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CHAPTER 24

Papa Loko’s Dire Poétique in Twenty-First-Century
Port-au-Prince-Based Haitian Poetry

Alessandra Benedicty-Kokken

In this chapter, I take up the vexed theorization of contemporary
Haitian public life, by asserting that Haitian, especially Port-au-Prince-
based poetry of the twenty-first century, engages what I refer to as
Lokoian ethics to retheorize healing for present-day Haitian life. Since
myriad scholars have articulated the intimacy between and among
knowledge-making, philosophy, literary and artistic practices, spiritual-
ity, healing, and the medicinal in Vodou thought," it is worth under-
scoring the fact that the twenty-first-century Haitian poetry I consider
in this chapter constitutes a vital part of the conversation among
experts — academics, intellectuals, creatives — about how to perceive
and imagine Haitian life today. I address poet and writer James Noél’s
challenge to readers of contemporary Haitian poetry to grapple with
how to read and process the extremely troubling quotidian realities of
present-day Haitian civil society. Further, I examine the fugacity of the
Haitian lwa Papa Loko in his manifestations as the butterfly and as the
wind. Papa Loko’s elusiveness is evoked in Noél’s work, as well as in that

This article is dedicated to Claudine Michel. With enormous gratitude especially to Kyrah Malika
Daniels for the time she put into reading and advising this article on its discussion of Papa Loko, as well
as her advice on appropriate spellings of words related to Haitian Vodou, and to Kaiama L. Glover and
Niall Martin for reading and editing this article multiple times. Special thanks to Marie-José Nzegou-
Tayo and Cécile Accilien for their edits, suggestions, and expertise.

" Because there is copious scholarship on Vodou as a philosophical engagement with returning-to-
balance, as well as on the role of international humanitarianism in propelling Global Northern
domination, and the poetry itself invokes both, I do not dedicate separate sections to accounting
for already existing scholarship. Drawing on the work of Claudine Michel, LeGrace Benson,
Charlene Désir, Leslie G. Desmangles, Kyrah Malika Daniels, and Patrick Bellegarde-Smith,
Régine Michelle Jean-Charles asserts, “Vodou is more than a religion; it is indeed a way of life”;
Jean-Charles, Looking for Other Worlds: Black Feminism and Haitian Fiction (Charlottesville, VA:
University ofVirginia Press, 2022), 98.
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of Georges Castera and Lyonel Trouillot,” to whom Noél’s writing is
significantly indebted.’

Papa Loko’s fleetingness, his fugitiveness, has two implications. First,
both Noél and Trouillot place the butterfly in suggestive ecocritical
conversation with the dragonfly. In bringing together these two insects,
both of which and whom (since Vodou holds them in reciprocity to
humans) are celebrated for their beauty in Noél’s and Trouillot’s poetry,
a mediation on healing in present-day Haiti (and perhaps also
a suggestive reflection on global healing) emerges as a specific ethos of
the non-predatory. That is, at the same time that the Port-au-Prince
poetry of the early twenty-first century explicitly rejects all international
aid and NGO work as absolutely unhelpful and even highly rapacious, it
also stages the conversation between the butterfly and the dragonfly to
assert a mode of care that is unequivocally non-aggressive. For, “essen-
tially, the butterfly is not a predator,” whereas the dragonfly is a hunter
of other insects, including the butterfly and even smaller dragonflies.
While Noél and Trouillot do not explicitly make this claim, the juxta-
position of the two insects in their poetic work suggests that any way
forward for Haiti and, by extension, for any reader of their poetry, must
encourage survival only if non-predatory. In other words, Noél’s and
Trouillot’s poetry subtly counters Darwinian theory and its aftermaths
with a Dahomean and Yoruban ethical stance, as well as with echoes of
Taino thought from the island’s pre- and early colonial history.

Second, both Loko and the butterfly, his well-known avatar, evoke the
phenomenon of migration. Thus do they destabilize atavistic discourses

* As Yves Chemla, and Mehdi Chalmers and Lyonel Trouillot assert in their respective 2015 essays on
late twentieth- and early twenty-first-century poetry assert, poetry is being actively practiced across
linguistic and social classes, thanks to active mentorship by Castera and Trouillot. See
Darléne Dubuisson’s Reclaiming Haiti’s Futures: Returned Intellectuals, Placemaking, and Radical
Imagination (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2024). For Castera’s mentorship, see
Yves Chemla, “Bréve histoire de la poésie haitienne de 1804 a nos jours,” in Poesia haitiana. Ay1T1
CHERIL. Poésie haitienne (1800—2015), ed. Yasmina Tippenhauer (Havana: Legs Edition, Casa de las
Américas, 2015/2017), 94-95. Also see further discussion of Trouillot’s mentorship in
Mehdi Chalmers and Lyonel Trouillot, “Préface,” in Anthologie bilingue de la poésie créole haitienne
de 1986 & nos jours, ed. Mehdi Chalmers, Chantal Kénol, Jean-Laurent Lhérisson, and
Lyonel Trouillot (Arles: Actes Sud/Atelier Jeudi Soir, 2015), 5-9.

