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SAVAGE SEASONS 
By Kettly Mars 

 
 

Summary 
 
François Duvalier is the president of Haiti, supported by his volunteer paramilitary force, the tontons 
macoutes. Daniel Leroy, the editor-in-chief of a newspaper in opposition to the regime, has been 
arrested and taken to Fort Dimanche as a political prisoner. He leaves behind his wife Nirvah and his 
two children. When Nirvah goes to see the secretary of state to plead on her husband’s behalf, the 
official instantly takes an interest in her. Under pressure from the secretary of state and a desire to 
protect her husband, Nirvah comes to a decision that complicates her relationship with her neighbors, 
her friends, and her family. Told from multiple points of view, the novel describes Nirvah’s personal 
struggles within the context of Haiti’s political turmoil. 
 
For more information: 
http://www.nebraskapress.unl.edu/product/Savage-Seasons,676315.aspx 
 

About the Author 
 
Kettly Mars is a writer from Port-au-Prince, Haiti. From the age of 25, she worked as an assistant 
office administrator until she began to follow her passion for writing ten years later. She started her 
writing career with poetry and then worked on novels. Her first novel, Kasalé, was published in 2003. 
Her other books include: L’heure hybride (2005), Fado (2008), Saisons Sauvages (2010), Le prince 
noir de Lillian Russell (2011), and Aux Frontières de la soif (2013). Her talents have been recognized 
with the Prix Jacques-Stephen Alexis, Prix Senghor, Bourse Barboncourt, and Prince Claus Award. 
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Although her works are set in Haiti, they convey themes that transcend a fixed setting, as illustrated in  
the multiple translations of her novels. Her writings are a reflection of society, and they often 
investigate the rights of women and people’s search for identity. She is currently a member of the jury 
for the Henri Deschamps literature award. 
 
For more information: 
http://kettlymars.com/biographie/  (in French) 
http://www.letterenfonds.nl/en/entry/173/kettly-mars-as-wir-in-amsterdam 
 

____________________________________________________________ 
About the Translator 

 

Jeanine Herman is a translator of French literature, philosophy, psychoanalysis, and art criticism. She 
has translated the works of numerous authors, including Julia Kristeva and Eric Laurrent. She is a 
Chevalier in the French Order of Arts and Letters. 

 
Historical Context 

 
François Duvalier, known as “Papa Doc,” was the president of Haiti from 1957 to 1971. He earned his 
nickname through his previous career as a physician who fought diseases prevalent in Haiti. He came 
to power on a platform that advocated for the poor black majority. However, once he was in office, he 
began a reign of terror infamous for murdering and torturing the political opposition, especially the 
members of the Haitian Communist Party. Duvalier’s rural paramilitary force, the tontons macoutes, 
officially called the MVSN (Militia of National Security Volunteers) maintained his control. He often 
used Haiti’s native vodou religion to bolster his claim to power. In 1964, he named himself President 
for Life and was succeeded by his son. His rule was responsible for the death of 30,000 Haitians. 
 
Sources & for more information: 
http://content.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,876967,00.html 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fran%C3%A7ois_Duvalier 
 
 

Key Characters 
 
Nirvah: 
Protagonist and wife of Daniel Leroy 
 
Daniel Leroy: 
Husband of Nirvah 
Editor-in-chief of the newspaper in opposition 
to Duvalier, professor, second in command of 
the PUCH 
 
Raoul Vincent: 
Secretary of state 
Head of Duvalier’s police  

 
Marie Leroy: 
15-year-old daughter of Nirvah and Daniel 
 
Nicolas Leroy: 
11-year-old son of Nirvah and Daniel 
 
Solange: 
Nirvah’s neighbor 
Practices the Haitian vodou religion 
 
Dominique: 
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Daniel’s life-long friend and confidant 
 
Maggy: 
Nirvah’s best friend 
 
Michel-Ange Lefèvre: 
Secretary General of the PUCH 
 

 
 
Arlette & Sylvie Leroy: 
Daniel’s sisters 
 
Roger: 
Nirvah’s brother 
 

Key Passages 
 
 
 “Le plus dur est l’incertitude de la mort, l’attente, comme une blessure qui ne cicatrise pas et tue la 
vie, goutte à goutte” (13). 
 
“En fait, depuis Duvalier, la notion de gouvernement remplace celle de l’Etat. Donc, Duvalier étant le 
chef du gouvernement, c’est lui l’état” (40). 
 
