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Just off the Champ de Mars in downtown Port-au-Prince stands a dark bronze 
sculpture called Le Marron Inconnu, the “Unknown Maroon.” It depicts a well-
muscled man wearing a loincloth and lunging low to the ground, so low he is 
almost doing a scissor split. His back is arched, his face to the sky, his eyes 
closed; he is blowing into the giant conch shell he holds to his lips, summoning 
the unfree to collective struggle. The Maroon’s other hand clutches a machete, 
apparently not for immediate use—the weapon is supine, almost flush with the 
top of the pedestal. The chains around his ankle are broken. 

The monument sits across the street from the site of Haiti’s national palace. 
“Site” because there is no longer any palace. The massive white building, the 
seat of executive power, was destroyed in the earthquake of January 2010, its 
three domes smashed as if God had taken a fist to them. Le Marron Inconnu 
was spared. Some observers, overwhelmed by the scale of suffering—an 
estimated two hundred thousand people died in the quake—took heart in the 
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monument’s survival. Never mind that ten-foot-tall bronze statues are sturdier 
than multistory concrete buildings. There was a brief frenzy for reading the 
broken landscape for seismic intent. The soigné Hotel Montana had fallen, the 
seven-story UN headquarters had collapsed, the palace was wrecked. If you 
were of a certain disposition, that might tell you all you needed to know about 
elites, the international community, and the political class, respectively. The 
Maroon still blew his shell. 

Le Marron Inconnu was the brainchild of a terrible dictator. François Duvalier 
and his son Jean-Claude ruled Haiti for almost thirty years combined. Neither of 
the self-proclaimed presidents-for-life was a champion of resistance or dissent, to 
put it mildly. The elder Duvalier was an expert at co-opting the signs and symbols 
cherished by his subjects and then twisting them into tools of oppression. During 
his rule, for instance, Papa Doc adopted the black bowler hat and undertaker suit 
of the Vodou lwa Bawon Samdi, and a high-pitched whine to boot; he convinced 
many Haitians that he might actually be the Vodou spirit incarnate. 

It’s doubtful that Le Marron Inconnu was conceived in good faith. Mostly, 
I think it was a sop to Haiti’s “international friends” (as the wonderfully arch 
phrase goes), who had long ago consecrated their unknown soldiers and soldats 
inconnus. It’s telling that Duvalier brought out the monument in 1968, toward the 
end of the struggle for civil rights in the United States. Also, Duvalier’s dedication 
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to the monument, which remains engraved on its pedestal, was in French, the 
language of the elites, rather than Kreyòl, the language of his people. In Haiti, 
the statue is better known as Nèg Mawon. Nèg is Kreyòl for “guy,” usually but 
not always a Black guy, and mawon means runaway.

Le Marron Inconnu is almost sixty years old now, and the Duvaliers are 
long gone. Whatever its progenitors’ intentions, a monument is subject to 
interpretation and reinterpretation. Its meaning is not fixed. 

Unfortunately—and to my mind, grotesquely—the monument itself is fixed.
A mawon is a figure of flight, a formerly enslaved person who escaped 

the brutality of the plantation by fleeing to the thick-forested hills impregnable 
by colonists. He is indeed unknown, not just because history overlooked him 
but because it was better to operate without a name, in darkness, easier to 
take an enemy by surprise. The mawon is movement; he is unreachable. No 
matter how beautiful and strong his form (for Le Marron Inconnu, fashioned 
by the illustrious architect and sculptor Albert Mangonès, is indeed beautiful 
and strong), it is a crime against his nature to freeze him in molten bronze, to 
immobilize him forever. One thinks of the long history of evil petrifiers, from 
Medusa to Narnia’s White Witch. And to freeze him there of all places—not in the 
forest or the mountains or the shantytowns of Port-au-Prince, but in the wide 
open, right across from the national palace! 

Papa Doc must have wanted to keep an eye on him. 

Mawonaj is the act of escape. Trying to pin it down, whether in words or in bronze, 
risks not just insult but abject failure. In “Le verbe ‘maronner,’” the anticolonialist 
poet Aimé Césaire needed a neologism to describe the phenomenon, as there 
was no verb form of the French word. He wrote: rions buvons et marronnons—
let’s laugh drink and marronnons.1 There are various manifestations of the word 
in the polyglot Caribbean: maroons in Jamaica as well as the southeastern United 
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States; marrons in colonial Saint-Domingue, and mawon in Kreyòl-speaking 
Haiti. Its origins are mysterious. Philologists theorize it comes from the Spanish 
American cimarrón, signifying wild or unruly and applied in the sixteenth 
century to feral cattle. Some scholars suggest the Spanish stole cimarrón from 
the Taíno-Arawak word for fugitive. 

