mwen pase/Mwen pral tounen rèmesi 

lwa yo. Such a song you interpret at least a hundred of those because every temple sings them 

and each one of them add their own little variations into them. So you have to select among 

those. And finally there is a last criteria that I used for selection is that a certain words were 

simply muffled by the drums that were beaten behind. So you have to take the one that is most 

audible and bring it out. And finally come up with one song out of a hundred which is this one 

here. So, but you have to listen to all of them and really separate them, discriminate so to speak. 

And finally we ended up with those, I think, close to two thousand songs. And that were the final 

group of songs that I’ve selected. And, I worked on them and tried to get the MP, the MPS, that 

kind of recording. And, then, of course, to have it done. So that’s the method I used.  

 

Ben: Okay, so the songs in that book actually represent a synthesis of numerous variants? 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Certainly, certainly. Yes. 

 

Ben: Alright. 
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Ati Max Beauvoir: And each one of those songs presentS themselves with variations that has to 

be really put away for some reason. And then you pick up one which is to me the best 

representation of that particular song. And that’s the one that I selected to write and to start with 

and then to think about its philosophical ideas. Because in fact two times... because those songs 

are close to a couple hundred years old. So in fact there have been lots of changes made into 

them. So to find really the major idea behind it was interesting, and finally write it down. That’s 

what I do.  

 

Ben: Okay, and now, are there other types of literature in that book? I ask the question because 

I’m thinking about the text that we also include here, which is a historical narrative. You know, 

“Ayiti se pa peyi amen, se peyi ayibobo,” which is a very lengthy text, and it is a historical text 

dealing with five hundred years of history. And so it struck me that was a poem or a different 

type of text then many of the other ones. Can you tell me a little bit about that text? 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Yes, in fact the one that you mentioning was written by a guy called Hérard 

Simon. Hérard Simon was a guardian of the tradition living in Gonaïves. And he was the head of 

a group of people called, Zantray, which is Zanfan Tradisyon Ayisyen. Zantray. 

 

Ben: I’ve met Zantray in Gonaïves. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: And, he is the one who is the founder of Zantray and a very good friend of 

mine. So in fact I wanted to preserve that song in his memory. In fact, that’s probably the only 

song which doesn’t date back two hundred years. And, this one was a necessity because in 1986 

there was a pogram against the Vodouists here in Haiti by the Christians. United Christians. So 

in fact, that’s when he wrote that song; he composed that song. He wrote it like a historical 

[view] looking backward. So here is why that’s who we are and how come they want to kill us. 

 

Ben: I see, it really is distinct, in structure. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: But, yes that’s correct 

 

Ben: But, it’s a song? 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: It’s a song, but poem too, of course. 

 

Ben: So, of course, as a Haitian Creolist and as a scholar of Vodou, I was immediately excited 

when I found your book in 2008. To me it represented a breakthrough of historical proportions. 

To me it represents a work on the same level as, say, the King James’ version of the Bible. Until 

2008, we never really had a book which collected sacred literature from Vodou into one volume. 

So, when you made your plans to publish that book, were you specifically… I mean you 
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obviously planned to release a book that would put the religion on an equal footing textually with 

all the other religions of the book. So tell me a little bit about your thinking and your motivations 

and your hopes for Le Recueil Sacré. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Yes, I didn’t want to impose anything on nobody, that’s not the idea. I think 

what I wanted was to simply say that, fellows, you wrong to think that because those people are 

illiterate they are unable to produce literary work. I think oral literature has much value to me as 

a written literature, and it has to be taken into account. This is very important. It’s that important, 

that much important that some of those songs not only date back from the time of the slavery 

time of Haiti, but date back to the beginning of time. All those that talk about ainye who you find 

often in that book: Kowaniye, kowaniye, Imamou Lele, kowaniye… Kowaniye that dates back to 

the beginning of time when the world started. In fact, this is the way we learn about the creation 

of the sun, the creation of the world, the creation of the earth, creation of nature, and all of those 

things. So in fact, all this is included into those songs and should be preserved in my judgment. 

And, even though I did not have any backing, what was backing for it, financial backing was, 

doesn’t matter. But I thought it was really, very important to put it as a corpus of knowledge into 

the hands of all the scholars. The many scholars that can take a look at it and each one will find 

their part of it. Some of them will appreciate certainly the rituals and the rhythms, and these 

kinds of things. Others will appreciate the words and all of this. And, they will draw their own 

conclusions. And, this is in the idea that I put all those together to offer it to scholars who will 

think and do what they want to do with it. 

 

Ben: Right, one of the statements you make in your introduction or in the afterward refers to the 

concept of revelation as, in Vodou, one of being open. So, in Vodou you’re actually not 

attempting to make the one and only sacred book. But, you’re making one sacred book but with 

the view that many others can come too. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Exactly. And even from the book that were produced called Le Grand 

Recueil Sacré, I expect other people to think about them and come up with other things, and 

other approach, and other feelings toward it. The idea was to put it in their hands and let their 

mind work and come up with whatever they want and whatever they see is correct and just. And, 

let them express themselves scientifically. 

 

Ben: Right, so you reject the idea that the book is closing the canon. It is actually a starting point 

for expansion. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: It’s a starting point. Exactly, that was the first one ever done and I expect to 

have more to do. Now, I probably will not do more in the long run to these songs, even though I 

think our songs are very important. Because in fact in Haiti if you can say something in song, 

that’s a way of confirming your affirmation. You affirm it because not only I say so, but society 
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says so. If society says so, tradition says so. Then that means that I’m correct in whatever I’m 

saying. So in fact, this has also, this kind of connotations put that into the hand of everybody. So 

that they can really be themselves. Unfortunately, in Haiti books have always been written by 

Christians. And they have always despised Vodou for some reasons because they have had their 

position well taken since the time of slavery. Because they were backing the King of France and 

the Code Noir. But there is only one religion that’s for Roman Catholic and the rest is hog wash, 

so to speak, to be discarded off the back. I disagree with that. I feel that there are values there 

and they should not be discarded that easily without thinking twice about them. 

 

Ben: Tell me something about your decision to organize the songs based on the first word in the 

first line. So the book has an interesting organizational structure where all the songs are 

alphabetized based on the first word in the first song. And so, why I’m fascinated by your choice 

is because when I visit Nan Badjo, Soukri, Dewonvil, Kajòj, Souvnans, you see that in that city 

(Gonaïves) that’s a very distinct view of the rit (rite) and a profound attachment to songs as they 

are sung in a ritual, organized pattern. And so, when we see your book we see the Rit are not… 

are spread everywhere and so it’s difficult to reconstruct the Rit. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: I did that very purposely. Yes, I did that very purposely because in fact I 

didn’t want to get into a battle of rituals. To understand Vodou, what Vodou is, it’s an 

agglomeration of rituals including the Taino rituals. The Tainos were Amer-indians who lived 

here on this earth before the importations of slaves from Africa. And then you have the people 

from Senegal, the people from Mali. You have people from the Niger River. You have people 

from Nigeria. You have the Ghana people, the Dahomey people. You have the Yoruba, a very 

important Yoruba group; you have the Ibos also from southern Nigeria. Then you have the 

people from northern Cameroon, northern, what they call northern Congo, which is Cameroon 

and Gabon. And then you have the people from the Congo themselves with a very many groups, 

what you call the Congo Group. Congo Wangòl, Congo Mondong, and the other Congos, 

different parts of the Congos. All of them are included here. So if we wanted to discriminate and 

make them each a ritual, a group of ritual I think it would be number one a momentous work to 

start with. Number two, I don’t know how good it will be. Number three, it will go into dividing 

those groups. While in fact the basic idea of Vodou is putting all those groups together. This is 

what the nation is all about. Meaning that it’s putting all of them together, including the Taino 

they have their parts of it into it. It is what constitutes the Haitian nation of which that Dahomian 

belong, or that Senegalese girl belong, or that Ivory Coast people who we call the Cap Lawou, or 

Kanga people belong too. All of them are part of a whole. And we usually have a word saying 

that “I am because we are.” And the assumption is that if you did not exist, I would not be 

existing there either. In fact you condition my existence and that’s the way we depart from the 

Descartes point of view, I think so I am. You see, no I am because we are. And so it’s a different 

philosophy, a different approach to life, different view, world view that you make me who I am. 

