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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 Guantdnamo 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 myths of walking over the waters 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 this non-human creature look like?”® Textured to recall a
wooden vessel, the boat has angel-like wings in lieu of sails, pointing to the
lightness of flight. The words 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 of Wrath—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 bospippel’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 11, 2001 against the United States with the ar-
rival of the first prisoners of the war against terrorism at Guantdnamo base.
Less than a decade after the closing of the Haitian containment camps the
nightmare they represented had returned as Guantdnamo 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? As Joan 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 asa “densely
packed zoo.” Soon afterwards the cages were replaced with a penal
colony designed to hold indefinitely up to 2,000 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 of prison-
ers taken in the current “war against terrorism”? For the prisoners sent
from Afghanistan and other sites to Guantinamo, mistreatment begins
during transport. 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 Guantdnamo they were forced to kneel with their legs
crossed for long periods of time. Exposed to the sun, they were held un-
til September 2002 in cages measuring 1.8 by 2.4 meters. (Dayan, 158)

“Guantdnamo is not a spa, but neither is it an inhumane torture camp”™—
so claimed Colleen P. Grafty, US. deputy assistant secretary for public diplo-
macy, seeking to contain the international backlash against the United States
as stories of atrocities in Guantdnamo 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 Michelet and Anniser left
their paintings as testimony to the despair of a confinement that only ended
when they and other Haitian 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 U.S. politics, the bozpippel
paintings remain to illustrate past efforts at the curtailment and deterrence
of earlier waves of undesired refugees, many of whose voices were silenced by
death.

Russell Banks, in Continental Drif?, writes of the mysterious inability (or
unwillingness) to speak of the Haitians 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 Haitians he brings
on his boat to Miami as “a quiescent, silent, shy people who seem fatalistic
almost, who seem ready and even willing to accept whatever is given them
(Banks 305). Itis an assessment shared by Karen McCarthy Brown, who while
working with Haitian refugees in Brooklyn noted the same silence among
those who, like Banks’ Vanise Dorsinvile, had turned to Vodou for wordless
comfort after their harrowing experiences at sea or in refugee camps (Brown
1996). Haitian writers have been equally silent about the painful experiences
of the botpippel and the many losses of life their story contains. Marie-José
N’Zengo-Tayo explains the difficulty of writing about the botpippel experi-
ence, arguing that “the reason for this ‘absence’ can be found in the impos-
sibility of transforming this reality into a meaningful metaphor” (93).

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 artists, they have also become memorialists, historians, witnesses
who have brought to life on canvas a narrative that seems to many forgotten,
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a story brought to life again only occasionally when the debate over contain-
ing immigration blazes anew or when the base at Guanténamo once again
makes headlines. In Empathic Vision: Affect, 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”
(50). The botpippel painters, whose exploration of the narrative of the 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 bozpippel, the living memori-
als—and the living memories—of another chapter in Haiti’s tragic history.

Notes

We would like to thank Bill Bollendorf of Galerie Macondo, Janet Feldman (and
the Janet Feldman Collection at the Waterloo Center for the Arts in Iowa), Marcus Re-
diker, and Pebo Voss (curartor of the Jonathan Demme collection of Haitian paintings)
for their help with the writing of this essay.

1. The plight of the bozpippel also became a theme for young Haitian musicians.
Magnum Band, a Haitian-American Kompa band based in Miami, recorded several
songs that asked for better treatment and sympathy for the plight of Haitian refugees
arriving in the United States. In “Liberty” (1982), they asked listeners to imagine what
happened to the refugees who spent all they had to make the sea crossing, people who
“sold everything they had at home/to look for a better life/when they arrive they’re put
in prison/some never arrive/sharks ate them en route/they sank in terrible weather”
(Arthur 196).

2. Encircling sharks will be a leitmotiv in botpippel paintings. They figure most prom-
inently in and black and white ink drawing by J. J. Georges (from Galerie Macondo)
that graphically depicts sharks at the bottom of the sea feeding on drowned Haitian
refugees. The constant presence of sharks in bozpippel paintings and narratives contrasts
sharply with the oft-repeated tale of Elidn Gonzélez, 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 Gasyon’s Kreyol adaptation of Shakespeare’s Hamlet, Amlét: Tra-

Jjedi youn nég ki pa ka deside, where the soliloquy begins thus: “Se sa ou se pa sa. Men
kesyon an. Eske youn nonm ki sere dan-l, ki kontinye ap soufti an silans tout move kou
ke lavi a pote-I pi brav ke youn 1ot ki pito touye tét li pou-l fin ak sa? Mouri ak domi se
menm bagay; epi, kalite domi sa a ede-n fini ak tour soufrans ki lan ké-n ansanm avek
tout doulé ke ko-n santi.. . . se sa nou ta renmen ki rive, e byen vit tou. Mouri ak domi!”

(22).
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4. These elements are also present in an untitled watercolor painting by Jean Ernst
Domond (Bill Bollendorf/Galerie Macondo) thar juxtaposes a series of miragelike im-
ages whose central theme is that of death ar sea. A cemetery occupies the upper left-
hand corner and the eye moves counterclockwise to encompass a skeletal figure and
a masked figure half-submerged in the sea, where small broken boats are dwarfed by a
war ship (an allusion to the US. Coast Guard) over which armed milicary figures hover
menacingly, blocking access to a city of skyscrapers.

5. Vega addresses “boat people” and their experience through humor in the title
story from this collection, “Encancaranublado” (“Cloud Cover Caribbean”), where she
places three potential refugees, a Dominican, a Haitian, and a Cuban trying to reach the
United States, on a shaky raft in the middle of the sea. Her interest lies in highlighting
how, despite their inter-island tensions and differences, they face similar challenges in
their relationship to the United States. Their in-fighting capsizes the raft, at which point
they are “saved” by an American fisherman who is unable ro distinguish among them
and sends his Puerto Rican crewman to deal with them. He, 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, 111).

6. E-mail exchange with author, January 19, 2007.