The history is perhaps easier to grasp. A mawon is a person who has 
escaped slavery, and the practice of mawonaj is as old as slavery itself, a veritable 
tradition on the plantations of colonial Saint-Domingue. Owners and overseers 
accommodated short-term absences, if grudgingly. Grand marronage—
permanent escape—was another story. Stable marron communities constituted 
a threat to the prevailing order, especially as the order intensified its brutality 
in the second half of the eighteenth century. Conditions on the plantations of 
Saint-Domingue were so brutal that at least a third of newly arrived Africans 
perished within five years. Slavers found it cheaper to work people to death than 
to keep them alive; more could be procured. The marrons defied the plantation’s 
inhumane, commodifying-till-death logic. Their stories, which inevitably trickled 
back to the plantation, inspired others to dream of and enact their own resistance. 
It’s one thing to flee and another to have a place to go to. 

But history signals ambiguity. Not all marrons had the same objectives vis-
à-vis slavery. In colonial Jamaica, the British co-opted maroons and used them 
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Bandung. It is interesting to note how on a single page of this album, Kustiyah 
casually placed a photo of President Sukarno at a cultural event in Malang 
without a caption or date next to one she took during a trip to Pasuran that is 
dated August 17, 1953, the eighth anniversary of Indonesia’s independence. 
Another example from the album is the placement of a photo from the funeral 
of Dr. Mohamad Saleh—who attained the status of a national hero—on par 
with snapshots of Kustiyah’s nieces, nephews, and cousins. 

We can divide Kustiyah’s work into three periods based on style and 
dependent on her health (from the time she was a student, Kustiyah was 
frequently admitted to the Pakem Sanatorium because of a lung condition). 
In the early period, when she was still a student, her work tended to be 
naturalistic. In the second period, from 1960 to the 1970s, her paintings leaned 
toward expressionism, marked by distinct lines full of energy and devoid of 
any tenderness. The colors are dark and vivid, applied with deliberation and 
confidence. Finally, from the 1990s until her death, although she still used 
oil paint, she no longer layered colors thickly onto her canvases, resulting 
in works reminiscent of Impressionism. 

Throughout the various periods of Kustiyah’s art, landscape paintings1 
and still lifes can be found, sometimes in combination, as in Baronang 
(2000). At the top of the canvas, the horizon line that divides the beach and 
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the sea is easy to miss. The lighter areas representing sand are indicative of 
the dunes that are synonymous with the south coast of Java. Although the 
primary subject of this painting is the baronang fish arranged atop a banana 
leaf, an object more commonly found in the market or someone’s kitchen, 
Kustiyah’s memory of Parangtritis Beach, where these fish originate, is 
embedded in the canvas. Even when Kustiyah’s health did not permit her to 
travel and paint, she was able to rely on her memory of earlier experiences 
to give form to her landscapes.

The objects Kustiyah frequently painted—including watermelons, lobsters, 
and baronang fish—were things she encountered in her everyday life. She 
engaged with these objects in two ways: either as they appeared to and caught 
her eye or as she intentionally arranged them to be painted. To uncover new 
layers of meaning that are not immediately apparent due to the simplicity 
and repetition of Kustiyah’s subject matter,2 we will move nimbly between her 
works and the recollections and writings of her friends and contemporaries. 

Regarding Kustiyah’s paintings, the critic Soedarmadji wrote: 

Nevertheless, if an artist wants to be great, no matter how much they 
live in the shadows of others, they must also know and become close 
to themselves. This was indeed the case with Kustiyah. 

as counterinsurgents to quash slave revolts; in return, maroon communities 
preserved their autonomy. Others rounded up runaways, would-be maroons, and 
received bounties for their return. Nonetheless, most historians of Haiti believe 
that marrons played a crucial role in fomenting and then fueling its revolution, a 
twelve-year war that ended with the ousting of Napoleon Bonaparte’s army. It 
was and still is the only successful slave revolt in history. In 1804, Haiti became an 
independent nation—the second postcolonial state in the Western Hemisphere 
and the first in the world to abolish slavery. Its first president, Jean-Jacques 
Dessalines, declared that all Haitians, whatever their skin color, were Black. 