The perspectives my chapter offers can also be extended to analyses of poetry by André Fouad and
Evelyne Trouillot. See André Fouad, “Bréve histoire de la poésie haitienne de 1804 4 nos jours,” in
Yves Chemla. Poesia haitiana. AYIT1 CHERI. Poésie haitienne (1800—2015), ed. Yasmina Tippenhauer
(Havana: Legs Edition, Casa de las Américas, 2015/2017), 112, and in Chalmers et al., Anthologie
bilingue, 62—63; and, Evelyne Trouillot also deploys what I refer to as a Lokoian ethics of healing in
their poetry, in “Le Cri qui trébuche,” in James Noél, ed., Anthologie de poésie haitienne contemporaine
(Paris: Point, 2015), 146.

* “Are butterflies predators?,” https://creaturefacts.com/are-butterflies-predators/.
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430 ALESSANDRA BENEDICTY-KOKKEN

about Haitianness and open up questions about what it means to stay,
leave, abandon, and/or remain loyal to Haiti.” At the same time, Loko’s
fugitiveness does not ignore or deny the fact that to live in Haiti implies
a certain intimacy with the interior —° a lived experience of early twenty-
first-century Port-au-Prince that is necessarily compromised when phys-
ically outside Haiti.

At the end of his introduction to his 2015 anthology of “contemporary”
Haitian poetry, Noél warns readers that they will “see red,” and asks them
to open themselves up to re-symbolizing the constant traumas that have
informed Haitian life over the past decades. Noél writes:

So as to distance ourselves the furthest possible from this danger, we have lain
out a carpet of red foam to welcome the new wave of poets. Readers, you shall
see red.

Words drenched in blood of so many living poets will contribute to
a surge of new perspectives on our times.”

Pour nous écarter le plus loin possible de ce danger, nous avons déroulé tapis
d’écumes rouges a la nouvelle vague de poetes. Vous allez voir rouge,
lectrices et lecteurs.

Les mots pleins de sang de tant de poetes vivant, participeront au jail-
lissement d’un regard nouveau sur notre temps.

Against the grain of much scholarship about Haiti that admonishes against
exceptionalizing Haitian quotidian life into stereotypes around violence
and resilience, especially in the wake of the 2010 earthquake, Noél asks
readers to confront these stereotypes. His prose is highly aware of the
theoretical contexts within which he makes this fervent declaration and
means, perhaps, to provoke.

Poetry in Crisis and Papa Loko’s Absence

The title of the first poem in Lyonel Trouillot’s Cest avec mains quon fait
chansons: Anthologie poétiqgue (With Hands Songs Are Made: A Poetic
Anthology, 2015) is “Il n’y a plus de poeme” (There Is No Longer a Poem),

and the poem’s first line is “Je ne Cenverrai pas de poe¢me” (I won’t send you

> Millery Polyné, “Introduction. To Make Visible the Invisible Epistemological Order: Haiti,
Singularity, and Newness,” in The Idea of Haiti: Rethinking Crisis and Development, ed.
Millery Polyné (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2013), xi—xxxvii.

¢ See Getro Bernabé’s poem “Kite m anndan”/“Laissez-moi 4 lintérieur,” in Chalmers et al.,
Anthologie bilingue, 30-31.

7 James Noél, “Un choix pour nous,” in Anthologie de poésie haitienne contemporaine, 12.
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any poems).® Similarly, in the first pages of James Noél's Belle merveille
(Beautiful Wonder, 2017), Noél’s first-person narrator Bernard writes, “Le
pire a pris le meilleur de nous, notre poésie est plombée dans la peur avec des
ailes de Coriolan qui 'empéchent de voler” (The worst has taken the best of us,
our poetry, with its Coriolanian wings, has plummeted into a dread that
inhibits its flight).” And in 2019, “poet and diseur” Ricardo Boucher graffitied
the words “le poe¢me tué” (the assassinated poem) — “a 2D, monochromatic
phrase, like a tag, written in cursive either red or black spray paint” — on a wall
in the Delmas neighborhood of Port-au-Prince.”” Each of these Port-au-
Princian poets makes clear that even poetry is affected by the dire state of
quotidian life for Haitians in Haiti.

Loko is one of the most esteemed lwa. He is understood as the healing
Iwa par excellence — he who teaches other lwa, houngan, and manbo —"
and his manifestations as butterfly, and also as the wind, figure both
explicitly and implicitly in the poetry that emerges from or meditates on
Port-au-Prince between the 1990s and the present day. As these works
show, Papa Loko’s fugacity ultimately leads the healer seeking out his
pedagogies to “new” lessons in the curative.

