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Vodouisant might say that this artist has Bawon Samdi as his met tèt and that his siblings are 
the Gede offspring of Gran Brigit. Like the skeletal Bawon, with top hat, black suit, and phallic 
cane, Duval Carrié plays clown, undertaker, guide to the land of the dead, sexual intimator 
and political provocateur. There are a lot of funny things in this dangerous environment the 
artist invites us to enter. (Look at Chartres sculptures and windows up close for several hours 
and you will see frights and jokes aplenty.) True comic relief always plays off the worst fears: 
Charlie Chaplin got laughs in The Gold Rush holding fatal hunger at bay by deftly twirling 
boiled shoelaces around his fork. Into the cool concrete and glass of a modern museum, 
Duval Carrié fetches the hot excruciating pain of being wrenched from home and family to 
be chained into perpetual slavery accompanied by death each day. He brings in the clowns 
and the gargoyles: stump-legged men in ridiculous hats, giant Frenchmen who devour the 
ebony wood that is at once trees and persons, the impassive Coast Guard, brutal “Baby Doc” 
dressed like a silly bride.

The environment obliges a visitor to encounter a slightly sheltered version of wretched 
events escorted by spirits who are simultaneously dire and protective. Encountering it is, 
inescapably, a breach of the usual passivity of viewing an exhibition in a museum or gallery. 
The artist’s placements force an awareness of floor and walls and ceiling, of light and shadow, 
and of objects that take over the space. Especially the boats: the boat/altars dominate with 
an aggressive occupation that determines paths of locomotion irrevocably. Drivers shouting 
orders and cracking whips over hapless captives may come to mind. This is the kind of sacred 
space in which the theater of re-enactment takes place, and anyone who enters must become 
an actor in the drama.

Edward Sullivan characterizes the works as sacred and spiritual, although proceeding from 
Duval Carrié’s modernity and detachment from any formal religious adherence. Sullivan shares 
a search for appropriate language with many who try to write meaningfully about contem-
porary visual arts, theater, film, or poetry. Far from scholarly and critical conversations, the 
same search turns up where more and more folks engaged in accounting, healing the sick, or 
selling groceries speak of themselves as “spiritual but not religious.” We all understand what 
these words mean until we pursue the conversation three or four more sentences. Inevitably, 
“You know what I mean” enters either as a statement or a question. Sullivan, and every other 
contributor to Continental Shifts, writes from a thoughtful and considered understanding of 
this artist’s work and of connections between art and the spiritual. Each essay manifests its 
author’s having pondered Duval Carrié’s works and the author’s relationships to material and 
immaterial sources at some length. The essays surpass the easy remarks about spirituality of, 
say, a gardener who prefers digging in the earth of a Sunday morning to dressing up and going 
to church. Yet the words still present an unfinished puzzle.