Slavery was abolished at Haiti’s birth, and yet scholars insist that marronage 
has endured—“the dominant feature of all Haitian history,” in the words of the 
historian Jean Fouchard.2 Its farmers famously refused to work on plantations 
in favor of cultivating their own small plots. Often they sowed and harvested 
together in kombit, informal systems of mutual cooperation. Scholars also find 
evidence of marronage in living, evolving traditions like popular music, visual 
art, and the religion of Vodou. This view can get broad and somewhat abstract, 
conceiving mawonaj as a collective resistance to racialized capitalism and 
neoliberalism. Nothing wrong with an umbrella that tries to shelter multifarious 
meanings. At the same time, there is danger in romanticizing mawonaj, similar 
to the danger in extolling the famous resilience of the Haitian people. Wouldn’t 
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it be better to help create conditions such that Haitians did not have to endure 
or escape their lots? 

The term endures somewhat differently in the lexicon of the Haitian 
people, which (paging Césaire) treats mawon chiefly as a verb. According to 
my Kreyòl-English dictionary: “mawon v. to flee, evade, escape; hide, hide out; 
to stay away from, shy away from.” The tactics of marronage—inscrutability, 
invisibility, illegibility—can be applied to many pursuits, some of them not quite 
emancipatory. Thus the boyfriend who eludes commitment practices mawonaj, 
and the student playing hooky is a mawon lekòl. Even the official who refuses 
to account to his people can be, in colloquial Kreyòl, a mawon. 

“The maroon’s vocation,” wrote Césaire’s onetime pupil Édouard Glissant, “is 
to be permanently opposed to everything down below, the plain and the people 
enslaved to it, and thus to find the strength to survive.”3 Mawonaj as a vocation has 
become an impossibility in today’s Haiti, which is besieged on one side by gang 
violence and kidnappings, and by deep economic insecurity on the other. People 
are fleeing, yes, not to the mountains but to the Dominican Republic to cut cane on 
the batay. They take rickety boats to the Bahamas, to be spit on. The slightly better-
off board planes for Brazil or Chile, hoping to make the multiyear trek through 
Central America and Mexico and somehow get asylum somewhere along the way. 

With a brighter soul, she experienced a different phenomenon 
than Affandi, who was tragic and sometimes even demonic. Hope and 
the pleasures of the present, which Affandi missed because of the 
gloomy shadows of the past, seemed to glow in Kustiyah’s eyes. If she 
painted flowers in a vase or a papaya tree full of ripe fruits, she viewed 
them as something to enjoy and be happy about. 

She sought to express this joy and liveliness by using lots of yellow, 
light green, orange, and here and there squeezing white directly onto 
the canvas from the tube of paint.[…]

In some of her paintings, the blue strokes in the background are less 
organic than the foreground or main subject, appearing disconnected 
and detached. In fact, I prefer her paintings that were produced in the 
early 1960s, like Still Life [Alam Benda]. In order to understand why 
she painted this way we should return the question to Kustiyah herself.3

The artists who were Kustiyah’s teachers or mentors were of a generation 
that believed a work of art’s beauty stems from the maturity of its author’s 
soul. For example, Dan Suwaryono associated the maturity of an artist’s soul 
with his or her personal truth: “In art there is nowhere to hide. All high-quality 
works of art are the embodiment of a spiritual process that is based solely 

HYPHEN —

POOJA BHATIA

51

Pooja Bhatia



on truth. Psychologically, a work of art’s soul is truth; it is impossible to be 
based on deception. Again, art is the artist themselves.”4 In referring to female 
artists who inherited the styles that were popular in the “Revolution Era,” the 
art historian Helena Spanjaard mentions Kustiyah along with Siti Ruliyati and 
Ni Made Kadjeng.5 And in a few lines of her biography, Kustiyah identifies 
several artists who influenced her artistic practice, namely, Hendra Gunawan 
and Affandi in terms of helping to maintain her spirit and the mentality of a 
painter, and Trubus in terms of understanding and appreciating the universe.6 

It is not uncommon for a painter to repeatedly visit the same place 
to paint the same scene or object. One favored spot of such artists is the 
beach.7 In the midst of his busy life as a coordinator of cultural events, Zaini 
still took the time to travel to the beach and paint the boats he admired.8 
Sriyani, who moved from country to country, enjoyed painting beaches, one 
of which was Tossa de Mar in Spain.9 Kustiyah herself frequently traveled 
to Parangtritis Beach. The artist Kartika recalls taking a monthlong trip with 
Kustiyah in the latter half of the 1960s to paint in Bali—a place that required 
artists of that era to undertake a considerable journey.10 

Other objects that were painted repeatedly included: frangipani flowers 
in Sudjojono’s, Zaini’s, and Kustiyah’s paintings; ships and boats in the 
works of Zaini, Nashar, Oesman Effendi (OE), Affandi, and Kustiyah; and 

Those with connections go to the United States or Canada or Europe, epicenters 
of racialized capitalism. It is a foul irony that, within Haiti, a country with so storied 
a tradition of mawonaj, there are so few places to seek freedom.

