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NEW YORK // Composed
with the childiike
simplizity that is typical of
Hector Hyppoelite, the
celebraled Haitian artist
the panling Pot oe Fleurs
was presumed lost under
a loppied gallery whe
earthquake ripped apernt
the Canbbezan nalion
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Hyppelite's Pot de Fle ook example of Haitian art nail. charactensed
by untrained artists producing simgle, symbolic works, and a standout piece In a

poverty-racked country's cherished arlistic lradition

&-polis
The artwork, painted by Hyppelite, a voodoo priest. directly on 1o cardboard in the
epape e
P Sa0s, was buried and breken into six pleces when its home, g privale gallery in
Subzcription Haili's capital, Port-au-Prince . came crashing gown on January 12
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The lattered ol painting was among the first beneficizries of the recent!ly opened
Cullural Recovery Cenlre where experis from the US-based Smithsonian
Institution repair tom canveasses and touch up chipped paintwork,

Richard Kurin_ the Smithsonign's head of arls, said: ‘Il was like a jiosaw puzzle
Cne of our conservalors lilerally out it back togelher When vou see the ull
p2INUNG, 1118 Pard 1o imaging thal il was in pleces.”

Restorztion teams

= = | working In three

I e National | Izboratories on the
outskirts of the cily have
the makings of a rare
success slory in 2
chaolic nation thal has
vel to begin resetlling
the 1 & millicn Hattians
l=ft hameless sight
months ago in earnest

Hyppolita's Fot de Fleurs
is among only a few
dozen pieces 10 be
repaired ana retouched
al the cenlre Other
ems include Célestin
Faustin'e Un Begau Séve, figurines of the indigenous Taino people and a documean|
from the revolutionary leader Gensral Alexandre Sation

is new a2vailable on iPhone

Clsen Jean Julien. a former Hzilian culturs minister who pow runs the centre in
Bourdon, says Haili lost zbout 50,000 iteme, from paintings o pottery and
Tanuscnpls 10 mosaics. in less than ong minute of destruction

Others say any eslimale is “wild guesswork” because gallery owners rarely ket
inventories of collections, mezning nobody knows exactly how much, or what, is
rapped under the mountzing of debns stll piled up across Por-2u-~rince.

“We have lost a lol, but we're lrving 1o save what we can,” szaid Mr Julien, who
describes gallery cwners digaing through twisled steel and concrete with bare
hande to rescue buried canvases. leslament to the importance Haitians place on
their art.
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In an impovenshed land (hal nas endured decades of brulal and incempetent
lzadarship, Haitian 211 tells the story of 2 people who defeated their French
colenial masters e becoma the world's first black-led republic, in the early 191h
century,

“Haill s eharaclerised by liverty and creativily, Mr Julien said “We were ljberaled
frem stavery and celabrate cur cullural diversity Thal can explain our huge
creativity. Crealivity 1s a way of life here 111 just our wentity "

Within wesks of the levelling of much of the captzl antisls began working aczin,
narrating the tragedy in oil paints and showcasing their wares on stres! comers,
hoping 10 sell pieces w the nflux of forean-aild workers.

Digaster spawned 2 naw Haitian cenre, dubbed ‘rubble 21", in which concrete
chunks and splintered carpentry from loppled homes became unlikely canvases,
bearing harrowing images of an evenl that claimed the lives of 200,000,

“Arl has been a way o overcome the lraums 81 by the sarthauake,” Mr Julien
adaed,

Hyppolita's piecss were pulled from (he wracked prvate gallery collection of
Georgas Nader Sr, a Haillan tyceon, where 2s many as 15,000 pieces worth about
USS20 millicn (Dh732 am) were buried in 2 shower of concrete boulders Only
aboul 2200 ilems have been salvaged

The quzke zlso levelled the Cantre d'Art in central Port-au-Prince, which was
feunded by an American schoolleacher, DeWitl Peters, in the 1940s and became
lhe creative hub for Hyppolile s contemporaries 2nd @ bresding ground for
generations of Haitian artists,

Two cargo containers filled vath anworks pulied rom the topoled gallery have yet
o be unloaded inle the recovery centre. although conservators are concerned Lhal
Caribbean humidily and mould have further damaged Lhe quake-tom canvases.

Few losses rival the impernance Hailizng 2fford (he eghl frescoes inside the
capital's Cathédraie Szinle Trinitd, which Hzili's best-known ariisis decorated with
biblical murals of black characlers to altract Canbbezn congragations in the early
19508

Wibrant frescoss. including Philomé Obin's crucifixion scene with a mulatto Jesus,
and Christ's ascension aver a scene of footvzll-plaving villagers by Castera Bazile,
ware losl when the cathedral collapsed. Conservalors are debating how (6 protect
the three surviving works.
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Restorztion warkers are daunted by their 1ask and predict thal unearthing,
rapairing and caleguarding pieces will take yezrs They zre alrezay facing cash
shortzges, and few nave begun rzising maney 1o rebuild collapsed calleries and
showcase arl once Haili s reconstruction begins in earnest.

For the Smithsonian's Mr Kurin, Haiti's arl scene is among the most lively and
sophislicated in the Canbbean and could lure foreign visitors and make tourism n
important revenue source, once rozsds. hotels and other infrastructurs are buill

“Are we really going o bulld a car factory or a stesl mill in Haiti? Ardistic production
could generale maore money for Haiti than other industries,” he said,

“Why nol ga! people o expenence Hatian cullure, cuising. arl. crafts, music
history and sights — emplov Haitizns and have peogple spend scme money in Hziti?
It could really drive the economy.”

Covarnment officiels zlready plan 1o exploit Haiti's enly listing cn the UN's world
heritage siles. g 19th-century citadel in the north of the country, and rebuild the
histaric district of the southern porl own, Jacmel, which suffered extensive
damage.

While such schemes are decades away, the first green shools of Haiti's cullural
recavery will appear cn October 1. when the exhibition Saving Grace: A
Celebraton of Hailian Arl opens al the Afirmation Arts gallery in Manhzatian,

The gallery director. Mara Goldwasser, describing Pot de Fleurs by Hyppolite, who
began his career painting wilh chicken feathers on cardboard canvases, sais: It
warms vour hezrt on so many levels”

“Just zeslhelically, iU's extraordinary. Bul when vou think of ils journey, how L was
I2ft for rubble and then with such a tender hand, put back legether”

Ireini@thenational.ae

. Send Lo friend = Prnt Bookmark & Share