The poets’ engagement with Loko establishes a flexible reciprocity
between poetry and the highest levels of Vodou philosophy. Moreover,
the poems make clear that this healing is not solution-based, but rather
advocates for an acceptance of resignation, paired with the invention of
new forms of healing. The presence of Loko/the butterfly/the wind in
Haitian poetry of the last thirty years has become a powerful means of
demonstrating how the poetic act itself nurtures an ethos of the non-

¥ Lyonel Trouillot, “Il n’y a plus de poéme,” in C'est avec mains qu'on fait chansons: Anthologie poétique
(Montreuil: Le Temps des Cérises, 2015), 9—10. Unless otherwise indicated, all translations into
English are mine, with assistance from Kaiama L. Glover.

? James Noél, Belle merveille (Paris: Zulma, 2017), 12. The publisher labels Belle merveille a novel, but
I view it as both a long poem and an essay that reflects on the poetic as healing practice. Coriolanus
was a Roman military leader whose hate for the common people led to his downfall, and about
whom Shakespeare wrote a tragedy.

' Ricardo Boucher, “le po¢me tué,” photograph by Guillermina De Ferrari in De Ferrari, “The
Clandestine Philosophy of Grafhiti in Port-au-Prince,” Small Axe 25.3 (2021), 64, 84. She translates
his phrase — “le po¢me tué” — as “the assassinated poem.”

" Kyrah Malika Daniels, “Loko and Asogwe Knowledge,” exchanges, in response to my email query
about Loko, 2 June, as well as direct edits to this article on July 14, 2023; Alfred Métraux, Voodoo in
Haiti (Berlin: Schocken, 1989), 108; Toni Pressley-Sanon, “One Plus One Equals Three: Marasa
Consciousness, the Lwa, and Three Stories,” Research in African Literatures 44.3 (Fall 2013), 1205
Compilation from class assignments, Spring, 1990. Jan Chatland, “Descriptions of Various Loa of
Voodoo,” prepared for Bob Corbett, http://faculty.webster.edu/corbetre/haiti/voodoo/biglist.htm.
Bob Corbett was a professor of philosophy at Webster University, who maintained a listserv about

Vodou thought.
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432 ALESSANDRA BENEDICTY-KOKKEN

predatory. In his poem titled “Mach Ou” or “Ta démarche” (2015), Getro
Bernabé invokes the butterfly in relationship to music and a flower that
only blooms in the Haitian countryside:

When you walk

A song of the troubadour
Unfolds

A poem

Itself becoming music

A Saint-John butterfly
Flying

Towards the 10 o’clock flower™

Lé w ap mache

Se yon mizik twoubadou
K ap woule

Se yon powem

K ap mete tet li an mizik
Se yon papiyon lasenjan
K ap vole

Sou fle dize

Quand tu marches

Clest un chant de troubadour
Qui dévale

Clest un poeme

Qui se met lui-méme en musique
Clest un papillon de la Saint-Jean
Qui vole

Vers la fleur de dix-heures

In Bernabé’s poem, the butterfly serves as a link between those living beings
in the countryside (i.e., “fle dize”/“fleur de dix-heures”) and those urban
beings who live outside the space where the butterfly thrives. The woman’s
walk makes possible a certain balance, which corresponds to earlier invo-
cations of the butterfly in, for example, the work of Ida Faubert,” wherein
the Saint-John butterfly often appears as a messenger of good tidings, or as
a messenger of erotic energy.

'* Getro Bernabé, “Mach ou/Ta démarche,” in Chalmers et al., Anthologie bilingue, 32—33. 1 could not
find the original date of publication.

 Ida Faubert, “Matin de printemps”/“Spring Morning” and “Crépuscule”/“Dusk,” in Island Heart,
trans. Danielle Legros Georges (Boston, MA: Subpress, 2021 [1939]), 22—23, 26-27; Régine Henrys,
“Papillon du Soleil,” in Brassage: une anthologie poétique de femmes haitiennes/An Anthology of Poems
by Haitian Women/Yon Rekeil Poem Fanm Ayitien, ed. Claudine Michel, Marléne Racine-Toussaint,
and Florence Bellande-Robertson (Santa Barbara: Multicultural Women’s Presence, Inc., 2002), 119.

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009485142.024 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009485142.024

Papa Loko’s Dire Poétique 433

In sharp contrast, several present-day Haitian poems affirm the
butterfly’s deeply felt absence. In a poem titled “Désir” (Desire)
which appears in Trouillot’s Cest avec mains qu'on fait chansons, the
poet writes:

I want to dream that the bread is good
in each child’s morning

and the water sweet

so that sweet orange

might be ever sweet

I want to see

Saint-John butterflies

in each and every season.