“Il [le secrétaire d’État] contrôlait parfaitement la situation. Il avait pénétré dans l’intimité d’un 
dissident nommé Daniel Leroy et le destin de sa femme, de ses enfants, de ses domestiques et de 
son chat dépendait de ses appétits à lui” (71). 
 
“Le principe duvaliériste de survie est de mordre la main de qui vous secourt, de lui manger tout le 
bras même, s’il le faut” (105). 
 
“Je ne contrôle plus ma vie. Des gens décident pour moi” (139) 
 
“Je veux la vérité, cette vérité qu’elle chuchote souvent avec les grands” (176-7). 
 
“Port-au-Prince est une ville à deux visages, une ville traîtresse” (182-3). 
 

Questions for Discussion 
 

1. What effect do the varying points of view have on the reader’s understanding of the story? 
2. Why does the book refer to Raoul Vincent only by his title “the secretary of state,” until chapter 

12? 
3. What kind of statement does the story make about the idea of power, and the lack thereof? 
4. How does Nirvah’s life change once she begins her relationship with Raoul Vincent? 
5. How is this story relevant today? 
6. What is the significance of the title?  
7. Why does Nirvah live in a state of ignorance after she decides to give in to Raoul Vincent? 
8. How does Nirvah’s social status factor into the story? 
9. How does the rate at which time passes change throughout the course of the novel? Why? 
10.  What do you think of the depiction of American intervention presented in the novel? 
11.  How does the description of Nirvah change between her narration, Daniel’s journals, and the 

thoughts of Raoul Vincent? 
12.  Why does Nirvah often find herself turning to Solange for comfort? 
13.  What is the importance of each of the three “gifts” that Raoul Vincent gives to Nirvah? 
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14.  In Chapter 27, Nirvah thinks, “Je ne contrôle plus ma vie. Des gens décident pour moi” (139), 

meaning, “I no longer control my life. People decide for me.” To what extent do you find that 
this statement is true for Nirvah? 

15.  How would you describe the changes in Nirvah’s social standing and disposition in Chapter 
32? 

16.  Why does Marie keep the truth of her relationships a secret from Nirvah? 
17.  What do you think of the novel’s ending? 

 

Book Reviews 
 

“Set within the surreal and disturbing context of an arbitrary dictatorship, Saisons Sauvages is not just 
the story of a woman torn between right and wrong. The extracts of Daniel’s diary within the novel 
offer a critical reading of the class system and corruption that plagued Haiti during the Duvalier 
years.”— French Voices  
http://www.facecouncil.org/book/grantees2010.html 
 
“Saisons sauvages indeed moves beyond the exotic by scrutinizing the ambiguities of master/slave 
relations, the erotic, morality, family, community, and class dynamics, and ‘the thousand ways one 
finds to dialogue with one’s conscience.’”— Repeating Islands 
http://repeatingislands.com/2010/03/19/new-book-kettly-mars%E2%80%99-saisons-sauvages/ 
 
 “A fine feminist and political novel that plunges into a country where ‘nobody dies a natural death.’ As 
she reveals the mechanisms of this totalitarian regime, Kettly Mars confirms the energy of Haitian 
literature, which includes, besides Dany Laferrière or Lyonel Trouillot, remarkable women as well.”—
Le Nouvel Observateur  
http://www.nebraskapress.unl.edu/product/Savage-Seasons,676315.aspx 
 
“The principal merit of Kettly Mars’s novel Savage Seasons is in making us feel a dictatorship’s 
intimate grip on its subjects. . . . Savage Seasons is a novel about the widespread abandonment of 
freedom by a society that has become macoute, where dictatorship leads to collective, accepted 
madness.” — Christian Tortel, Le Monde 
http://www.nebraskapress.unl.edu/product/Savage-Seasons,676315.aspx 
 
“[Savage Seasons] makes clear the Haitian misfortune beyond pathetic clichés for those who want to 
understand a country that suffers not only from the cruelty of nature but also from the violence of 
political history.”— La Vie 
http://www.nebraskapress.unl.edu/product/Savage-Seasons,676315.aspx 
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Interviews with the Author 
 
Kettly Mars, 5 Questions pour Ile en île (in French)- 26 min. © 2010 Île en île 
http://www.lehman.cuny.edu/ile.en.ile/media/5questions_mars.html 
 
Ce qui m'intéresse, c'est ce qui se passe à l'intérieur des gens. Ce qui fait l'intérêt du récit, c'est 
justement comment les gens vivent de l'intérieur : les circonstances de leur vie, les circonstances qui 
dépendent d'eux, ce qu'ils subissent et, plus particulièrement, Haïti.” 
 
