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with the keys, points to the breaking of the chains ofslavery only to see them 

exchanged for this entrapment under glass. 

Domond plays with a multiplicity of elements to bring to the viewer the 

horrors of confinement. Chief among them is the use of a bottle that could 

serve both as a ship-in-a-bottle container or as a receptacle for the pre serva­

tion of a laboratory specimen. Hallucinatingly trapped in a viscou s reddish 

fluid that could be blood, amniotic fluid, formaldehyde, or a flavored liquor 

to offer a guest (hence the liquor glass resting on the table ), the bottled fig­

ures look stupefied, as if zornbified in their entrapment. Their entrapment in 

the bottle reminds us of the process of zornbificarion itself, in which a bokor 

or sorcerer seizes the victim's ti bon ange-the component of the soul where 

personality, character, and volition reside-and traps it in a bottle, leaving 

behind the body as an empty vessel subject to the commands ofothers. Under 

Glass, moreover, speaks to the viewers' voyeuristic inclinations, reminding us 

that, like figures under glass, we can look at the situation of the refugees with­

out really making a connection. And th at the key to the refugees' freedom, 

sitting so prominently on the table, is within our reach-if we can only stir 

ourselves into action. 

Today, more than a decade after the court-ordered closing of the Guanra­

narno refugee camps, the botpippel experience continues to resonate in Hai­

tian art even though the tide of refugees had slowed down until Aristide's 

second ouster in 20 04. We find the characteristic elements of the genre in 

a recent series of haunting, brooding works by Jean Idelus Edrne, a painter 

associated with the Centre D'Art in Port-au-Prince. Edrne has painted boat 

people since as far back as 1988, inspired by a relative who made the crossing 

to Miami by boat and is now a U.S. citizen. His recent work, particularly his 

Botpippel (2003), invokes both the breathtaking power of the sea and the 

memory of the Middle Passage, which he links to Christian symbolism (a fa­

vorite element being the mast ofth e sh ip used to symbolize a Christian cross). 

He is among a group ofartists who have revived the botpippel genre in recent 

years, and that includes a number ofyoung sculpto rs working in wood, such 

as Mel io j eanry,whose work can be seen at the Mu see d'Art in Port-au-Prince 

and who produces relatively simple car vings depicting eight or ten people in 

a boat, typically accompanied by either a mermaid or asea monster. Gabriel 

Volcy, a former policeman and native of Leogane who works with Galerie 

Monnin, produced in 20 0 3 an impressive rendering in wood of a boatlo ad 
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Figure 6.11 . Rejin Leys W herever There'sSomeone Fighting. Rep rodu ced by permi ssion of rhe 

an isr. 

of refugee s in imminent danger ofcapsizing . Marked by the skill with which 

he has captured the alm ost palpable expression of horror on the faces of the 

boat's occupants, the work is a most impressive example of th e poss ibilities of 

using sculptu re to address the history of the Haitian refuge es. 

Haitian refugees, particularly those who had been held in Gu anranamo 

Bay awaiting processing , are also the focu s of the work of Rejin Leys, a Hai­

tian artist living in New York. Leys is one of several young artists featured in 

a 1988 N ew iOrk Times article on H ait ian art in New York. Her Wherever 

There's Someone Fighting, an ink and paper work reproduced in the 2002 So­

cialJu stice Calendar published by the Bread and Roses Cultural Project in 

New York City, brings the elements charact eristic of the botpippel iconogra­

phy to greater focus through their abstraction (see fig. 6.I1). The work is part 

of a series of works on boat people that explores the links between labor and 

migration. Here, the refugees ' dreams of financi al prosperity in the United 
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States become the ragged corners of a dollar bill framing the drawing; the 

waves of the sea become blue veins on a polished white marble surface and in 

turn transform before our eyes into the barbed wire that restricted the refu­

gees' movement within Cuanranarno base. Reyes' boat , a stylized shape with 

seven protruding black feet, refers both to walking out of the sea Onto the 

shore as well as to the myth s of walking over the water s to return to Africa. 

