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In Didier William's Art, There Is 
More Than Meets the Eye 
The Haitian-American artist brings his insight and intricate work 

to Art Basel Miami Beach in what feels like a homecoming. 

"Broken Skies: Te a mi;' 2019, by Didier William translates to "The ground is fertile." He did the painting partly for his husband, Justin William. Didier William/James Fuentes, 
New York 

By Laurel Graeber 

Dec.3,2019 

Graeber, Laurel, "In Didier William's Art, There Is More Than Meets the Eye," The New York Times, December 3, 2019
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PHILADELPHIA - You are being watched. It is difficult to escape that sensation when viewing the work of Didier William, a 36-year-old Haitian-American artist who will be exhibiting for the first time at Art Basel Miami Beach. His three enormous paintings destined for the fair, which are part of a larger series he has tentatively titled "Broken Skies: Vertieres," all depict huge, amorphous bodies whose skin is covered with narrow, piercing eyes. The James Fuentes Gallery in New York will present these pieces in the Nova section against a backdrop that is also dotted with eyes. For Mr. William, this repeating symbol is both a shield from - and a response to - an onlooker's curious appraisal."The eye motif developed around 2014 or 2015 as a way to return some of that gaze back onto the viewer," he said in an interview in his studio here. As a gay black immigrant, Mr. William knows what it is like to be stared at. Born in Port-au-Prince, he came as a Creole-speaking 6-year-old to Miami, where he lived with his parents and two older brothers. He spent his youth "closeted;' he said, in a city where "Haitians were relegated to a kind of second-class citizenry." 
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At the same time, Miami was also where teachers recognized his talent and steered him toward the New World School of the Arts, a specialized public school that served as a springboard to a degree in painting from the Maryland Institute College of Art and a master of fine arts from Yale. The significance of his debut at Art Basel -where each of his paintings will be priced at $65,000 - is not lost on him or his dealer, who submitted his work there partly because "of the importance of Miami in shaping his identity and narrative;' said James Fuentes, the gallery owner. Mr. William's art, however, is never about just one place or person. "This idea that we don't exist as singular bodies or singular identities, I think, has always been very much part of my work," he said. In these paintings, "the overwhelming amount of eyes serves that." The figures are important, too. Mr. William, whose career in academia led him to move to Philadelphia three years ago to become chair of the M.F.A. program at the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts - a position he recently left - embraced abstraction for a while. But he returned to more figurative work after the 2012 killing of TrayYon Martin, an unarmed black teenager who was shot to death in Sanford, Fla., by George Zimmerman, a neighborhood watch volunteer who was ultimately acquitted of second-degree murder. In Mr. William's view, those events began with one man's act of looking - and assuming. The bodies Mr. William has introduced into his work are deliberately unidentifiable, neither male nor female nor even always human. 
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Haitian culture and mythology infuse Mr. William's works 
that will be on display at Art Basel Miami 
Beach. Fountainhead Residency 
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"The viewer;' he said, "is never really let off the hook in terms of becoming specifically aware of how their gaze is gendering or racializing the figures." In other ways, however, Mr. William's work teems with specific symbols. His paintings at Art Basel are filled with clouds, a new motif that he sees as both "an extraterrestrial space" and a reference to archives of information. The art features luminous colors and dotted patterns, whose staccato effects evoke "Broken Skies," a title that alludes to the fractures caused by colonialism. The title's other half, Vertieres, is the name of the 1803 battle in which Haiti finally wrested its independence from France, a historical moment that is further reflected in the machete and shovels in the painting "Broken Skies: Nou poko fini," whose Creole words translate as "We aren't done yet." The shovel, in particular, represents the relationship of Mr. William's forebears to their land, "one of the main reasons why Haitians were able to defeat the French in the first place," he said. "For me it's like this Excalibur." Haitian culture and mythology also infuse the other Art Basel works. "Broken Skies: Ouve pot la pou yo" takes its Creole title from the chorus of the song "Tande" ("Listen")_ by the Haitian band Boukan Ginen. The phrase means "Open the door for them," "them" being the loa, or voodoo spirits. 
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"Broken Skies: Te a mi," whose title translates as "The ground is fertile," is "sort of a painting for my husband," said Mr. William, who is married to Justin William, a psychotherapist. The two are planning to become parents, and a vibrant, fiery band on the work's surface is subtly printed with the symbol for the loa's fierce matriarch. The art is layered materiallă, too. Pref erring to work on wooden panels rather than stretched canĀas, Mr. William carves each unblinking eye directly into the surface, a technique that connects painting with printing. (He is now an assistant professor of exnanded nrint at the Mason Gross School of the Arts at Rutgers, a post whose odd title indicates the extension of the medium.) His works incorporate collage, oil paint and acrylic as āell, making them as multifarious as the Afro-Caribbean diaspora itself. Seeing this complex painting as a text, Mr. William does not eĂpect everyone to read it the same way. "If my mom, an art historian, a master printer and an oil painter were discussing the work, and they came to four different conclusions about it, I would be O.K. with that:' he said. "One of the joys for me is layering as mÿch information into the paintings as possible, and allowing my viewer to excavate any part of that they wish." 
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Those who have bought Mr. William's work include the Carnegie Museum of Art, the Minneapolis Institute of Art, private collectors and a British pop star who did not want his name published - all testimony to what Mr. Fuentes called its "universal appeal." It is art with "iconography that everyone can understand," he said, "even though it has a particular intention and concept." For Mr. William, that intention is always to explore the diasporan experience and, he said, "to get closer to a truth that makes sense for black and brown people!' But he takes special pride in bringing this work to Miami in what feels like a homecoming. "Home is never quite a singular locale:' Mr. William said, "which for me I think is a source of agency rather than a traumatic condition." 
A version of this article appears in print on Dec. 4, 2019, Section S, Page 5 in The New York Times International 
Edition. Order Reprints I Toda}:'.'s PaRer I Subscribe 
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What to See in New YorkArt 
Galleries This Week John Houck's visual trickery; Svenja Deininger's "Crescendo" paintings; Didier William's eye-catching mixed-media works; and the poet John Ashbery's demure treasures. 