“What interests me is what happens inside of people. What makes the tale interesting is precisely 
how people live on the inside: the circumstances of their life, the circumstances that depend on them, 
what they endure, and more particularly, Haiti.” 
 
“En général, je fouille mes personnages et je mets moins l'emphase sur le côté narratif de mes textes 
que sur le côté étude de caractères et de psychologies.” 
 
“In general, I dig deep within my characters, and I put less emphasis on the narrative aspect of my 
texts than I put on studying personalities and psychologies.” 
 
“[J]e m'intéresse à cette tranche d'histoire qui commence vers le début des années 1960, les années 
de mon enfance. J'ai une obsession de comprendre ce qui se passait à l'époque où j'étais gamine, où 
je vivais ma vie sans trop bien comprendre ce que c'était qu'une dictature, ces gens qu'on faisait 
disparaître, comment les gens vivaient dans les foyers, sous ce régime” 
 
“I am interested in that slice of history that starts around the beginning of the 1960s, the years of my 
childhood. I have an obsession with understanding what was happening during the period when I was 
a kid, when I lived my life without really understanding what a dictator was, who were these people 
that disappeared, or how people lived at home under this regime” 
 
Kettly Mars Interview about Savage Seasons (in French)- 7 min. 
http://www.dailymotion.com/swf/video/xzkzrf 
 
“Pour moi, la vie, en fait, n’est jamais exactement noir ou blanc…Il y a tellement des hommes de gris 
dans nos vies, et j’aime bien explorer ces hommes-là” 
 
“For me, life, in fact, is never exactly black or white…There are so many ‘gray’ people in our lives, 
and I really like to explore those people.” 
 
“Le roman c’est un genre… très jaloux quand il vous tient, et bien c’est la grande aventure” 
 
“The novel is a literary genre that is very jealous when it takes hold of you, and well, that’s the great 
adventure” 
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Interview de Kettly Mars: Le mensonge, séquelle du passé (in French) 
http://evene.lefigaro.fr/livres/actualite/interview-kettly-mars-heure-hybride-francophonie-haiti-294.php 

 
“On ne peut pas écrire pour écrire surtout lorsqu'on vit dans un pays qui s'appelle Haïti.” 
 
“You cannot write just to write, especially when you live in a country called Haiti.” 
 
“J'ai voulu montrer la femme. Et particulièrement la femme sans homme. J'ai voulu montrer la 
détresse de ces femmes. Ce n'est pas typiquement haïtien, ça se retrouve partout : la solitude est un 
phénomène humain, qui fait souffrir sous n'importe quel ciel. J'ai voulu dire que la femme a des 
besoins, des besoins d'affection, de sentiments, de chaleur... quel que soit son âge, quel que soit son 
statut social.” 
 
“I wanted to show the woman. And particularly the woman without a man. I wanted to show the 
distress of these women. It is not something typically Haitian; it’s everywhere: solitude is a human 
phenomenon that causes suffering beneath every sky. I wanted to say that the woman has needs for 
affection, for emotion, for warmth…regardless of age, regardless of her social status” – speaking of 
her other book, L’heure hybride 
 

Suggestions for Further Reading 
 
“Paradise Inn” by Kettly Mars from the collection Haiti Noir, edited by Edwidge Danticat (Akashic 
Books, 2011) 
 
 

About French Corner 
 
Works in translation play an important cultural role in the U.S. as well as the rest of the world. They 
face a two-fold challenge of making intelligible the subjectivity of the author as well as that of his or 
her culture. . French Corner brings together the Cultural Service of the French Consulate in Chicago 
publishing houses, and bookstores to make French books in translation more accessible to American 
readers and to increase the visibility of French-speaking authors in the Midwest. It fosters an 
interactive experience between the readers, building a reading community interested in discussing 
these works, and involves Francophone authors in a discussion about their work in the U.S.  
 
The Savage Seasons Reading Guide was researched and created by students Charles Hurt from 
DePaul University, Chrissy Sweeney from Northwestern University and Johana Teneqexhi from 
Loyola University during their internship at the French Cultural Services in Chicago. 
 
 
 