And vice-versa. So in fact, this is why in fact they only choice left to me at that point was to go 
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alphabetical. And that way removing all the divides and divisions that exist in the group. And 

that way leave it alphabetical but those who want to make divisions, they’ll go and fish in it. 

They wanted what they want. 

 

Ben: Oh I see, that’s very helpful; I didn’t realize that.  

 

Interview 1b (27:18): Click here to watch the clip 

 
Ben: Now, do you think that there is a competitive feeling among different specialists of 

different Rites? Or are, I mean, I know perfectly well that members of the let’s say the tradition 

who maintains Nago, they go to Kongo ceremonies; they go to Dahomey ceremonies… 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Certainly, they live next door; they’re neighbors. 

 

Ben: They’re all overlapping. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Yes. 

 

Ben: But, do you think that nonetheless there is a competitiveness about superiority of a Rite? 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: There is a question in religion all together, that my religion is the only one 

that is to exist, that has the right to exist. And, everybody else, all variations are pure 

superstition. So in fact, I disagree with that also. In fact my feeling on religion is that there is no 

such thing as a bad religion. To start with, all religions are good. I think the fact that things are 

all called religion is good. And now, it doesn’t mean that all the religious people are as good. 

You get good, bad, average, indifferent into the people. But the religion itself is a good thing. So 

in fact I’m ready to embrace them all. I think it’s all worthwhile. So in fact, to make the choice, 

alphabetical was the way to go, in my judgment. 
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Ben: And, tell us now a little bit about Lapriyè Ginen or Lapriyè Djò. These are also…this is a 

separate book that came out earlier but was re-released again by Presse Nationale d’Haïti. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: It was in fact the same time, at the same time. 

 

Ben: At the same time.  

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: 2008. 

 

Ben: And that’s a very different type of book. Can you tell us about why it’s distinct and how 

you collected it? Something about, I remember you visited the homes of many Ougan to 

reconstruct again a synthesized version. Is that, can you speak to that? 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: No in fact I collected their prayers. And much to my surprise, my happy 

surprise, was that evidently the prayers of one left or right or anywhere was part of the same 

prayer. In fact you can see the same starts that govern the whole thing. But before that, you know 

Vodou has been, Vodou in Haiti has been all the time an oppressed group of people and religion 

because the Christians always have been strong. So in fact, that’s the oppressor and the 

oppressed. And being the oppressed, there has been the feeling among the Vodouists that the… I 

am the only true Vodou people because I hold a part of the prayer ritual which we don’t feel is 

part because we feel the whole. And my part of prayer is different, I am the only truth from fran 

Ginen [pure Ginen]. And, they don’t say yours is not quite from fran Ginen, but mine is the truth 

from fran Ginen. And by so saying we kind of exclude other people. And it’s only when I took 

the left, the right, the middle, everywhere put them together, so well it’s the same idea, the same 

prayer, in fact even the wordings are about the same. And these kind of things. It’s one prayer, 

what if they held as a secret for you and five million and this one also. There’s no secret 

because it’s the same thing. You get part of it, you get the other part. And that’s the way by 

putting together you get Lapriyè Ginen. And the Lapriyè Ginen that shows it’s only one prayer 

for them all. That prayer is so important because in the many instances it tells you about the 

spiritual preparation of those slaves who knew not only they were inferior to the army of 

Napoleon but more than a thousand times inferior. But in spite of that inferiority, they will attack 

anyway. And that’s in that preparation that you can see it. And, they were saying, Saba yehge, 

amowa sa ede/ Saba yehge, amowa sa ede/ De Ayida Wèdo/ Amowa danou sèwa yehge o, djèvo 

de/ De Ayida Wèdo, Badè mowa. Meaning “there’s no choice, you’re gonna die. We know we’re 

gonna die, but we’ll die until the last one, or they will disappear.” And the second option is what 

happened and they disappeared and the Haitian people did not die because they were calling their 

spirits. The lwas the Sobo, Badè, Kèbyesou, Chango, these are all these spirits of thunder and 

lightning to come and pulverize the enemy so that we could move on with the idea of freedom 

for all and liberty and social justice. So that’s what the Haitians wanted. They didn’t quite get it, 
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but anyway that’s what they wanted during the War of Independence. That’s what motivated 

them. And, it says it very clearly in the prayers. 

 

Ben: And so when you speak of social justice, something that is an important part of my own 

academic career and my goals for my contributions to Haitian studies, is to see the expansion of 

Haitian Creole in the state and in schools. I’m quite a militant Creolist. So, I would like to hear 

your views on what place does Haitian Creole have for development in Haiti? And, is Vodou sort 

of the spear tip, the cutting-edge of the Creole movement in certain respects? I mean, your two 

books are major contributions to Haitian Creole studies. What do you think about Creole 

expanding in Haiti and how would it help or hurt the country in your opinion? 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Well in my opinion it can only help because I believe the mind of people 

around the world are wired. They are wired culturally by the culture. And the little guys from 

Oslo or from China or somewhere else, each one of us, we are wired in a particular way. It’s the 

same way as the languages. And the child born into that country, that special group, will be 

wired and will accept things much more easily [from] those who come from the place where he 

was born. So in fact I think, to teach people, people can go and learn other languages. At our age 

we can go and learn the languages we want, at any time, for sure. But when we started to say 

“mama” and “papa” and “papa, I want this” and “papa, I want that” this inserted the wiring, this 

original wiring. And, the original wiring is what allows people to express themselves better, to 

understand better, and to be part of the whole earlier in time. So in fact, to be educated in his 

own language first, to me, is a plus. It makes it much, much more simple. I give you an instance. 

Haitian people that you have met, a few, I’m sure already. They’re able to tell you stories that 

long [gestures with hands] any time. They know stories. But yet they go to the baccalaureate 

exam, which is the exam that finishes up the studies after twelve years of scholarity [schooling]. 

And most of them are unable to write a thesis. So that’s impossible. That guy can tell you stories 

and stories and tell stories. He remembers them almost by heart simply because he has heard 

them once and these kinds of things. He goes about and tells them. The accounts [kont]…he tells 

accounts [kont] or stories all that. But yet he’s unable to sit down and write a few pages, two, 

three pages in an hour about such and such ideas. What’s the problem? And I think it’s with the 

fault of the wiring. Because in fact once he puts, put him under stress, the stress of the exam the 

original wiring is what goes and he’s unable to do it in French. The language he is taught at 

school. And very unlike the little Frenchman for instance in France. And they were in France.  

So in fact, I think it’s the deficit. I welcome all those who put their best effort into trying to 

promote that language. I feel that we have not produced enough. We want to produce more, we 

want to produce children’s books in Creole. We’d like to produce useful books, meaning how to 

dig a hole, how to go and make a chair, how to build a table and these kinds of things. All those 

things, put that in in the hand of everybody in Creole. And I think myself I’ve done a job like 

that. I’ve written also a process to make a wheelbarrow. Making a wheelbarrow, I think this is 

the most important engine that we need here in Haiti, where you count upon your own strength to 
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carry your wheelbarrow. And everybody needs it, whether you live in the city or whether you 

live in the hills. It goes everywhere. It needs no special roads and these kind of things. I have 

written it but yet I feel that we should do more and put it in the hand of everybody. And if you 

can do that, I think we have the populations to develop. Now once developed, no problem. Go 

and learn English; you’ll speak it probably the way I’ve been doing it now. Go and learn German 

or any of the languages. You can do that. Anybody can do that around the world, if your basic is 

solid. 

 

Ben: And so you think that Creole has a chance to expand through additional efforts, additional 

publications in a wide array of different disciplines. That would be the way forward? 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: That’s correct. I think it should be and that’s in the sense that I built the 

wheelbarrow. Now I never wanted to produce the production for the wheelbarrow. I think at 

once upon a time I was asking myself, what is the most important need of the Haitian person? 