I want that a heart lay upon hands
fresh like a nursery’s courtyard™

Jai envie de réver que le pain est bon
dans chaque matin d’enfant

'eau douce

pour que I'orange douce

soit plus douce

jai envie de voir

les papillons de la Saint-Jean

en n’importe quelle saison.

jai envie d’un cceur sur la main
frais comme un jardin d’enfants”

m anvi pen gou

nan maten chak timoun
dlo dous

pou zoranj dous

pi dous

m anvi we

papiyon lasenjan

nan nepot ki sezon

m’anvi gen on ké nan men
fre kou on jadendanfan'®

“ Trouillot, “Désir,” 38; republished in Noél, Anthologie, 172~73.
% Lyonel Trouillot, “Désir,” 38; republished in Noél, Anthologie, 172~73.
' Lyonel Trouillot, “Anvi,” in Chalmers et al., Anthologie bilingue, 172.
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In a further poem in the anthology titled “Nous sommes des villes
disparues” (We Are Vanished Cities), the poet again regretfully evokes
the butterfly in relationship to the city’s (Port-au-Prince’s) degradation:

Where is the city I once loved?
I long for the butterflies of Saint-John.

I want to be buried in my childhood,
upon the roof of my neighbor’s home

I want to die in my childhood

that neither humans nor dragonflies suffer.
Maybe dying isn’t but this long walk in my
vanished city!

I want to die in my childhood

in a city without blue-helmeted peacekeepers,
without “yes white master”

“Are you satisfied foreigner?”

“Thank you white one.”

I want to return to myself:

Child of water and earth

walking upon the body my city

with a step as light as a kiss,

and never become the man whom I shall be
witness to all these deaths

unexpected

or premeditated”

Ou est la ville que j’aimais?
Je veux les papillons de la Saint-Jean.

Je veux étre enterré dans mon enfance,
sur le toit de la maison voisine

Je veux mourir dans mon enfance

et que ne souffrent pas les humains et les libellules.
Et si mourir n’était que cette longue marche dans ma
ville disparue!

"7 Lyonel Trouillot, “Nous sommes des villes disparues,” in C'est avec mains, 56—57; republished in
Noél, Anthologie, 168—69.
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Je veux mourir dans mon enfance
dans une ville sans casques bleus,
sans “oui blanc”

“Plait-il blanc?”

“Merci blanc.”

Je veux revenir 2 moi-méme:

Enfant d’eau et de terre

marchant sur le corps de ma ville

d’un pas léger comme un baiser,

et ne jamais devenir ’homme que je serai
témoin de toutes ces morts

par surprise

ou préméditées.

“Jean]ean,” another of the poems in Cest avec mains qu on fait chansons,
is dedicated to Trouillot’s late friend “].—E. M., fils de Saint-Antoine,
auteur-compositeur-interprete, décédé & Miami, en 1990 (J -E. M., son
of Saint-Antoine, author-composer-interpreter, deceased in Miami, in
1990). Trouillot writes of his friend’s guitar-playing hands:

I remember your hands.

How beautiful hands can be.

I shall never forget your hands sowing music,
Want some, have your fill.

[ remember flowers and butterflies . . ."®

Je me souviens de tes mains.

Que Cest beau, les mains.

Je n’oublierai jamais tes mains semant de la musique,
en-veux tu, en voila.

Je me souviens de fleurs et de papillons .. .

The words “en-veux tu, en voila” (want some, have your fill) suggest the
quasi-silence of the onomatopoeic fluttering of a butterfly alighting upon
a flower, whereby “semant,” or sowing, also refers to pollination, rendering
vivid memories, through the invocation of his friend’s guitar-playing
hands. These hands still “jouer de la guitare, pour les morts, sous la
terre” (play guitar, for the dead, under the earth), articulating the reci-
procity between the ancestors and the living.” The sounds of music, hands
strumming, and butterflies fluttering, come together in ways that take on

8 . . . .
* Trouillot, “JeanJean,” 27. " Lyonel Trouillot, “Jean]ean,” in C'est avec mains, 29.
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further significance in the etymological articulations of both the butterfly
and the dragonfly, as I discuss below.

First Implication of Loko’s Evasiveness: Cultivating

an Ethics of the Non-Predatory

In both Trouillot’s and Noél’s work, the dragonfly appears as a protagonist,
and in Noél’s Belle merveille, the narrator explicitly compares the dragonfly
to the butterfly, describing the former as a less sophisticated insect. In
considering both poets’ deployment of the formal properties, as well as the
etymologies associated with the words papillon (butterfly) and /libellule
(dragonfly), several questions come up. The answers to these questions
emphasize the crucial role that the butterfly plays in reconsidering the
concept of healing. For example, some etymologies trace the word fbellule
to the diminutive form, “small book.”*® Because the words used to designate
each in French invoke paper, or tiny tomes, the two poets accentuate the
figurative link to writing, while at the same time coupling the literary
endeavor to the insects’ biological behaviors: namely, the butterfly is defined
by standard biologists as a “non-predatory” insect, whereas the dragonfly is
described as a “predator.” What does it mean then for humans-as-healers to
practice alongside an ethos of the non-predatoriness of the butterfly?” How
to maintain an ethos of non-predatoriness when butterflies are on the brink
of extinction?