Irony upon irony: it is the international friends of Haiti who have abetted 
its decline—first by manipulating the election in favor of Michel Martelly in 
2011, and then by condoning the abuses of power of his handpicked successor, 
Jovenel Moïse. These abuses, which included massacres, escalated in the wake 
of a popular campaign against government corruption and impunity for the 
misappropriation of almost $4 billion (CQ) in aid from Venezuela in its Petrocaribe 
program. By the winter of 2021, massive demonstrations for Moïse’s resignation 
were met with bloody suppression by the police and apparent indifference 
by Haiti’s friends. More assassinations, more kidnappings, more arbitrary 
detentions—and more flight. The situation has not greatly improved since Moïse 
was himself assassinated in July 2021. Now in charge, with the United States’ 
tacit agreement, is Ariel Henry, a man who was implicated in Moïse’s murder. 
Henry’s main appeal, from the perspective of the US government, is that he 
accepts without complaint the return of the thousands of Haitians attempting 
to flee his rule. 

The project of Haitian liberation has not completely sputtered. A coalition 
called the Montana Accord (named for the luxe hotel where its members met) 
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shrimp, goats, fish, and chickens, as well as portraits of their friends, in the 
paintings of Affandi, Kustiyah, Sriyani, and Siti Ruliyati. Nashar wrote about 
this habit: “If there is a painter who paints the same object over and over 
again, it is possible that they see the essence of life in that object and want 
to continue to dig. In my opinion, the problem lies not in the repetition but 
rather in their mode of digging.”11

For most of these artists, working outside in the wild was not merely 
a way to translate or copy what they encountered onto canvas; it was also 
about becoming one with nature. If painters no longer feel alien in relation 
to the natural world that they step on and that spreads out before them, if 
they have succeeded in becoming a part of nature, then nature’s form will be 
ingrained in them, fused with their soul, and etched in their memory. Such 
a painter would then be able to “call” on nature at any time, without having 
to be there directly. This is manifest in the paintings Kustiyah created when 
she was no longer able to travel because of her health: she continued to 
paint the beaches that she missed. The same objects, the same nature, the 
same intense sun, people who are more or less poor, darkness that mimics 
twilight. Is it the case that these painters see the same horizon? 

Born on the north coast of Java, Kustiyah spent most of her life in 
Yogyakarta, flanked by Mount Merapi to the north and the beach to the 
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has proposed a clear pathway to democratic elections, along with a variety of 
other democratic reforms. Its signatories represent an extraordinarily broad 
swath of Haitian organizations, clergy, universities, and popular movements. 
The big question is whether the United States, whose decisions carry enormous 
weight in Haiti, will listen. 

Since Jean-Claude Duvalier’s departure in 1986, Le Marron Inconnu has 
taken some abuse. In the days after the dictatorship fell, mad, jubilant crowds 
celebrated by attacking symbols of the decades-long regime. It was a time of 
dechoukaj, or uprooting, that sought a decisive break with Duvalierism. The 
regime’s henchmen were murdered and their houses ransacked, and in the 
cemetery, people used boulders and iron bars to tear apart the crypt of the 
elder Duvalier. (They could not find his remains.) A few blocks away, his Nèg 
Mawon fared only a bit better: the dechouk-ers made off with his machete 
and the swords of the Vodou lwa Damballa, and made sure to extinguish the 
statue’s eternal flame, synonymous with the men who had declared themselves 
presidents-for-life. For reference, it took another year for protesters to heave 
Christopher Columbus’s statue into the Bay of Port-au-Prince.