It’s your house and a way to move, to move things. And so in fact I’ve done a certain little 

research upon how much effort it would take to build a small house out of the simple stones 

which you get around you and putting them together. And I did something like that. I think I 

came up with, at that time, eighty-five dollars a house. Everybody should have a house at eighty-

five bucks. Exactly, it’s ridiculous not to have one. It’s nice and sturdy and solid. We were here 

at the epicenter of the earthquake and our house resisted very well. Here all of it, all of it resisted 

very well. And even my eighty-five bucks house resisted very well. While other people died, 

unfortunately, very bad. 

 

Ben: So what kind of projects are you involved in now? Your career has given the world so 

many different works in biochemistry. You’ve written on plants and medicine. You’ve written 

on treatments for hookworm. You’ve written on botany, religion. So, can you share a little bit 

with us the kind of projects you’re currently working on that we may see in the future? 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Well, I happen to have three or four books ready to come out, right now. But 

those are thoughts, thoughts that are elaborated on certain things such as plant treatments for 

instance or other things of that sort. Various thoughts that have shaken people throughout their 

lives, and I’ve given them as conferences. I want to put them together as a corpus and present 

them. And then of course people can take them and do whatever they want with them. But those 

original ideas, original thoughts always viewed in a relationship with Vodou. Vodou is a corpus 

of knowledge and as such it’s wide, it’s broad and we can go around in practically all directions. 

For instance, the size of the earth, the Bermuda triangles, one of the steps of the Bermuda 

triangle is in Haiti. And it just so happens where it is in Haiti is where there was first temple, the 

first Vodou temple, in near Port-de-Paix. And this is where it is. And thinking about that, you 

think about people themselves. The way they started not long time ago to be what you call 

humanoids. Like a beast “woo, woo, woo” to become a sophisticated guys that we are. How 
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come, when did you get that chance to become that guy you are now, sending people on the 

moon and other things of that sort? It had to take something to do that. You could not do it 

simply as a natural process coming from that ostelopitec I’d say. These kind of things. All of 

those find the answers in our own nature, not too far away whether it is in Bermuda, whether it is 

in Haiti, or whether it is in our caves. These kinds of things, it’s all over. So in fact, we have to 

look at all of this and offer them as at least a point to be questions, to be thought about and 

maybe that can be starting points too for further movement in life. So in fact I was happy to be 

about at that corner where the directions in life were many in front of me and I could ride them 

but anybody could have picked other roads as well and find other things. But that’s the way my 

life has moved until today, and now I’m ready to practically close the curtain on my life because 

I’m getting to be eighty. And I think that’s about good, good enough. Let’s close up, let 

somebody else do it. And that’s where I am. 

  

Ben: Okay, so you would consider retiring? 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: I am retired, yes. At eighty years old is not too early. 

 

Ben: Not too early at all. And yet you welcome visitors like us, you still hold ceremonies, I 

believe. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: I would to that till the last day of my life. 

 

Ben: So that’s a spiritual calling… 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: That’s sharing. And I think I am because we are and I repeat it because I 

believe it also. 

 

Ben: So tell us about your spiritual practices here at Peristil de Mariani. Give us a sense. Give 

the viewers a sense about how often you do ceremonies. What types of ceremonies you do. Who 

comes to them? Give us some sense about that. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: I have been doing a lot of ceremonies in my life. Once upon a time I think I 

became a young Ougan, I was about forty years old. And I was doing all kind of ceremonies 

which I found was beautiful and fantastic. But more and more, I think the body tires and as such 

you do less and less of those ceremonies. I concentrate myself much more in to the initiation type 

of ceremony because simply to me initiation is the royal voice to knowledge. That’s where you 

pick up knowledge. And of course you end up with ideas that are incredible such as the idea that 

the way we see people is a different thing. We know in the West people are usually measured by 

their physical size and their ID numbers and this is what makes you who you are. But yet we 

have other ideas and in our other ideas we feel that people are no longer what they choose to be, 
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people are spirits. And that spirits is not within you, it’s outside of you. It’s all around you, of 

which you are only the pit of yourself in your body, that’s what it is. Danbala Wèdo that’s what 

it means. That you are eternal because just like the snake that leaves its body, its skins behind the 

stone and keep on coming, life continues. That’s the way life is. So as the spirits will keep on 

moving, they’ll be many lives before you depart forever. And you have a goal to reach which is 

to be the assistant of God in his work of creations. And of course he’ll give you the means to 

travel the universe at the speed of light. And this is what is coming to you. As you go along, so 

there is nothing to regret behind. In fact let’s move forward. That’s why we keep the body 

moving and think. And that is for reason, in fact it’s a different vision. It’s a vision that we have 

taken where really the humanity is not limited to the body. But yet expands to be the spiritual 

being of which the body is only a pit, just like the pit in any fruit. 

 

Ben: So you mentioned initiation. I know that Vodou is very protective of the happenings of 

initiation. But for the general viewer, can you give us some idea about why initiation is so 

important in Vodou. What does it mean? Why do people come to you for initiation? And, when 

they have finished that how does their life change? 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Well, in fact those are many questions, all of them beautiful. And I wish I 

could remember them all the way you have said it. But yet I think initiation is a privileged time, 

and a privileged moment that one gives to oneself to acquire knowledge. So in fact during a 

certain time the person is put into contact, direct contact, with his own spirits and learns to live 

with it. And learns to know them individually, the many spirits that are surrounding the person. 

Once you do that, you give a certain amount of time to go in life, to see if you can master that 

power of it and to deal with your own spirits. And once you can deal with your own spirits, that’s 

what we call the kanzo ceremony. You go into this concept how to go and deal with other 

people’s spirits. And people you don’t know about, people who come from far away, who come 

from I don’t know from Russia or anywhere far away that you can recognize the spirits also and 

you can really help him. Help him doing what, help him to become harmonious with his own 

world and this is the source of happiness because his world is what everybody wants to reach. 

That the true richness is the harmony and peace within oneself in harmony with his own 

universe. And, if you can do that but in fact it is a wonderful thing. Because this is the kind of 

thing that people cannot buy in market. But yet that they are the true value that exists in the 

world. 

 

Ben: So, now you do Kanzo initiations and you initiate people from many nations, I understand. 

What is your understanding of the, let’s say, internationalization of Vodou, the spreading of 

Vodou? I can give you an example in Philadelphia for instance you will find Manbo Vye Zo 

Komande Lamen fò who is not of Haitian origin but came to Haiti and became Manbo Asogwe, 

returned to the United States and is building her own community. So, what is your sense about 

Vodou spreading across the world into every different community and into different races? 
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Ati Max Beauvoir: I suppose if there is something that you cannot stop giving the world, it is 

happiness. If you can bring happiness to the world no matter by what effort you have done so, 

it’s great. And Vodou does that; it conveys that happiness to other people. It makes people feel 

better within themselves, within their families, or within their societies, and within the world. 

And this is fantastic. Bank accounts don’t do that. You can fill up that bank account. And we’re 

thinking about that guy who stole all the money in the world who ended up in jail for the rest of 

his life. I don’t think he’s very happy with all of his money, stolen money. But yet, Vodou does 

bring happiness to people, in the feeling of oneself. To be able to wake up in the morning with a 

clear mind and see what you’re going to do. And attack your day and realize that really the 

twenty-four hours in that day was probably too short because you didn’t get time to do the whole 

thing you wanted but you’ve got still tomorrow and this kind of things. And this is the kind of 

things that Vodou does. I think it’s a plus, I think it’s good. I feel that a Vodou philosophies 

comparable to what you call the Tibetan philosophy or the Tao people. Taoism or this kind of 

thing. It’s the expectation that people understand them or know them and to penetrate themselves 

with it. This is what initiation does, and I’m in favor of that. I think it’s a very delicate task, not 

everybody does it well. Many people try of course but not everybody succeeds. But I think it’s 

worthwhile to learn, to learn about yourself, who you are, who your wife or your spouse or 

companion is, who your family is and the way you fit into your society, the way you fit into your 

universe. Order of the universe can turn against you if you don’t obey certain rules. But yet you 

can put those rules of the universe, make them yours and live along with it. And I remember 

when, at the time of the earthquake I was sitting on that chair and I saw the thing most 

incredible. The house that you see here, I saw it go up more than a couple of feet and from there 

left down boom. Since when do houses do things like this. Does the same thing again, boom. [I] 

said, “Well that seems to be real.” It did that four or five times before starting the movement 

backward and forward. And I was looking at that; it was amazing. Of course I was happy that my 

house was saved not even the paint was still turned off. And this table was always there, it didn’t 

fall down, it resisted. Because I think there was a natural harmony here. And that was the 

epicenter. What they say, twelve miles away from the center of Port-au-Prince. That’s where we 

were. But we lived all that. We lost the walls in the street those had fallen down, but the house 

and all of them remaining fine the way it is. And I was very happy about it. In fact I don’t see 

myself going to build another one. 