Didier William's "M mache toupatou ave I;' from 2018, wood carving, collage, ink, acrylic on panel. via James Fuentes LLC 

6chwendener, Martha, "What to 6ee in New York Art Galleries This Week," The New York Times, NoYember 1�, 201�



ALTMAN SIEGEL 
1150 25TH ST. SAN FRANCISCO, CA 94107 
tel: 415.576.9300 / fax: 415.373.4471 

www.altmansiegel.com 

Didier William Nov. 14, 2018 

Through Nov. 25 at James Fuentes, 55 Delancey Street, Manhattan; 212-577-1201, 
jamesfuentes.com. Through Nov. 24 at Anna Zorina Gallery, 533 West 23rd Street, 
Manhattan; 212-243-2100, annazorinagallery.com. 

Didier William's works are often called paintings because they are 

rectangular, mounted on the wall and approximate the size of 

traditional easel paintings. The works in "Curtains, Stages, and 

Shadows, Act l" at James Fuentes and "Curtains, Stages and 

Shadows, Act 2" at Anna Zorina, however, are barely painted at all. 

Instead, Mr. William's method is a clever mix of different two­

dimensional mediums: He carves directly into birch panels and 

arranges his own patterned prints on the surf ace, using ink and the 

occasional dash of acrylic paint for emphasis. 

This approach, through appearance and illusion, also suits the 

subject matter of Mr. William, who was born in Haiti. Drawn from 

the country's history and folklore, as well as his experience of 

growing up in Miami, his works also probe the idea of having to 

perform blackness or any kind of identity. Shadowy figures - built 

from hundreds of tiny eyes that carved into the panels like pixels 

and return the viewer's gaze - represent family members, Voodoo 

spirits or leaders in the Haitian Revolution. (Mr. William shifted 
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from abstract painting to representing black bodies after Trayvon 
Martin, an unarmed teenager, was shot to death in 2012.) And 
machetes suggest violent massacre as well as "tire machet," the 
traditional Haitian martial art. 

Mr. William's crafty, enigmatic and sometimes cryptic oeuvre is 
underscored by his titles, which are in untranslated Haitian Kreyol, 
and include proverbs, family expressions and crude street slang. 
None of theatrical effects would matter, though, if Mr. William's 
paintings didn't grab your attention and hold it, building a sense of 
tension - even anticipation for Act 3. MARTHA SCHWENDENER 



DIDIER WILLIAM
By Faye Hirsch December ÿ, Āþÿ8 9:þþam

8he X[enXy�one mi\eH�meHium TainXinKs in DiHier William¸s X[o�venue e\hibiXion´
Xhe mosX ambiXious sho[inK oJ his [orO Xo HaXe´[ere Trimarily larKe, more Xhan 
seven JeeX lonK or Xall in some cases, anH elaboraXe, suKKesXinK TroHiKious acXiviXy