Leys also meant the boat with feet to literally represent the "boat people." "If 

the terms boat people and illegal alien are used to dehumanize;' she has said, 

"then what would thi s non-human creature look like?"6Textured to recall a 

wooden vessel, the boat has angel-like wing s in lieu of sails, pointing to the 

lightness of flight. The word s that frame the boat, "Wherever there's some­

one struggling to be free, look in their eyes, you'll see me;' drawn from Bruce 

Springsteen's "The Ghost of Tom Joad"-adapted in turn from John Stein­

beck 's The Grapes ofWrath-provide a link between the refugees' struggles 

and other migrations of the displaced and hopeful poor. Springsteen's song 

(1995) provides a suitable link to the botpippel's struggle through its explora­

tion of "an America that has turned its back on the working class and the 
foreign-born" (Deming). 

The unfortunate legacy of the Haitian refugee camps was revived follow­

ing the attacks of September II, 2.001 against the United States with the ar­

rival of the first pri soners of the war against terrorism at Guanranamo base. 

Less than a decade after the closing of the Haitian containment camps the 

nightmare the y represented had returned as Guant anamo has once again be­

come the space for confinement, torture, and death. Could it indeed be the 

case that people have forgotten that history has not opened a new chapter but 

is merely repeating itself? AsJoan Dayan writes: 

Within a maze of chain -link fences, razor wire and guard towers, metal 

cages baked in the tropical heat, the inmates inhabited what was de­

scribed in the early months of its existence in The Guardian as a "densely 

packed zoo ." Soon afterwards the cages were replaced with a penal 

colon y designed to hold indefinitely up to 2.,0 0 0 prisoners. How do 

these images of incarceration tell a history of punishment and retribu­

tion in the United States? What is the standard for treatment ofprison­

ers taken in the current "war against terrorism"? For the prisoners sent 

from Afghanistan and other sites to Cuanranamo, mistreatment begins 

during tran sport. The prisoners are shackled by the hands and limbs, 
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made to wear ear cuffs, blindfolded by blacked-out goggles, and then 

hooded.... At Guanranamo they were forced to kneel with their legs 

crossed for long periods of time. Exposed to the sun, they were held un­

til September 2.002 in cages measuring 1.8 by 2.4 meters. (Dayan , 158) 

"C uantanarno is not a spa, but neither is it an inhumane torture camp"­

so claimed Colleen P. Graffy, US. deputy assistant secretary for public diplo­

macy,seeking to contain the international backlash against the United States 

as sto ries of atrocities in Cuanranarno poured out. "It is a prison;' she has 

argued, "and as prisons go, it is well-run and humane" (Sweig). The world, 

it would seem, disagrees, as would those who like Micheler and Anniser left 

their paintings as testimony to the despair of a confinement that only ended 

when the y and other H aiti an refugees were vindicated by the courts. As the 

debate over immigration and the closing of the US. borders rages, threat­

ening to become the dominant issues in current US . politics, the botpippel 
paintings remain to illustrate past efforts at the curtailment and deterrence 

ofearlier waves of undesired refugees, many ofwhose voices were silenced by 

death. 

Russell Bank s, in Continental Drift, write s of the mysterious inability (or 

unwillingness) to speak of the H aitians fleeing to America. His Haitian char­

acters had seen toO much, gone through too much to speak of simple, every­

day matters. Bob Dubois, his protagonist, describes the H aitians he brings 

on his boat to Miami as "a quiescent, silent, shy people who seem fatalistic 

almo st, who seem ready and even willing to accept whatever is given them 

(Bank s 305). It is an assessment shared by Karen McCarrhy Brown , who while 

working with H aitian refugees in Brookl yn noted the same silence among 

those who, like Banks' Vanise Dorsinvile, had turned to Vodou for wordle ss 

comfort after thei r har rowing experiences at sea or in refugee camp s (Brown 

1996). Haitian writers have been equally silent about the painful experiences 

of the botpippel and the many losses of life the ir sto ry contains. Marie-Jose 

N'Zengo-Tayo explains the difficulty of writing about the botpippel experi­

ence, arguing that "the reason for thi s 'absence' can be found in the impos­

sibility of transforming th is realit y into a meaningful metaphor" (9 3). 