 

Interview 2a (25:35): Click here to watch the clip 

 

http://dloc.com/AA00015254/00003?search=max+=beauvoir
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[Begins abruptly] 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: At the Sorbonne, and I came back from the Sorbonne 1964 about. And then 

from the Sorbonne I went to Cornell, that’s the New York hospital in New York. It’s called… 

 

Richard: I’m from Rochester 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: So in fact you know it very well! 

 

Richard: I’m curious because I have a cousin for forty years was a professor at Purdue University 

in chemistry, Henry Weiner. Just wondering if by chance you ever crossed paths. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: We knew each other because we were about 600 in all United States and we 

get together at various meetings per year. But we’re about 600. But that was in 1965 to 71. 

 

Richard: He would have been a young professor at Purdue. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: That’s correct, yes. 

 

Richard: An assistant professor at Purdue. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Yes, exactly. Exactly ’65 to ’71, that’s when it was. And I was with Cornell 

of course that’s where I was doing chemistry on metabolism, metabolic studies and these kinds 

of things. 

 

Ben: Hydrocortisone. 
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Ati Max Beauvoir: Hydrocortisone! 

 

Ben: I’ve been studying your every word. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Oh I see, I see yes. The sterols and these kind of things, yes. 

 

Richard: So if we play six degrees of separation we have maybe just one degree between us. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: But no it was not as simple as you think. Because today everybody talking 

about nano. But at that time nobody knew about nano. And the steroids that we talk about they 

are present in your body in nanograms. In fact you move from zero nanograms to fifteen 

nanograms per day to twenty-five nanograms per day. So at that time we needed the computer 

that was not invented yet. That was invited [invented] to put together those computers to do full  

year transformations and increase the sensitivities and be able to do those studies. It was 

interesting; it was wonderful to have. Just to get you fifteen nanograms. Yeah, sure, that was 

interesting. So I was along with those various associates and those kind of things who used to 

make those big magnets, super magnets and these kind of things. And do all those magnetic 

resonance studies, EPRS, and MMRS, magnetic resonance. 

 

Ben: What was it like for you? I mean the Civil Rights Act was only passed in 1965 in the 

United States. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: That was at the time yes. 

 

Ben: So, as a Haitian, how did it feel in those big institutions? 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: I was involved also. In fact, I was considered the most promising young black 

man in America. In fact, I mean the highest salaries and these kinds of things. And when I 

decided to come into Haiti to live in 1971/72, the people flew from the States to come and see 

“what can Haiti offer you that we could not offer you to keep you” and spent a week with me 

here. Yes. 

 

Richard: And what was your answer to them? 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Well I didn’t have to because they live with me for a week. 

 

Ben: They could see with their own eyes. 
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Ati Max Beauvoir: Exactly, exactly. What could Haiti offer you that we could not offer you? 

Because they would have paid anything to hold you. Because we were the forefront of the 

studies. In fact that’s when we started to work with digital equipment also. PDP8s, I don’t know 

if you recall them and the PDP10s those early computers that have become this mobile computer 

you have now. Yes, of course sure, that’s when Apple was born also and all these things. Yeah, 

sure, exactly. And Apple wanted to have you around. Yes, exactly, and they wanted you to go 

and live in Singapore. Singapore, but why Singapore, why that’s…you’re the guy, the guy with it 

in Singapore. 

 

Ben: Because the tech industry was growing there. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: That was the time; that was the time. It was [a] fantastic time. 

 

Ben: But you chose to come back to Haiti. Now, I understand from your life story that you 

became, you were designated as the inheritor of the spiritual tradition in your family in the mid-

‘70s. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: My grandfather, a really funny thing that happened that day, I remember. I 

was on Easter time. I just happened to have been here and my grandfather was dying. I go and 

see him in Saint-Marc. He decide “you take over.” “I take over, over what, tradition.” “I do? I’m 

the least prepared. In fact I’m a chemist.” “You do.” But the guy was dying the following 

morning. How could you have said no? How could you have said no? You have no position to 

say no. So in fact you heard it. I took about a year to think about it. Maybe there is something in 

there. What don’t you investigate that a little bit more. And I’ve been investigating up to today.  

 

Ben: Okay, so you went and did you find your spiritual guide or the ougan who would be your 

papa or your manbo who would be your manman? How did you… 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: I don’t know if I could tell you that. In fact it’s so incredible a story. The 

world has been sending scientists to come here to Haiti and to study Vodou. They come from all 

over the place. The top minds come here to study Vodou and they did their studies. You too 

you’re doing studies too. Except that, what you read, reading Vodou is not what everybody finds. 

Oh, oh, something’s wrong there. Crazy, those great mind came to study Vodou and they 

reported what they found. And yourself, you’ll never believe, the Vodou population of Haiti 

claim that they are the heir of the pharaoh of Egypt. That’s what Vodou’s all about. And the 

entire tradition is the tradition of the pharaohs. And there has been what they call circumstances. 

Incredible circumstances that occur that you get your source from three different places. One 

from the Indians, so what we call Amer-indians, who were the Egyptians, who are made big 

boats around Morocco and one day they decided to go south and they came and located here. 

And lived here, what we call the Taino people. That’s one of them. Two other groups, one of 
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them left Egypt and went [to] North Africa, went around Mali, and resided briefly about where 

they call Mali Empire and created that Mali Empire of that time. And from there, there was little 

migrations in Benin and other places there, Nigeria, Ghana, and these kind of things. That’s the 

second source. And Benin, Dahomey, Benin now, also the second source. And the third source 

by hazard again went all the way down the Nile Valley, straight down to end up in the Congo. 

And from the Congo they migrated back to West Africa again mixing with all that. And that’s 

the time we arrive in 1600’s at the moment the bam, bam, bam, they put their hand on them and 

dropped them to Haiti.  

 

Ben: Okay, so this is a widely held view in Haiti that there is… 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Nobody has, that’s my own lecture, my own reading. Nobody has read that 

yet. 

 

Ben: I see. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Nobody else has read that. That’s my reading of Vodou. And the pharaoh, 

what you call pharaoh, not pharaon like the Français. It’s a great family here in Haiti, the 

Pharaoh family, sure, well known. The family of the pharaoh, Pharaoh family, everybody knows 

the Pharaoh family. They are there. And there was a couple of pharaohs who were at the head of 

each one of those groups and the people say they are coming from there. Ogou Feray, tell you 

how he left Egypt, crossed the Nile river: Pito, pito sè mwa, se mwa li ye. Pito, pito sè mwa sè 

mwa li ye. Mwen rele mèt Ogou, Mwen rele mèt Feray. It’s the pito was the name for the Nile. 

The Nile was called the great python, like the snake. So it says that he’s crossing the Nile River 

to go to West Africa and it is from West Africa he came to Haiti. Mwen sòti Gelefre, kouman ou 

ye Papa Ogou, Bonswa Gelefre, that’s the pharaoh of Egypt. You see because that’s the way 

people used to call themselves. They didn’t coin themselves by the country like we do today. But 

by the king, they are the children of the king. So the particular king their pharaoh was called, 

Gele Frè. Mwen sòti Gelefre, Koman o ye papa Ogou, bonswa. The whole thing is there. We are 

the Egyptians, and Vodou is nothing else but the traditions of the Egyptians. To the point where 

even the fish we eat, pwason nwa, are the same fish that use to be in the Nile every year. Except 

there was the kru of the Nile, meaning when the Nile goes down. In fact there is a mountain with 

a ton of snow on top that use to melt every year, and at the time of the melting there was lots of 

these fish that you could pick up today here in the mountains. Incredible. Incredible, the ason 

that you have and the song of the ason is nothing else but what they call sistre meaning it was the 

creation of the Egyptians and that was the way for them to present Mat, the déesse. The divinity 

Mat of Egypt going into the papyrus. Walking in the papyrus, that’s the sound you get with your 

ason. The whole thing! How come all those big guys never seen it? I don’t know. I don’t know. 