Trouillot’s “Nous sommes des villes disparues” (We Are Vanished Cities),
invokes the libellule, or dragonfly. Trouillot’s poem places the dragonfly on
equal footing with humans: “et que ne souffrent pas les humains et les
libellules” (that neither humans nor dragonflies suffer). For his part, in
Belle merveille, Noél’s first-person narrator, Bernard, evokes Libellule
(Dragonfly), as the first one to have read his poem after attempting to
write for the first time (or again after a long hiatus). Bernard turns to the
only character willing to read his first attempt at poetry after the earthquake:
“Libellule, la premiere a avoir lu, relu le poé¢me fragile” (Dragonfly, the first
to have read, reread the fragile poem).”” Bernard presents the protagonist
Libellule as a bad influence, whose actions are motivated by survivalist
instincts, and whom Bernard compares to Coriolanus. Although Bernard
is grateful for the company, he ultimately chooses to abandon Libellule, for

*® “Libellule,” La Langue frangaise, www lalanguefrancaise.com/dictionnaire.

* Kojima Waturo, “Fearless tasteful butterflies and timid mimetic butterflies: comparison of flight
initiation distances in Papilioninae,” Biology Letters, The Royal Society, May 11, 2022.

** Noél, Belle merveille, 82.
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Libellule only encourages those who play into “son jeu” (ber game, because
the pronoun used to refer to her is “elle”),” in ways that continue to vitiate
the poetic act, the act of love, and the country as a whole, to force it to abort
what might be the country’s “promesse de vol soyeux pour prendre part
naturellement & sa merveille” (promise of a silky flight that might allow it to
partake naturally in its own wonder), and instead, continues to “enfanter
encore un autre petit Coriolan” (give life to yet another base Coriolanus),
who “vole aussi bas” (flies so low).**

Moreover, if one of the etymologies of /ibellule has to do with the notion
of steadiness, taking its Latin name (for some etymologies)” from that
which flies “au niveau du magon” (at the mason’s level), then the question
of how one writes is related in etymology to how one builds, but also
evokes an important link between masonry and knowledge-making, with
Freemasonry playing an important role in Haitian revolutionary history.*®
For the Trésor de la langue frangais, the notion of evenness has to do with
the dragonfly’s steadiness, in contrast to the butterfly’s unsteady flight.””
The original word that leads to /ibellule is the word libra, which refers to
a Latin weight measurement, arrived at by using a “device for making
horizontal,” a “pair of scales” or “balance.””® The mason’s capacity to lay
and build upon level ground, the dragonfly’s steady flight, fold into each
other through the French word for book, /ivre. If yet another etymology
designates the part of the trunk of a tree called the liber, which in ancient
times was used to write, the other etymology designates, again,
a measurement, with the idea that a certain number of pages on the scale
weighed the amount of the livre.”

All of these varied meanings come together to suggest a quite direct
relationship between the /bellule (dragonfly) and writing. Inasmuch as
Vodou’s quintessential philosophical quest is about achieving equilibrium,
these poets ask a specific question: How might a being cultivate equilibrium,
in a non-predatory way? Orr, is predatory behavior ever a provider of balance?

There is a plausible reading of the novel as thinking alongside Haitian epistemologies of gender
alongside Trans Studies.

Noél, Belle merveille, 82-8s.

“A lorigine du nom ‘libellule,” Rondelet 1558,” www.sylvestris.org/odonata/libella.htm; and “libel-
lule,” https://fr.wiktionary.org/wiki/libellule.

Susan Buck-Morss, Hegel, Haiti and Universal History (Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh
Press, 2009).

“Unsteady Aerodynamics and Wake Structures of Butterfly in Forward Flight,” https://arc.aiaa.org/
doi/10.2514/6.2023-4241.

“libellule,” https://etymologeek.com/fra/libellule.

“livre,” https://fr.wiktionary.org/wiki/livre#cite_note-TLFi-2.
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If after the 2010 earthquake, scholars asserted the presence of the nanchon of
the Gede,® “the cosmic Trickster[s] . . . closest to pép la, the common people
of Haiti,”" and, like “all Petwd spirits” are “both [agents] of violence and
a protection from it,”** then Trouillot and Noél are deliberately calling upon
Loko to teach a type of equilibrium-making that stays clear of the predatory.
That is, even if Kesner Castor explains the presence of the more pragmatic-
ally realpolitik Petwo Iwa, Trouillot’s and Noél’s poetry notes that attempts
at reinstating equilibrium can, unchecked, enter into disequilibrium.” The
quest for Loko, the desire for the return of butterflies to the Haitian
landscape, then, is a deliberate consideration of what it means to live an
ethical life in the contemporary moment.