It has been the painters, then, who have found the visual language and 

artistic metaphors to record the narrative of this tragic episode in Haitian 

history. As art ists, the y have also become memorialists, historians, witnesses 

who have brought to life on canvas a narrative that seems to many forgotten , 



1 6 0 / L izabeth Paravisini-Gebert and Ma rtha Daisy Kelehnn 

a story brought to life again only occasionally when the debate over contain­

ing immigration blazes anew or when the base at Guancanamo once again 

makes headlines. In Empath ic Vision: Affict, Trauma, and Contemporary Art, 

Jill Bennet asks how art can convey the force of trauma, how it can "register 

pain 's call for acknowledgement . . . an antiphony of language and silence" 

(so). The botpippel painters,who se exploration ofthe narrative ofthe Haitian 

refugees-the lucky ones who made it to shore and the unlucky ones lost at 

sea or repatriated to a yet more inhospitable home-saw them become sec­

ondary witnesses to their national tragedy, have sought through their art to 

trigger within us an affective response, another mode of witnessing. They ask 

us to become, as spectators to the trauma of the botpippel, the living memori­

als-and the living memories-ofanother chapter in Haiti 's tragic history. 

Notes 

We would like to thank Bill Bollendorf of Galerie Macondo, Jan et Feldm an (and 

theJanet Feld man Collection at the Waterloo Ce nt er for the Arts in Iowa), Marcus Re­

diker, and Pebo Voss (curato r of th e Jon ath an Dernrne collectio n of H aitian paintings) 

for their help with the writin g of thi s essay. 

I. The plight of th e botpippel also becam e a theme for young Haitian musicians. 

Magnum Band, a H aiti an-Am erican Kompa band based in Miami, recorded several 

songs th at asked for better treatm ent and sympathy for the plight of Haitian refugees 

arriving in the United States. In "Liberty " (198l), the y asked listeners to imagine what 

happened to the refugees who spent all th ey had to make the sea crossing, people who 

"sold everyth ing they had at hom e/to look for a better life/ when th ey arrive they're put 

in pris on /some never arrive/s harks ate them en route / they sank in terrible weather" 

(Arthur 196). 

l . Encircling sharks will be a leitm otiv in botpippel paintings. They figure most prom­

inently in and black and white ink dr awing by J. J. Georges (from Galerie Macondo) 

that graph ically depicts sharks at the bottom of the sea feeding on drowned H aiti an 

refugees. The con stant pr esence of sharks in botpippel paintings and narratives contrasts 

sharply with th e ofi-repea red tale ofElian Gonzalez, that most famous of Cuban proto­

refugees, saved from the sharks that encircled him by dolphins that kept him afloat until 

he was rescued. 

3. See Jan- Franns Gasyo n's Kreyol adaptation of Shakespeare's H amlet, A mlet: Tra­

jedi youn neg ki pa ka deside, where the soliloquy begin s thu s: "Se sa ou se pa sa. Men 

kesyon an. Eske youn nonm ki sere dan-l, ki kontinye ap soufri an silans tout move kou 

ke lavi a pote-I pi brav ke youn lot ki pito tou ye tee Ii pou -l fin ak sa ? Mouri ak dorni se 

menrn bagay; epi, kalit e dorni sa a ede-n fini ak tout soufrans ki Ian ke-n ansanm avek 

tout doule ke ko-n santi . . . se sa nou ra renrncn ki rive, e byen vir rou. Mouri ak dornil" 

(22). 
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4- These elements are also present in an untitled watercolor painting by Jean Ernst 

Domond (Bill Bollendorf/ C alerie Macondo) that juxtaposes a series of mir agelike im­

ages whose central theme is th at of death at sea. A cemetery occupies the upp er lefi:­

hand corner and the eye moves counte rclockwise to enco mpass a skeletal figur e and 

a masked figure half-submerged in the sea, where small broken boats are dwarfed by a 

war sh ip (an allusion to th e U.S. Coast Guard) over which armed military figures hover 

menacingl y, blockin g access to a cit y of skyscrapers. 
5. Vega addresses "boa t peopl e" and th eir experien ce through humor in the titl e 

story from thi s collection, "Encancaranublado" ("Cl oud C over Ca ribbean"), where she 

places three pot ential refugees, a Dominican . a H ait ian , and a Cuban trying to reach the 

United States. on a shaky rafi: in the middle of the sea. Her interest lies in highlighting 

how, despite their inter-island tension s and differences. the y face similar challenges in 

their relationship to the United States. Their in-fighting capsizes th e raft, at whi ch point 

they are "saved" by an American fisherman who is unable to d istin guish among them 

and sends hi s Puert o Rican crewman to deal with them. H e, in turn, counsels against 

their naive visions of the United States as paradise: "If you want to feed your bellies here 

you're going to have to work . and I mean work. A gringo don't give nothing away. Not 

to his own mother" (Vega 1989, III). 
6. E-m ail exchange with autho r.Janu ary 19. z. o o y, 