 

Ben: It’s true, nobody’s really talking about it. 
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Ati Max Beauvoir: People like Herskovits, you have other people, incredible people who came 

here, how come they didn’t read that? Maybe they didn’t pay enough attention to it. 

 

Ben: So now there is of course in anthropology and in archaeology and in research in genetics, 

there seems to be a pretty clear consensus that human beings migrated from Africa about 

120,000 years ago and spread throughout the world. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: In fact, I don’t think it was 120; it was 40,000. 

 

Ben: More recent? 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: 40,000 years. 

 

Ben: So now if we look at Greek and Roman religions, if we look at Scandinavian religions… 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: All of them went to Egypt to perfect their studies, yeah. 

 

Ben: And Shamanism in Korea? 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: All of them, the entire world studied in Egypt. All the Greek heroes and all 

those big philosophers, Ptolemy, all of them they studied in Egypt. What did they study: Vodou. 

Go and tell them that, they won’t believe you. 

 

Ben: Well the etymology would be the area of research to start looking at to find the connections 

across the languages. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: But reading Vodou that’s what you get. That’s what you get. Any reading 

which is beyond superficial reading takes you there. 

 

Ben: Maybe it’s difficult partly because the Library of Alexandria was burned. Then of course 

there were numerous Christian invasions… 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: And of Mali also. 

 

Ben: Indeed, of course followed by Islamic movements. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: I think the prejudice also. The fact that they would not believe that a small 

country, a poor country like this, could have claimed Egyptians roots and these kind of things. So 

they don’t view it in that kind of light. But I’m surprised that a guy like, many of those guys we 



19 
 

19 Copyright © 2013 Hebblethwaite, Zavitz and Raitano,  
Funded by the UF-Duke NEH Collaborative Grant 

 

know, we have all their books there. They have not read that. When that seems to be the most 

obvious. The most obvious. So in fact by not reading that, that’s not one thing to read. 

 

Ben: Well, you’re inspiring me I’m going to start working on my Egyptology. It will be very 

helpful for me. So before we took a break, I had asked you about the earthquake. This is of 

course one of the most monumental tragedies in modern Haitian history. And it has been used 

time and again by primarily Protestants to scapegoat, to attack Vodou. So I’d like to know where 

that is going in Haitian discourse, nationally, and what are Vodou understandings of the 

earthquake? So if you could sketch for us an understanding of how it’s being used by certain 

Christian sects and then what is Vodou’s response? And what can we do? Because we went to 

Gonaïves, the Protestant radios are everywhere. They’re so angry. It just seems like Vodou is 

under siege. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: It is under siege and in fact it was tomorrow that I was invited by the 

president of the parliament to go and discuss just that. 

 

Ben: Okay, so the government sees this is a problem. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: It is a problem. 

 

Ben: It is. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: It’s a major problem because in fact they made amendments to the 

constitution of Haiti when Martelly became in power. And, one of the things he did was amend 

one part of the constitution called article 297 that was protecting the Vodou people. And by 

amending it, it makes every Vodou person a little sorcerer to be destroyed. Of course we 

disagree, surely. 

 

Ben: Why would the current government want to retract laws that protect Vodouists who have 

been attacked for more than three, four hundred years? Why would they want to step back after 

the progress of the 1987 Constitution? 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Even after slavery. 

 

Ben: After slavery! 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Yes, why do you want to take the law of Napoleon and put it there and force 

it? Because that’s the Code Noir, that they call the Black Code. And he’s putting it back there 

again. Why would he do a thing like that? I don’t know. He didn’t tell me yet. 
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Ben: Well you know I’ve been watching Laurent Lamothe and following his moves through 

facebook, through the media and I’ve noticed he has gone to some lakou to try and reassure the 

Vodouyizan. So what do you make of that? I mean, is it superficial?  

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: He’s trying to say Max Beauvoir is a liar. When he himself has amended that 

article 297. And unfortunately because he moves with the poor people who barely have food. So 

in fact they were very glad to see him and receive him. And this happened on the 13th of 

February. But come on, he was on the Place d’armes of Gonaïves, meaning the public square of 

Gonaïves, on December 2nd with all the parliaments [parliamentarians] and all the ambassadors 

and all these groups of people. They were all there in front of the Church of Gonaïves. They did 

not care about inviting one of them to come and sit with him. You see twelve days earlier. 

 

Ben: So it’s using mirrors or smoke. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Exactly. 

 

Ben: But you fear that there is a sort of negative campaign against Vodou in their treatment of 

the constitution, of Haitian law, and its intentional. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Oh yes, in fact maligned. Yes, he has maligned us for sure and why did he do 

that, I don’t know. I have some ideas though. I think those guys are jokers. That’s what they are. 

Bad jokers. And as such they have decided to sell it with the country, which they are doing to 

industrial means to the industry and these kind of things. That’s the whole idea of Caracol and 

the President Clinton who groups there and the university being built there. They did that in the 

North region and now they want to do it also in the Artibonite. By saying, “well we want 

manpower use in Haiti,” you see, the politics of work for the Haitians. Not at the price of giving 

away the land. That’s ridiculous. Because what it does actually taking the rice everywhere that 

grows rice, cut the arm off those peoples, so to speak, get this rice from Vietnam. And from there 

put concrete on the Artibonite. Where invite people to come and put their free space [Free Trade 

Zone] where people come and build industries without paying taxes and then bring everything 

into your containers. Haitians will work on your work and they claim Haiti is the place where we 

get the labor, cheaper labor. So in fact when they give $10 to somebody else, they give a Haitian 

2 bucks to do the same work. And with his 2 bucks he’ll not even be able to buy the same pants 

that he has sown himself again. Because the same pants will go away in the container without 

paying taxes. And that’s ridiculous. So in fact we don’t see things eye to eye. 

 

Ben: So there’s political manipulation. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: I think he’s selling away and to sell better, in fact, he had to put that Vodou 

thing into the constitution, which he did. Disregarding totally human rights and the freedom of 
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religions and creeds and beliefs and these kinds of things. You can’t do that. How dare you. How 

dare you do a thing like that. 

 

Ben: So how can you explain for example when I come to Haiti and I visited Gonaïves for 

several days and I listened to the radio, I detect so much anger. There’s a kind of rage in the 

voices of the Protestants on the radio; a kind of…they’re not talking, they’re screaming. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: I did not answer your questions before; let’s undo it now. After the 

earthquake there was a guy called Pat Robertson. He’s the one who the same day of the 

earthquake decided I knew the devil was there and the devil is what is killing you. And these 

kind of things. That’s not an earthquake but the devil. He said that. Of course that’s too bad for a 

pastor. In fact you would expect feelings, compassions for people dying in large numbers and 

these kind of things. We didn’t find any of that. But two weeks later came Sarah Palin, who is 

another one of those, along with what’s the name of that guy again, whose father was a great 

militant Protestant again...Jerry… 

 

[person off camera]: Pat Robertson? 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: No, no 

 

Richard: Falwell, Jerry Falwell? 

 

Ben: Billy Graham? 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Billy Graham was here with Sarah Palin and of course pushing in the same 

directions. And finally they establish a group here called Shalom. Shalom group is a group of 

evangelical pastors who draw their fans from Israel. But the worst group or the group that 

doesn’t want those guys to live below the Palestinians is ready to kill all Palestinians. That’s the 

one sending money to Shalom. That’s the guy.  

 

Interview 2b (23:27): Click here to watch the clip 

 

http://www.dloc.com/AA00015254/00004?search=max+%3dbeauvoir
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Ati Max Beauvoir: …of things that we have.  

 

Ben: Is it getting worse? 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: A joke. That’s nothing! That they would not want them again. Simply 

washed away. In the case of this. I think right now, like I said before, I believe in all religion, all 

religions are good. Every religion is fine, no problem. But respect yourself. If you don’t respect 

yourself, you will soon go. And very soon.   

