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"I lost my head and heart in Haiti." Tina Girouard

The intricacies of handwork are one of many attributes that
characterize my love for fiber arts. Bondye: Between and
Beyond, currently on exhibit at the New Orleans Museum
of Art (NOMA) featuring a series of sequined prayer flags by
Tina Girouard doesn’t disappoint. Inspired by the blend of
Caribbean, African,and European culturein herown Louisiana
hometown, these flags reference a range of international
traditions expressed in Vodou, from All Saints Day in France
to New Orleans Mardi Gras, and Haitian Kanaval.

Beginningin the 1960s, Tina Girouard was among a prominent
group of artists from Louisiana who arrived on the national
scenethatincluded Keith Sonnier, Lynda Benglis, and Dickie
Landry. These artists countered the more austere minimalist
art being made at the time with exuberant color, eclectic
compositions, and unorthodox new materials that reflected
Louisiana’s diverse local culture. In works like these sequined
flags, their art gave visibility to new voices and perspectives
from within and beyond the borders of the United States.

In the mid 80’s Girouard was instrumental in the founding
of the Artists’ Alliance, a Lafayette area alternative space
for contemporary art, and also spent time as Director
and President of Festival International de Louisiane.
Her involvement with FIL led her to Haiti where she
became immersed in Haitian culture, leading to a dynamic
reinterpretation of her artistic vocabulary in creating multiple
series of sequin art works. In her exhibition statement
Girouard explains she “never intended to appropriate a
traditional Haitian art form. My desire was to come to a point
of collaboration naturally. Open to sharing our separate
ideas, techniques and cultures, we wanted to achieve that
goal spontaneously by working side by side.”

The vodou drapeau, or vodou flag tradition in Haiti uses
sequins and seed beads to construct colorful, material
representations of the Vodou [wa or spirits. When Girouard
first began traveling to Haiti in the late 1980s, she was drawn
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Tina Girouard MARASSA 1992, sequins, beads, fabric,
43"x 72", © Tina Girouard. Photo: Roman Alakhin,
courtesy New Orleans Museum of Art.

to the cultural similarities between Haiti and Louisiana and
found kindred spirits among the vodou drepeau masters. A
long relationship of cultural exchange was facilitated through
close collaboration with well-known sequin artists Antoine
Oleyant, Edgar Jean-Louis, and George Valris, among
others. While living in Port-au-Prince, Girouard strengthened
her connection and understanding of Haitian Vodou and
culture, commissioning artists to interpret her paintings and
drawings, and eventually creating her own lwa series out of
respect for these flag-makers and their art.

One of the reasons Girouard was initially drawn to Haitian
sequin work is because it challenges gender stereotypes. In
Haiti, many male artists engage in and are often the majority
of individuals who produce beadwork and prayer flags.
Marassa, the sacred twins of Vodou embody contradictions
at the heart of many religious (and traditional craft) practices.
They often manifest as children (seen in the loa prayer flag
on a background of reds, golds and vibrant purples) and are
physically represented by three individuals: male, female



Tina Girouard and Edgar Jean-Louis PAPA ZAKA 1992,
sequins, beads, fabric, 43"x 72". © Tina Girouard. Photo:
Roman Alokhin, courtesy New Orleans Museum of Art.

and a combination of male and female genders. In Vodou
cosmology, twins are perceived as incomplete. They await
the third, who completes them and is considered the most
powerful of the three entities.

Bondye: Between and Beyond explores the edifying
relationship between Haiti and New Orleans—a mass
migration in 1809, following the Haitian revolution, brought
with it many of the cultural characteristics we now associate
with New Orleans including Vodou religion, shotgun houses
and second-line parade traditions. The elaborate prayer flags,
each individually constructed with over 20,000 sequins, seed
beads and pearls pay tribute to the spirits of Haitian Vodou.
These unseen entities, or /oa, act as intermediaries between
the human and spirit worlds and exist in many nations and
cultures, reflecting the synthesis of West African Yoruba,
Catholic, and Haitian spiritual practices that inform the
practice of Vodou. Catholic religious symbols were used in
Haitian Vodou to mask religious practices that were deemed
illegal during the 18" and 19" centuries. These flags illustrate

Tina Girouard GRAND BOIS 1991, sequins, beads,
fabric, 43" x 72", © Tina Girouard. Phcto: Roman Alokhin,
courtesy New Orleans Museum of Art

the complex network of spiritual beliefs that exist as a result
of colonial rule.

In Vodou ritual, sequined flags beckon these loa from beyond,
bringing messages of faith and hope to the supreme spiritual
force, known as Bondye, which represents pure goodness and
the highest principle of the universe. Papa Zaka, the patron
spirit of farmers—depicted on a background of magenta
clutching a stalk of corn—is juxtaposed with the image of St.
Isidore, the Catholic saint of farmers and rural communities.
Agoue the spirit of the sea is represented by a boat sailing
on a sequined ocean of cerulean blues. Grand Bois, Iwa of
the forest takes the form of a man with branches for hands
and roots for feet. These spirits celebrate our (often fraught)
relationship with nature. Legba, the guardian of gates and
passageways between earthly and spiritual realms is shown
at the crossroads of time, heaven and hell, and birth and
death. He is summoned at the beginning of every Vodou
ceremony to facilitate the entrance of /wa or Vodou spirits.
(Although I’'m not supposed to have favorites, | was really
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drawn to this particular flag and its spiritual connotations.)
The work, displayed in full technicolor, asks viewers to
consider the ways we exist within different cultures, contexts
and experiences. The flags serve as a material foundation
upon which we can explore these points of connection and
cross-cultural pollination.

Bondye: Between and Beyond is co-curated by Nicolas Brierre
Aziz, Curator of the Haitian Cultural Legacy Collection, and
Katie A. Pfohl, Curator of Modern and Contemporary Art at
NOMA. On display through October 13, 2019.
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