Fast-forward almost twenty years, to 2004: another coup, though the United 
States calls it a voluntary resignation, this time of the leftist Jean-Bertrand 
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south. It is not surprising that both of these places are recurring subjects 
in her landscape paintings. Lanskap (Landscape) (1963) includes a number 
of houses as well as terracing, the type of rice field that can be found on 
the slopes of Merapi or in Bali—a destination for artists of this time to 
refresh their visual vocabulary. In the memoir of Affandi’s former driver 
Suhardjono, he recounts repeated trips to Bali to paint.12 Aside from seeking 
inspiration in Bali, these artists also brought home, among other things, a 
slice of the place in the form of the frangipani tree or flower, famous for its 
beauty. Usually, the flowers on a frangipani tree are only one color, ranging 
from white, yellow, and dark red to light red. In Bali, people use these 
flowers in various everyday rituals and processions, whereas in Java, the 
frangipani tree is associated with mystical matters because it is often found 
in graveyards. However, such mystical associations do not prevent people 
from growing these trees in their yards as decoration.13 

In 1957, when Kustiyah’s husband returned from his studies at Kala 
Bhavana (Institute of Fine Arts) in Santiniketan, he brought a teapot with 
him as a souvenir of India. Years later, after giving birth to three children, 
Kustiyah painted this object. Titled for what it is, Teko dari India (Teapot 
from India) (1962) portrays the teapot along with a mancala (children’s toy). 
If we take this teapot as a metaphor for Kustiyah’s own existence, that is, as 
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Aristide. A UN peacekeeping force has been deployed, a de facto prime minister 
appointed by Haiti’s international friends. A delegation from UNESCO comes by 
to relight the statue’s eternal flame, which has gone out yet again, and proclaims 
the Nèg Mawon “an icon of Haiti” and “the symbol of freedom and independence 
throughout all the countries of the Caribbean.”4 The group of Aristide supporters 
who vandalize the statue the next week beg to differ. They say the statue is an 
imposter made of cheap sheet metal and accuse the de facto prime minister of 
having “stolen the heart of the Unknown Maroon.” 

Throughout the years the Nèg Mawon’s flame wavers. Sometimes there is 
not enough gas to keep it going. The last report of the statue I have is from the 
newspaper Le Nouvelliste, from March 2022. The bronze has oxidized, giving 
the statue a verdigris hue. All the monuments in the Champ de Mars are “the 
victims of the carelessness of the authorities and the carelessness of an entire 
people. . . . Le Marron Inconnu will end up one day wondering what he is doing 
there. There is no more gas to feed his eternal flame, a madman squats a couple 
of steps away from him, and with each rain a mud bath adds to the previous one. 
How far away the time of his splendor.”5

Who knows what Nèg Mawon’s status was before January 12, 2010, the 
day of Haiti’s terrible earthquake. Does it matter? In the aftermath, more than 
a million Haitians were made homeless and many thousands of them took up 

POOJA BHATIA

54

Pooja Bhatia



residence beneath tents and tarps in the Champ de Mars and the Place du 
Marron Inconnu. Having lost everything, they were forced into flight. In August 
of that year, Le Nouvelliste published a column by a French writer who visited 
the plazas. He found that the Nèg Mawon’s conch shell was being used to 
string up pirate electrical wires to supply energy to the tents. His strong thighs 
had been commandeered by a laundress—the bronze retains a lot of heat, she 
explained, and when laid upon the metal, the clothes dry fast. Another resident 
told the reporter that she had posed for several tourist photos along with the 
Nèg Mawon. “Nèg Mawon is my neighbor,” the reporter quoted her. “He let the 
world know that I am here.”6

Kartika, Aku Hamil (I’m pregnant), 1962, oil on hardboard, 47 ¼ × 35 13 ⁄16 × ⅜ in., Affandi Museum
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the property of her husband or as a subject who serves her husband, then 
the toy seems to symbolize her children. As such, we can read Teko dari 
India as a kind of self-portrait that is allegorical, lyrical, and non-portraiture. 
That is, Kustiyah is present only from the point of view of her husband and 
in relation to her children. The background of this painting seems to be 
in the middle of nowhere. These two objects are not painted atop a table, 
a tablecloth, the floor, or anywhere else for that matter. Rather, they are 
situated in an abstract space whose gravity and light radiate from the upper 
left side of the canvas. Does the absence of a more literal spatial setting 
invite us, as viewers of this painting, to detach it from a domestic context? 
Further, what causes a work created by a female artist that contains such 
objects to be read in relation to domesticity whereas a work by a modernist 
artist such as Paul Cézanne, for example, is simply referred to as a still life?

Among Kustiyah’s many flower paintings, Bunga Kamboja Merah (Red 
frangipani) (1969) has a particularly strong expression. The small frangipani 
flowers painted with thick red brushstrokes cling to the tree’s branches under 
the blazing yellow and brown sun. Although the sun shines directly from 
above, the colors are dark and cold, giving off a gloomy impression. The green 
leaves appear untouched by the sun’s rays, while the branches are gray. Amid 
this gloom, the sharpness of the red frangipani flowers steals our attention. 

HYPHEN —
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