 

Richard: You spoke earlier about how Vodou brought together all of the spirits, ethnicities that 

came together from different parts of Africa here in Haiti and kind of gave you a common 

language a common ideology and how it’s important for there to be understood creating kind of a 

single national identity and pride of identity and pride of place. And I’m wondering how Vodou 

might work now along political lines and how it’s kind of being fought and how Protestantism 

might be a way of others with different interests preventing a cohesive peoples in Haiti so that 

they could keep a consistent regime of exploitation, oppression, the haves and haves-not and how 

Vodou might kind of work with that and help in your opinion… 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: You know I don’t believe they are that cruel; I do not believe it. I believe the 

first group that was against Vodou was the woman Catholics. And they had to be, to receive a lot 

of blows themselves, for them to cool off the way they are now. And this kind, the Protestants 

now are coming and they’re skewed for the Catholics but they don’t realize that what they are 

waging is a war that they would like to see in the place here. A war of religion in which they 

have nothing to gain. Because they are trying; it’s the same war of independence because they 

are talking against the independence of the country. And President Martelly is playing in their 

hands because he receives money, money motivates him. He is playing into their hands. But 
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what they are playing, what they are fooling around with, is the war for independence and it 

won’t take a very big blow to simply remove them and send them to the Dominican Republic. 

Easy! Not a very big blow.  

 

Ben: So Vodou’s option is resistance? 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Of course.  

 

Ben: As always.  

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: I heard them on Sunday, for instance. This Sunday, past Sunday [Easter] on 

the radio. The radio was “Kiskeya” radio. There were two goofs who were Protestants talking, 

saying “Oh we are 42% of the country, we are 52%, and these kinds of things; and the Catholics 

say “we are the best.” That very same day, they didn’t take a look in the cities, in the towns, to 

see the Rara people. I asked them “The Rara was what? Protestants or Catholics? [Laughing]” 

They didn’t even realize that! And even though they had that on Good Friday, the crucifixions, a 

large group of people, with the cross and these kinds of things. That’s a fistful compared to the 

rest of the population. A fistful! They did not even realize it! Because they are thinking “We are 

52%!” At the same time. Because they are in their nice cars behind the church for the 

crucifixion. They did not take a look at the Rara. Go to channel 11 and you get all the Raras 

They will see who the population is. Easy! Easy! That would be more than a 100% that they are 

talking about.  

 

Ben: So how do, if you think about the Vodouizan in the countryside, on the top of mountains, 

how, or who live in Kafou or in Cité Soleil, how do they see this earthquake? For them, how is 

the earthquake different… 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Natural phenomenon.  

 

Ben: Natural phenomenon.  

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Natural phenomenon. We know that the earth is a sphere, a sphere which is in 

motion. There is a crust and we sit on the crust and the belly of it is soft. And that softness is 

what causes earthquakes. The earth where you are, it moves, it rocks, in fact, it’s a Vodou 

concept. Life is motion. You’re alive because you can move and everything that moves has life. 

Motion delivers a motion and life has the same words. And the earth moves also, it walks. 

Centimeters if you like per year but it’s a walk! There are many years and it’s a long walk and 

then it goes and hits something else and you get an earthquake. It’s that simple. I am not 

interested in that world.  
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Ben: You mentioned education earlier, I’d like to know what you think about an idea that some 

members of Zantray in Gonaïves mentioned, and I’m thinking of Jean-Claude Noel, I don’t know 

if you know him, but he is the current president of Zantray in that city. 

 

Beauovir: In what city? 

 

Ben: In Gonaïves. Jean-Claude Noel.  And they recently received a gift of land, a relatively large 

piece of land from the magistrate, the local government, who was a former member of Zantray 

who has been elected. And their goal is to build a Vodou school and to build a clinic and some 

other facilities so that children can be exposed to a more Vodou-oriented education. I thought 

that was an incredible project and so I was wondering what do you think is the potential for a 

Vodou school in Haiti over the next coming decades? Do you think it’s something the Haitian 

people want? 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Not really but we’ll have to get to that. I think they have been proscribed 

from a Vodou school and to me that was obvious. I think that it’s about time this was over and 

that education should be open to all. And [indisc.] yes. Now I don’t know the piece of land in 

Zantray. But I know Souvnans is on 56 kawo, not acres, kawo. A kawo is 1.2 acres. It’s great 

what they are doing, that’s good. It’s very nice. People will enjoy it, to have schools, have 

hospitals, and other things they want to do. I think it’s good. It’s a good thing to do. Of course if 

they don’t use it that too bad, but they should use it, I think everybody should be able to use their 

best mind to increase the potential of the people who live around them. That’s how it should be. 

Collectively.  

 

Ben: Collectively within the Vodou community?  

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Yes. Not exclusively. If other children want to come to school then why not? 

Let them come! Make your school in a way that it is not something repellent to the others. Let it 

be open to all. I’m in favor of that.  

 

Ben: One thing that I have noticed as I have been growing as a scholar in Haitian studies and in 

Vodou studies, is I’m increasingly aware of the diversity of traditions in Haiti. So, in Florida I 

was mostly exposed to kanzo style rituals and culture and when I visited Gonaïves last year I was 

suddenly exposed to deka style Vodou, deka style initiation. So I was very surprised to see the 

different ways of worshiping in that city, that didn’t resemble Kanzo at all. So, how many 

schools- well you know in Tibet they say there are 4 schools of Buddhism- in Haiti would you be 

able to say how many schools, major schools, there are? Is there any sense about that? 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Oh yes. Oh yes. In fact, if you recall, I described before, Vodou is an 

agglomeration of various groups. Each group has their own ritual. It was one of these groups at 
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the beginning who said “You don’t have to incorporate your ritual to mine. I will respect you if 

you will respect me.” And it’s special groups: Senegal, we have the Senegal group, we get the 

Mandingo group, we get the Kanga from the Ivory Coast and the Kaplawou-Kanga is from 

Nigeria, Kaplawou is from the Ivory Coast, we get the Akan group here from Ghana, we get the 

Dahomen, and now what we call Dahomian, and this is even a mistake that Souvnans is making 

believing that it is Dahomen. No, that’s not true. It is Alada Dahomian. Because in fact it is from 

Alada, it is a different group from the kingdom of Alada different from the kingdom of Dahomey 

which is more north. Dahomian is in fact the cult of the Black Panther, which you do not find in 

Souvnans. They don’t have that.  

 

Ben: Agasou 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Agasou, they are not Agasou. You won’t find somebody, we never see 

anyone called Agasou. We know the name, the name is part of the songs. But nobody has a lwa 

called Agasou. In Haiti all over in the North and the South and the West but you have the people 

from the Congo, the Ibos. Yes, you have them, you have the other Congos. So each one of them 

maintained their own rituals, they have their 4-5 days that matter to them. And it is admitted as 

such. And those would be what you call the schools. They are the schools of rituals that exist. In 

fact we can call them and see how many again on the fingers. They are there. But, in fact, each 

one respects the ritual of the others.  

 

Ben: And they show that by appearing at the ceremonies… 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Exactly. Now the Kanzo is Alada Dahomey. That’s where it’s all common, 

the rope, there is a rope which you cannot see with the eyes, but that exists, that binds everybody 

who has been through that process of initiation. But you don’t have that in Gonaïves because in 

Gonaïves it is your family cult. It’s not an ounfò type of group. The ounfò opens the door to all 

and they have a ritual which is different from the one that you find at Souvans, Soukri, or Badjo.  

 

Ben: So when you were speaking about your work on Le Grand Recueil Sacré, you mentioned 

that if you take really common songs you can find common songs sung in a 100 different 

locations but with variance. So I guess what I would like to know is in your 40 years of field 

work, how much of the corpus of Vodou songs is common and how much of it is particular to 

specific locations? 

 

Beauvour: It’s good that you’re mentioning they have their specifics. That will come up at one 

time or another. It’s one of those books. They will not have the Kanzo because the Kanzo is 

strictly from Alada Dahomen. Why so? Because they want to put it together with Toussaint 

L’ouverture and Toussaint L’ouverture was from Alada. His father was the king of Alada, called 

Gawou Ginou. And himself, he was from the kingdom of Alada Dahomen that makes the kanzo, 
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oungan, and manbos. But the others don’t have that but they have something called Sèvitè. The 

Gran Sèvitè is like the Bantou; in the many Congos; there are different Kongo groups, but they 

are Sèvitè. But they don’t have the kanzo, oungan and manbo. However the kanzo and the 

oungan and manbo is what gives you the world view. The family Vodou doesn’t give you world 

views, it gives you rituals. You attach yourself to it, linked to your father and mother; without 

really the true world view. And the world view you get from initiations to Rada and Kanzo.  