Second Implication of Loko’s Evasiveness: Decoupling the Binary
of Staying/Leaving

Noél’s Belle merveille takes up the question of leaving as a form of healing
that ultimately enables better forms of staying in and with Port-au-
Prince.”* More provocatively, Belle merveille also evokes leaving as an
end, as death, a departure whose regenerative qualities are dismal, but
not nihilistic. It is in the ironies of Belle merveille’s juxtaposition of the
Haitian earthquake of 2010 to the 2016 Hurricane Matthew that Belle
merveille suggests the possibility that tragedies may be as mundane as they
are exceptional, and that a non-predatory way of engaging with each other,
perhaps (and even provocatively so) during tragedies is to de-exceptionalize
that which cannot but be exceptional. That is, no assessment of why
Haitian infrastructures are weak can heal the losses of those affected by
the global long-standing slow violences that make such events possible.

3° Kyrah Malika Daniels, “An Assembly of 21 Spirit Nations: The Pan-African Pantheon of Haitian
Vodou’s African Lwa,” in Africa and Its Historical and Contemporary Diasporas, ed. Tunde Adeleke
and Arno Sonderegger (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2023), 91-143.

" Donald Cosentino, “Baby on the Blender: A Visual History of Catastrophe in Haiti,” Small Axe 15.3

(November 2011), 146.

Cosentino, “Baby,” 141.

Kesner Castor, Ethique Vaudou: Herméneutique de la maitrise (Paris: L'Harmattan, 1998), 146, my

translation. Kastor writes: “In summary, the Petwo lwas [associated to a certain extent with the Gede], we

hope to have sufficiently demonstrated, announce or denounce situations of disequilibrium, of separ-

ation, and injustice. To reestablish balance, these situations necessitate that there be a call to exterior

forces, ones so extreme that only they can subjugate the inequity. And it is without a doubt, this

extremism, the radicalism of these applied measures that has allowed these misz to earn the epithets

‘hard’ and ‘evil.”

By ‘better,” see sociologist Laénnec Hurbon’s chapter “Violence et politique,” in Esclavage, religions e

politique en Haiti (Lyon: Presses universitaires de Lyon, 2023), in which he argues that an understudied

aspect of violence in post-slavery societies has to do with a veritable “’crise de la masculinité” (229).

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009485142.024 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009485142.024

Papa Loko’s Dire Poétique 439

The questioning of whether Papa Loko is or could have been more or less
present or absent before or after the earthquake is not one that Noél’s text
resolves:” there is no resolution to the pain experienced by the narrator and
his companions after the earthquake. Papa Loko is neither a spirit who
resolves, nor is he one who directly advises. Moreover, he is far more than
a mere representation of a descriptive situation; that is, he does not serve as
a more or less appropriate metaphor for a seemingly impossible situation.
Yet, he and his avatars — the butterfly and the wind — in their constant
activation of presence-as-absence, and vice versa, stimulate a practice of the
fugitive that debunks the long-standing debate over whether staying or
leaving Haiti is “better” for the country, for one’s family, for one’s own
future.’® The present state of affairs, the present deep knowledge and
theorization of why and how Haiti got to its current state, what the narrator
of Belle merveille characterizes as a city with an “expiration date,”” makes it
possible to focus on the ethical modalities with which beings might approach
the existential angst that informs any person’s engagement with such
a reality, albeit from drastically different socioeconomic and geopolitical
standpoints. The corpus of Haitian poetry considered here deliberates on the
unavoidable reality of a city and a national history draped in “carpet[s] of red
foam,” yet whose “surge of new perspectives on our times™® also offers an
expansiveness with which to engage less judgmentally with the decisions one
makes or is forced into in such circumstances.

Loko’s ethos thus shifts the variables by which a being determines what
constitutes an ethical life. While the valued connotation of how Lokoian
ethics operates healing remains highly equivocal, what is clear is that Loko,
and his avatars, the butterfly and the wind, are as local as they are
transnational. That is, all three are determined as much by how they alight
(or not) upon Haitian soil, and by their origin and/or travel to places far
away from Haiti. Papa Loko is a Haitian Iwa, yet he is also one of the
ancient lwa, still directly linked to Dahomey and Yorubdland of West
Africa;* the butterflies to which the poets refer are comprised of both those
species that remain on the island and those that migrate; and the wind and
hurricanes that inform Belle merveille’s narrative are generated by global
circumstances that particularly affect Haiti. That is, Papa Loko is as

¥ Noél, Belle merveille, 11-12.

3¢ Martin Munro, Exile and Post-1946 Haitian Literature: Alexis, Depestre, Ollivier, Laferriére, Danticat
(Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2007); Nadéve Ménard, “The Myth of the Exiled Writer,”
Transition 111 (2013), §8.

37 Noél, Belle merveille, 79.  ** James Noél, “Un choix pour nous,” in Anthologie, 12.

* Daniels, “Loko and Asogwe Knowledge.”
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quintessentially Haitian as he is transnational, just as the superspecies of
butterflies or the wind that the poets invoke are informed both by hyper-
local circumstances and international ones.

