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Exhibition Companion
During your visit, if objects, 
symbols or words raise questions, 
look around and listen. You will 
most likely find texts or audio­
visuals that help put things 
into perspective by explaining 
Vodouists’ point of view.

Different meanings
Vodouists and non-Vodouists  
often attribute different, and 
sometimes opposite, meanings  
to certain objects, symbols or  
words associated with Vodou.  

For example, for those who  
practise Vodou, human remains 
have a positive association because 
they represent ancestors. When 
ancestors are close by, the living 
can communicate with them 
and benefit from their help and 
experience.

Things to consider
To better understand the signifi­
cance of human remains in Vodou, 
ask yourself questions about how 
you perceive the deceased. 
·· What types of objects that 

belonged to deceased loved  
ones do you keep? Photo- 
graphs, personal objects,  
locks of hair, ashes?

·· What significance and role  
do you attribute to these  
objects? How would you feel  
if they disappeared?

A thought-provoking 
leaflet on Vodou: history, 
worldview and rituals. 
You can read the leaflet 
as you go through the 
exhibition or refer  
to it afterwards.
For adults and teens.
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Le musée vous accompagne

Le musée vous accompagne 
Si, au cours de votre visite, des objets, 
des symboles ou des mots suscitent 
une interrogation, ouvrez l’œil et 
tendez l’oreille. Il est fort probable 
qu’un texte ou un document audiovi­
suel puisse vous aider à relativiser vos 
réactions spontanées en vous expli­
quant le point de vue des vodouisants.

Des sens différents 
Certains objets, symboles ou mots 
associés au vodou haïtien possèdent, 
pour les vodouisants, un sens dif­
férent, parfois même contraire, de ce­
lui que beaucoup de non-vodouisants 
leur donneraient. 

Par exemple, chez les adeptes du vo­
dou, les restes humains suscitent  des 
sentiments positifs, car ils représen­
tent les ancêtres. Lorsque les ancêtres 
sont à proximité, les vivants peuvent 
communiquer avec eux et profiter de 
leur aide et de leurs expériences.

Pistes de réflexion
Pour mieux comprendre la place que 
les restes humains occupent dans 
la pratique du vodou, posez-vous 
des questions sur votre rapport aux 
défunts. 

-	 Quels genres d’objets ayant 
appartenu aux êtres chers décédés 
conserve-t-on? Des photographies, 
des objets personnels, des mèches de 
cheveux, des cendres?
-	 Quelle place et quels rôles 
accordez-vous à ces objets? Quelles 
émotions ressentiriez-vous si ces ob­
jets disparaissaient?

Persecuted in Haiti, Vodouists saw Vodou banned, 
faced anti-superstition campaigns and were forced 
to convert to Christianity. And Vodou has been 
distorted in the mass media and portrayed as evil.  

Could certain episodes in Haiti’s 
history have given rise to the 
clichés surrounding Vodou?

Indigenous 
peoples, 

with their own 
spiritual traditions,   

enslaved
African 
slaves 

with their own 
spiritual traditions

African and indigenous   

spiritual practices 
were  

punished and banned.

vodou emerged 
when indigenous 

and African people 
came together.

Clandestine practice

Viewed as 

barbaric  
and bad

Incomprehension  
and false accusations

Distorted in

mass media 
Clichés 

surrounding  
Vodou

Anti-superstition  
campaigns

Haiti,
controlled by  

Catholic 
European 

colonizers



WHAT ARE LWA?
A special category of spirits, 

manifestations of 
the Gran Mèt (God)   

What is the significance 
of possession in Vodou?

Possession is a special way of communicating 
with the lwa. In a universe where everything 
is interconnected, Vodouists consider it normal 
for humans to be able to temporarily house the 
energies of the lwa.  

WHERE? Everywhere
·· Everyday places
·· Sacred places

WHY?
To keep the   

energies   
in the world 

balanced 
or to restore their 

balance 

WORLDVIEW
Reality consists of 

spirits and spiritual 
entities whose energies 
permeate everything in 

the universe.

WHO? Anyone 
Especially Vodouists, 

who communicate 
more easily with lwa

WHAT? Successful  

communication 
with a lwa 

WHEN? Any time
·· Daily activities

·· Spiritual ceremonies

HOW?
·· People let lwa use their 

bodies.
·· They do not suffer.
·· After, they return to 

their usual state.
·· Length of time and 

intensity vary. 

possession



QUOI? Une 

communication 
réussie avec un lwa 

w

Marks of 
violence  

on objects  
and figures   

evoke battles 
fought

The importance of secret 
societies in Vodou

Vodouists have differing perspectives  
on the relevance of secret societies.

There are hundreds of lwa (spirits), divided 
into many rites. Some rites are practised by 
Vodouists organized into secret societies:  

·· Bizango
·· Sanpwel
·· Zobop

·· Vlenbendeng

Colonial period 
·· Vodou banned

·· Vodouists punished
·· Slavery and oppression 

Today 
Secret societies are not 

viewed the same way by  
all Vodouists.

for
RoLES 
of secret  
societies

Helped organize the  

 fight for 
freedom and 
independence 

Clandestine
Vodou  

practice 

Defended
oppressed  
Vodouists

They defend  
Vodouists.

Political 
independence  

was gained 
in 1804.

They ensure  

justice 
where  

the state 
is absent.

Vodou  

officially 
recognized  
in Haiti in 2003.
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