 

Ben: And you mentioned the world royal and you mention that… 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Royal Dahomey. 

 

Ben: Indeed. It was a kingdom and it was ruled by powerful kings.  

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: It was Gawou Ginou who came here, to Sendomeng, to Haiti at the time. 

Voluntarily, willingly, in fact he was not sold as a slave. He was the brother of the king of Alada, 

the chief of the army, and pretending to the thrown and the new war against another place called 

Savey and he lost, his army lost. And the whole army was taken and sold to Sendomeng and so 

he decided to come willingly to Sendomeng, to accompany his troops. And he was the father not 

only of Toussaint L’ouverture but of three generations of lwa. He’ll get Floreville Hypolyte 

because when he was baptized he was baptized a Puritan like everybody who stepped on the 

land, you are baptized. So he was baptized then Floreville Hypolyte was sold. He was also taken 

to prison. And the wife of Francois Duvalier also was of the same family name, from Léogâne.  

 

Ben: So in the Dahomian context, the king would confer the ason on the priest; but in Haiti, of 

course, the royal element is of course broken because of colonialism, but how are traces… 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Not so. 

 

Ben: No? 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: No. [laughs] The manbo is a queen and oungan is a king over his group. And 

there is no oungan who doesn’t have a group upon which he rules, he has not lost his position. 

His political position.  

 

Ben: So there is a sense of royal culture that is strongly maintained in the kanzo initiation. Okay. 

That’s very interesting.  

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Yes, it is interesting.  
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Ben: Is it possible for say, songs and elements of the kanzo rite to spread to deka and elements of 

deka to spread to kanzo in a kind of, cause in Haiti you know people migrated… 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: The deka, the deka is what you find in Gonaïves up north. And the head of 

the Souvnans group is a deka. He reigns over his group divinely, so to speak, because the spirits 

select him. Even though his name is Bien-Aimé, he’s the son of the Bien-Aimé from before but 

in fact he had to be chosen by the spirits and he was chosen by the spirits. But everybody in 

Souvnans are the children of Grandpapa who is buried-you know the mapou, where it is-on the 

right side of the mapou, when you leave the mapou, that’s where the tomb is of Grandpapa, of all 

of them, it’s the family group. This is why Hérace Simon extracted himself from there to go and 

create Zantray. It is like an offshoot of that, but without family ties.  

 

Ben: So as Vodouizan attend ceremonies in other traditions, do they carry the songs from their 

traditions and share them? Is there communication? 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Yes, yes. Many of the songs get into one another and people of the same area 

know them. Of course if you live in Gonaïves and you go into Cayes, you’ll find different songs, 

but you’ll find a lot of the same songs too. Geographically. All the basic songs will be the same, 

Papa Legba will be the same.  

 

Ben: Many of the songs for the cere…There is definitely some overlap in this book with your 

book, but there are many songs that are unique which makes me think that this is the tip of the 

iceberg.  

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: That is correct, that’s correct. There is more! Where these come from. There 

are places where, in fact, this flourishes like in Jacmel. They have the roots, then of course they 

let everything flourish. Then you get a song in Jacmel that you will not find elsewhere. It’s a 

corner, it’s a corner. Because in the history of this country, the army from the North often was 

living in Cap-Haitian and Port-de-Paix to go and fight in the South, L’Armé du nord. I have the 

song: Crions vive, vive l’armé du nord, [...] baryè boutèy...[...]  And that’s what they call the 

Kako. They were really put together. They were finished with that armé du nord with the 

american occupations of 1916, in 1914. When they came but l’armé du nord was often coming 

that way, was coming down, but going down the natural start point was from Jacmel and 

Dessalines coming from the South and going to the North. That leaves a lot of stories that you 

pick up in Jacmel [song] Papa Loko di yo, Azagon Loko di yo sa e ye/ se nou menm ki soti 

Jakmèl, n a ba yo nouvèl o And they heard the news coming from Jacmel, being news on what 

has happened in the South going to the North.  

 

Ben: And tried in a song. 
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Ati Max Beauvoir: Yes, of course. And that’s the way stories were told. Even the death of the 

father of the country. That’s the same story, the one I just sang. In fact, it was telling you that 

Dessalines himself was ougan. Loko Dewaze Azagon Loko Papa Dewaze, Lanperè Desalin Loko 

Dewaze. It means like Dessalines is an ougan, bona fide, yes. 

 

Interview 2c (18:15): Click on this link to watch the video 

 

 
 

Ben: Well for instance Nan Badjo has Dessalines painted on the wall and they maintain oral 

tradition there which places him as a guest for some weeks at the temple. And Kajòj, Lakou 

Kajòj, we visited, and they have Toussaint L’ouverture spending time.. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: And Henri! 

 

Ben: Right! Are these remembrances preserved in history books or are they… 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: No, not at all. History books say there is no Vodou in Haiti. [laughs] 

 

Ben: It’s brushed under the rug.  

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Right. Exactly, but Dessalines is a name all over the world. People like to 

believe that could be the title of Napoleon but that’s not true, he was made important before 

Napoleon. He’s an Emperor Sanpwèl. He does the Sanpwèl. Bizango and Sanpwel was the army 

of the Amer-Indians or Tainos, that’s what the Sanpwèl is and the Bizango there are people from 

Guinea-Bissau. Those are the type of people that go to Senegal. Yeah, the Bizango and the 

Sanpwèl, those were the natural armies, what do you call, the army of the population.  

 

http://www.dloc.com/AA00015254/00005?search=max+%3dbeauvoir


29 
 

29 Copyright © 2013 Hebblethwaite, Zavitz and Raitano,  
Funded by the UF-Duke NEH Collaborative Grant 

 

Ben: Those are elements within Vodou that are directed to protect Vodou heritage, if I 

understand you correctly? 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Yes, that is correct. Certainly. 

 

Ben: But they don’t have that reputation in the street.  

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: No, because they will not give them that reputation because the ones who 

wrote about them despise them! The Christians, they are the only ones who know how to write! 

That’s why they will never say good things about them. But they are the ones who maintain law 

and order all around the country. It’s not the polis nasyonal that was there; in fact in a vast 

amount of places like Souvnans-Soukri-Badjo and you find two polis nasyonal (police officers), 

you found a lot! It’s the tradition that defends the law and order.  

 

Ben: I’d like to..I don’t want to take too much more of your time. But I would like to talk to you 

about how we should begin work on translating your collection Le Grand Recueil Sacré into 

English. We have research assistants who are fluent in Creole and English who are objective and 

capable of doing the work. What kind of expectations do you have for the translations? Would 

you like to receive drafts of our work to inspect for mistakes? What level of… 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: I think if it’s an honest translation I see no problem. And certainly I will view 

it and see if it will answer my thoughts and then if it doesn’t I will fix it there, there, there 

[gestures]. But I will comment on your movement, I will comment.   

 

Ben: That’s wonderful. I have been waiting to start before I speak with you and receive 

permission. It’s your... author rights are to be respected.  

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: [Laughing] yes, of course! Sure! But it’s our book. In fact, to translate it is a 

big job. It’s not simple.  

 

Ben: Yes, it’s going to be a very big job.  

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: So, I’ll accompany you. But let’s do it! I think it’s a worthwhile project.  

 

Ben: Okay, I do too. Very much. I’m willing to dedicate my life to that.  

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: And likewise, like I said, there are three or four books ready to come out, 

ready to shoot if you want me to shoot them to you. You can put them in, I see no problem. 

 

Ben: Oh really? 
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Ati Max Beauvoir: Yes. Because I printed mine and it was a deal I had with the Press Nasyonal 

here in Haiti who put it in the collection as you can see, the special collection of humanity, you 

call it Kolèksyon Patrimwàn. So it’s just an honorific title given to you by the friends of the press 

and there it is, you can push it on every publisher and so that’s a good thing. I’m all for it. It is a 

book I have written; what I have written is greatly in French. What I have written is written in 

French. 