The poets’ evocation of Papa Loko then complicates the binary between
staying and leaving, dyaspora and citizens, migrants and residents, the coun-
tryside and the city, the wealthy and the poor. To accuse Papa Loko of
abandoning Haiti, as Noél’s first-person narrator does at the beginning of
Belle merveille, is perhaps a question that is less helpful to today’s Haitian
public sphere than thinking through what it means to imagine the conditions
of one’s healing regardless of where that healing process leads. At some level, it
is poetry that fills the space, refuses resolution, but carries the message of
considering “new perspectives” on ethics for the fraught interpersonal rela-
tionships that take place when the non-predatory butterflies are absent. Belle
merveille, in its own way, posits itself as a contemporary Haitian question of
what it means to “return” to one’s homeland, through poetic practice, or what
Brent Hayes Edwards refers to as “morphemic anaphora,” whereby ampu-
tated sounds repeat themselves into new meanings, what Edwards defines as
the “repetition of the same word or words at the beginning of successive
phrases.”* The question of repetition is emphasized by the reworking of the
sounds pap pap pap, with which the text begins, and which is repeated
throughout the long poem and consistently in each of the nine parts whose
titles are unbracketed. As such, these nine unbracketed references to musical
keys also reinvoke the Lokoian imagery focusing on the sounds pap pap pap.
From the outset Noél’s text associates sound, the city and Loko’s absence:

pap pap pap papillon . . . No city anywhere knows how to out-fly its own vertigo,
it is I Bernard who is telling you this.

pap pap pap papillon ... There is a deafening silence in the life of the
spirit, a silence, an uneven silence, unspoken, a white gap in the history.

pap pap pap papillon ... The entire city knows that you didn’t see it
coming. Our world’s flight wanes, while you, butterfly, fled, hidden, fur-
tively in black holes, nowhere to be found.*

pap pap pap papillon ... Aucune ville ne saurait voler plus haut que ses
vertiges, c’est moi Bernard qui te le dis.

pap pap pap papillon

4° Brent Hayes Edwards, “Aimé Cesaire and the Syntax of Influence,” Research in African Literatures
36.2 (Summer 2005), 2, 14, I5.
* Noél, Belle merveille, 11-12.
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pap pap pap papillon . . . 11y a un silence assourdissant dans ta vie d’esprit,
un silence en dent de scie, un non-dit, un blanc dans lhistoire.

pap pap pap papillon . . . Toute la ville sait que tu n’as rien vu venir. Notre
monde bat de l'aile, tandis que toi, papillon, tu tes enfui, enfoui, furtive-
ment dans les trous noirs, je ne sais otl.

The refrain echoes and transforms over the course of the poem. If Noéls text
substantively poses the problem not only of Papa Loko’s absence, but of what it
means for the Iwa of healing to be not only lacking but, it would seem,
connivingly and even purposefully absent, for the butterfly is also known to
evade its predators through mimicry,* then over the course of the long poem,
the refrain transforms from an indication of the lack to one of a formal presence.

In engaging the repeated morpheme pap as a refrain, Noél's poem
invokes a dual referent: the word papillon, or butterfly, which represents
both an embodiment of Loko, and also Haiti’s capital city Port-au-Prince,
whose airport identifier is PAP. In fact, the first bracketed section is titled
“[Sur le tarmac]” (On the tarmac), which alludes to the airport, which
Bernard references throughout Belle merveille, as he contemplates leaving
Haiti to spend time in Rome. Moreover, the identification of Bernard’s
love interest as “Amore,” a Neapolitan international aid worker, creates the
possibility of considering what it means for a city to expire. In the
unbracketed section titled “fado,” the narrator contemplates: “pap pap
pap ... Cest quoi la date d’expiration d’une ville?” (pap pap pap ...
What is a city’s expiration date?).* The long poem contemplates the
compatibilities between Naples, after the volcanic eruption of Vesuvius
in AD 79, and Port-au-Prince, a millennium later, after the earthquake of
2010. Part of this comparison of seemingly expiring cities is also what it
means for another city, which defines itself in part by a sense of territorial
fraternity to the supposedly expiring city, to take part in the act of
remembrance of the given city. More simply put, what Rome is to
Naples, so too, Bernard notes cynically, Port-au-Prince might be to
Jérémie, only both Haitian cities are, within half a decade of each other,
devastated by so-called natural phenomena brought on by forms of slow
violence. At the end of the long poem, Bernard notes that from Rome he
might better contemplate his relationship to Port-au-Prince, but nothing
changes or mitigates the tragedy, nor the pretence to resilience, which the
novel-poem’s conclusion ironically considers. Bernard emphasizes the
absolute truth, and tragedy, of what has become the troubling trope of

+* Waturo, “Fearless tasteful butterflies.” ~ #* Noél, Belle merveille, 79.
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resilience, which Haitian scholars resist. Bernard’s voice closes the text,
after referencing Hurricane Matthew:

Réponse au tsunami de questions qui arrivent de toutes parts, comme ce fut
le cas quand la terre fumait des Ames come un gros joint et les roulait sur du
papier & musique. L’air de rien, les cris fusaient sur plusieurs octaves dans le
cosmos.

Tout va bien pour nous.

Comme on dit en pareilles circonstances, on se porte & merveille.

Response to the tsunami in the form of questions, which come in from all
directions, just as they did when the earth smoked souls like a huge joint
rolled up in grand staff manuscript paper. Nonchalantly, among varying
octaves of the cosmos, the screams flowed.

Fit as a fiddle.

As they say in such circumstances, we are keeping wondrously well.**

The text closes a few lines later, without a resolution to the question of
what it means for a city to expire. And yet, Papa Loko is present, repre-
sented in the form of extreme wind, the “tsunami,” which figures as the
direct cause of the devastation (and yet is only a result of a long chain of the
slow violence of climate change).

In referencing the fado, “a form of music characterized by mournful
tunes and lyrics, often about the sea or the life of the poor, and infused
with a sentiment of resignation, fate and melancholy,” and in compos-
ing the nine unbracketed parts of his long poem, Noél performs Loko’s
flight as butterfly, a butterfly who represents the melodical, invoking the
butterfly’s fluttering as an alternative sound system to “l'onomatopée de
la fin du monde, le goudougoudou de Port-au-Prince, qu'un ouragan
allait souffler la bougie qui tient I'ame fragile de la paysannerie” (the
onomatopoeia of the end of the world, the goudougoudou of Port-au-
Prince, that a hurricane was to blow out the one candle that held
peasantry’s fragile soul).*® If the dragonfly is known for its loud buzzing
and clicking sounds, and the butterfly avoids those animals that prey on it
by fluttering through its precarious and thus unpredictable flight, then
Noél’s long poem and meditation on poetry suggests the very precarious-
ness and fugacity of the butterfly as a means of protection. What I am
suggesting then, is that Noél and Trouillot, in evoking the butterfly,
are themselves offering the thought that precariousness can serve as
a form of protection — even to the point of death, again a problematic

* Noél, Belle merveille, 150. ~ * “fado,” https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fado.
46 Noél, Belle merveille, 143.
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narrative to thinking healing in extreme circumstances.*” The quasi-silent
set of sounds, whether Trouillot’s “chansons” (songs), Noél’s pitches, or
Castera’s “dire poétique” (poetic speech) correspond to fragility as force,
a concept that offers a “new perspective” on the trope of resilience, and in
fact refutes it, accepting that the opposite of resilience might in fact be
expiration, whereby one might expire in more or less (non-)predatory ways.
If literary scholar Yves Chemla argues that Haitian poems after the earth-
quake “interrogent ainsi la possibilité d’un dire poétique” (interrogate the
very possibility of poetic utterance), with an emphasis on the dire, on the act
of saying, it is not surprising that poetry itself is articulated as a mode of
healing, whose presence and impact are constantly at risk. As simple as it may
seem, as age-old an ethical conundrum, Papa Loko’s (non-)presence teaches

that perhaps the most righteous survivals are in fact as precarious and savvy as
the butterfly’s flight.**

47 Jean Casimir reminds his readers that Jean-Jacques Dessalines “invited the people to choose
extermination — that is, collective suicide — rather than leaving an example of cowardice for
generations to come. That is the motto, ‘Liberty or Death,” inscribed on his red and black flag.”
Narratives of non-violence, whether the Civil Rights Movement theorized by Bayard Rustin and
Martin Luther King, Jr., or Dessalinean independence, as theorized in retrospect by Casimir, point
to a narrative thin line between “collective suicide” as (non-)violence, a narrative difficult to parse
out from that of the problematics surrounding “resilience.” For citation, see Jean Casimir, 7he
Huaitians: A Decolonial History, trans. Laurent Dubois, with forward by Walter Mignolo (Chapel
Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2020), 16-17. For sources on problematics around
‘resilience,” see Nadége Clitandre, “Haitian Exceptionalism in the Caribbean and the Project of
Rebuilding Haiti,” Journal of Haitian Studies 17 (2011), 146—53; Nadéve Ménard, “The Myth of the
Exiled Writer,” Transition 111 (2013), 52—58 (58); Edwidge Danticat, “Novelist Edwidge Danticat:
‘Haitians Are Very Resilient, But It Doesn’t Mean They Can Suffer More Than Other People™
[interviewed by Amy Goodman], January 12, 2011, Democracy Now: Independent Global News,
New York City, www.democracynow.org/.

48 Edwidge Danticat, ed., The Butterfly's Way: Voices from the Haitian Dyaspora in the United States
(New York, NY: Soho Press, 2003).
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