 

Ben: Yes, yes. You mean your introduction, the conclusion, or your body of work? 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Right. 

 

Ben: Right. We will translate that too into an English volume. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Very good, certainly. No problem. And the other books I have, if you are 

interested, I should give them to you too [laughs]. 

 

Ben: Please do, please do. I’m very interested.  

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: That is what you wrote. 

 

Ben: Well we have the Vodou Archive, so with permission we can also publish any PDF that you 

are willing to share. We have a very good archive that’s available to the world for free. So we 

have a platform to share anything by any Vodouizan. I do encourage you and welcome you to… 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Mind you, I cannot say that I am totally disinterested because being old I am 

always happy to find your time needs to come from somewhere so if I could find time for the 

work that would support my old age, I would go for it! 

 

Ben: Well that’s right. We’ll have to negotiate some type of a contract for the translation, of 

course. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Exactly, exactly.    

 

Ben: Once we have samples of the book to send to different publishers, then we can begin the 

negotiating the terms of the contract to benefit you. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Exactly, exactly. Very shortly I could be not walking anymore, so if you have 

a way of getting some subvention, it is not a bad thing. It’s not a bad thing.  
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Ben: I can work with that. We have yet another… 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: In a few years you’ll be there too! [laughing] 

 

Ben: I know! I’m getting there! My beard is turning white! So we are also building a book called 

The Vodou Reader and that book will contain a large number of interviews so we have 

interviews with Sèvitè Bien-Aimé, with Manbo Mari-Kam and Sèvitè Pwofèt, with Sèvitè 

Dorsainville Estimé. We have interviews that you have given with television crews that we have 

transcribed already.  

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Very good.  

 

Ben: So we would like to include this interview also. We will transcribe it into English and it 

will also be included in that volume. So we have many book projects.  

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Exactly.  

 

Ben: And you feel comfortable pursuing that? 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Very comfortable. In fact mine are getting conferences. At the beginning, I 

used to write them. When I was young, I used to write conferences and the last time… for the 

past 10 or 15 years I don’t even write conferences. I give a conference and then I come home and 

write about it. I take my time and write about it, just to safeguard what I’ve said. So I gave 

conferences essentially but with a little bit more beefed up. So that speech that I have to put 

together is form of books and push them.  

 

Ben: I’d love to take a look. You could probably find a more prestigious publisher than me. I 

have a small publishing house. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: You have a publishing house? 

 

Ben: I do. I’ve published five books. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Oh my goodness! Let me have your card! 

 

Ben: I don’t have a card. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: You don’t have a card [laughs]! That’s good. 

 

Ben: I can send you some examples, samples of the books we have released.  
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Ati Max Beauvoir: That one? 

 

Ben: Well this is Temple University Press. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: That’s Temple University Press. 

 

Ben: So that’s an academic press. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: You know my father is from Temple.  

 

Ben: I do know that.  

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: You knew that? He was the first black man who graduated from Temple 

Medical School.  

 

Ben: I’ve heard.  

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Must have been around 1910.  

 

Ben: And you worked there at some point. It must have been unusual to go walk in his footsteps.  

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Yes, exactly. And he was from Temple and I remember, he remembers, he 

told me that to get his diploma, he could not have it along with all of the other students but he 

was handed his diploma in the office of the dean. 

 

Ben: Really? 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Yes. There were no other blacks at the time.  

 

Ben: 1910? 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: 1910. 

 

Ben: Well at the University of Florida, I think the first black student was admitted after World 

War II. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: That’s 1942. 

 

Ben: The first! 
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Ati Max Beauvoir: That’s ’42. That’s a long time. 1910.  

 

Ben: Well the South has much more… 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: It’s more open to the South American or other ideas. But Temple in 1910 

they didn’t give him his diploma in the hall with all of the other students. Because that was the 

sad part but they had good memories also. 

 

Ben: Well it’s wonderful that he was able to travel to the US and learn. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Yes, he did that. He was [one of the first] first Haitians who did that. And 

then he went to Boston where he did his surgery… 

 

Richard: His residency?    

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: In 19… before 17. And he was in Boston.  

 

Ben: During the first World War. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Before the first World War, right before. In fact, when he did his board and 

all the certificates, it was the war, the war had started. 1917. 

 

Ben: So do you gentlemen have further questions? 

 

Richard: I think we covered what I was interested in for the project. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Very good, so you got enough material. But we can always get together some 

other time if you want.  

 

Ben: Well I would love to come to any ceremonies that we could have access to. We are also 

building a catalog of Vodou videos on our Archive to preserve for the public. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: There are so many beautiful ceremonies here, so many beautiful ceremonies.  

 

Ben: Do you have dates that you plan them… 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: I keep a few dates. Now that we are in March, probably the next one will be 

July, July 25th probably.  
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Ben: Okay, July 25th for Ogou.  

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Ogou. But the size of the ceremonies I used to have years ago. They used to 

be so fantastic and nobody has kept them [indisc.]. But that’s good also that way. They are gone. 

  

Ben: They’re in the memories.  

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: In the memories. Because that was an uphill battle, a difficult battle. Because 

at the same time that I tried to keep the purity of the ritual as tightly as possible, I was being 

fought against by the government of Haiti who did not want to show that we have Vodou in the 

country. So it was a constant battle, a constant battle! 

 

Ben: Okay, that you started? 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Yes. With Duvalier. Jean-Claude Duvalier. 

 

Ben: He wanted to hide, hide the religion. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Exactly. If you can make it pass as folklore, that’s fine. [laughs] 

 

Ben: So during his rule, you saw the ceremonies as sort of a public way to preserve the ancient 

tradition and also confront the pushback from the central government. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: I couldn’t, I couldn’t have called myself a political activist. I happened to 

have built up enough strength within myself to the point where nobody tried to push you, you 

see. Even though they downgrade what we do and these kinds of things. But they never try to 

push you. So I’ve never been indentured physically or by the government of Haiti. I’ve been 

respected all of the time. I’m too old. In fact, I think this is probably my worst time, with this 

present government. But even that, in the last letter they sent me, it was an invitation to come 

and speak with the president of the Parliament to see how we can mend things. How can we 

mend the constitution? How can we? [indisc.]  

 

Ben: How can they amend it? Or.. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: They have amended it, now how to mend it, meaning how to change things 

that people don’t know that we are changing. But decree you write that we cannot say it the way 

you want it. 

 

Ben: And that’s tomorrow. 

 



35 
 

35 Copyright © 2013 Hebblethwaite, Zavitz and Raitano,  
Funded by the UF-Duke NEH Collaborative Grant 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: That’s tomorrow. That was from Thursday last week and it went and it turned 

out that the day before and they said “No, don’t come on Thursday!” All the deputies wanted to 

be in their own district for Rara and so they would not be present. And they said yesterday, they 

told me that it’s for tomorrow and I said, “That’s too short of notice. I cannot react under such 

short notice.” Then they [indisc.] and I thought, “Be more serious.”   

 

Ben: Some planning time.  

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Yes. If you’re going to call me yesterday and say it’s for tomorrow, it’s a 

joke. You don’t do that to people. So I will not be going tomorrow. You want to put it some 

other time, fine, but not tomorrow.  

 

Ben: Well I wish you luck.  

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: You know that’s what it means is they have agreed. They put it on 

themselves that they did wrong. 

 

Ben: But it’s post. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Well yes but it’s post-effect. They have already taken the law; it is published 

in Le Moniteur; oh yes, since June. But I think it’s against human rights, they cannot do that. 

They have signed this. Sure. So I disagree.  

 

Ben: Well thank you for being the defender of Vodou that you are.  

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: Thank you very much.  

 

Ben: And thank you for taking the time to meet us and speak with us.  

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: I am pleased. 

 

Ben: Thank you, we’re very grateful.  

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: I am pleased. 

 

Ben: We would like to return. 

 

Richard: Souple anpil.  
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Ati Max Beauvoir: We will do that, we will do that. I am sure that once you’ve thought up 

enough questions again, we will sit together again.  

 

Ben: That sounds good. 

 

Ati Max Beauvoir: My pleasure. 

 

Ben: Wonderful.     

 

 

 

 

 