+irsch, )aye, "Didier William," $rW iQ $meriFD, December 1, 201�



 over Xhe TasX year, [hen all oJ Xhem [ere maHe� 8heir XiXles [ere in HaiXian 'reole 
anH leJX unXranslaXeH, as Xhe XhirXy�si\�year�olH PorX�au�Prince�born American arXisX 
[ishes Xo alerX vie[ers Xo Xhe linKuisXic challenKes JaceH by his o[n TarenXs anH 
oXher HiasToric TeoTle anH Xo TrivileKe communicaXion [iXh his comTaXrioXs� 8he 
e\hibiXion as a [hole, XhouKh, [as Kiven an EnKlish XiXle, µ'urXains, 7XaKes, anH 
7haHo[s,¶ announcinK Xhe cenXral moXiJs oJ Xhe [orOs, mosX oJ [hich TorXray 
silhoueXXe�XyTe JiKures on sXaKes JrameH by sXriTeH comTonenXs suKKesXinK colorJul 
TaXXerneH Jabrics�
RenHereH on [ooHen Tanels, Xhe [orOs combine TainXeH, collaKeH, anH carveH 
elemenXs� 8he silhoueXXe JiKures are comToseH oJ allover JielHs oJ small eyes inciseH 
inXo Xhe suTTorXs anH inOeH in blacO� 9nliOe /ara WalOer¸s silhoueXXes, William¸s 
aTTear Xo Xeem [iXh inXerior liJe, looOinK Jrom Xhe insiHe ouX, anH every[here� 8he 
omniTresenX sXaKes comTrise areas oJ e\ToseH Tanel sXaineH anH HelineaXeH as 
TlanOs aX raOinK anKles �Xhe oJJ�OilXer UualiXy is esTecially TronounceH in /olan KeX 
manman yo, [here Xhe sXaKe meXamorThoses inXo a OeyboarH TlayeH by an anXic 
JiKure
� 7creen�TrinXeH sXriTs anH TaXches oJ TaTer aHhereH Xo Xhe [orOs¸ surJaces 
seem Xo ToT sliKhXly Jor[arH, [hile Tours oJ acrylic meHium anH HirecX TainXinK aXoT 
carveH anH collaKeH areas hem in Xhe layers� 8he TicXorial Tlane is relaXively shallo[, 
comTressinK all Xhe visual anH maXerial enerKy�
In an essay accomTanyinK Xhe sho[, Xhe culXural hisXorian .erry PhiloKene [riXes oJ 
William¸s chilHhooH in Miami anH Hiscusses asTecXs oJ HaiXian culXure Xo [hich Xhe 
[orOs reJer: Xiny macheXes XhaX Jorm a surJace TaXXern in one comTosiXion, Jor 
e\amTle, alluHe Xo a vanishinK HaiXian marXial arX, anH heroines oJ Xhe HaiXian 
RevoluXion are Xhe subNecXs oJ Xhree small, TorXraiX�liOe TainXinKs� 8he arXisX is 
clearly XoyinK [iXh sXereoXyTes oJ menace, unHercuXXinK iX [iXh a robusX sense oJ 
humor� We Ho noX Ono[ iJ Xhe Xall JiKure holHinK a shovel in Xhe hanHsome 7a a 
selman m be^[en is inHusXrious or malevolenX, anH Tresumably XhaX inHeXerminacy 
is TarXly Xhe ToinX� William Tays homaKe Xo conXemToraries liOe MicOalene 8homas 



in /i moun Oi rele 3lymTia, [iXh iXs reclininK oHalisUue, as [ell as Xo ManeX¸s racially 
TroblemaXic 3lymTia� in DanXor a Anais, a relaXively sXaiH imaKe oJ a moXher anH 
chilH, one senses an echo oJ 'hris 3Jili¸s HunK MaHonna� AnH in Xhe screen�TrinXeH 
collaKe elemenXs Xhere are hinXs noX only oJ Xhe colorJul Jabrics oJ WesX AJrica buX also 
oJ Xhe [orOs oJ PaXXern anH DecoraXion arXisXs�

8he sXrenKXh oJ Xhese TainXinKs lies in Xheir viviH anH aX Ximes unnervinK Tresence� A 
KrouT oJ JiKures hovers in Xhe air in 2ou XouX ansanm, Xheir boHies embeHHeH in a 
7Tanish moss³liOe mass overheaH anH Xheir JlailinK arms anH leKs casXinK an ominous 
shaHo[ on Xhe sXaKe belo[� 3ne cannoX helT buX XhinO oJ Xhem as ThanXoms born oJ 
unXolH violence, buX, even as Xhe JiKures Xhrash abouX, Xhe eyes XhaX consXiXuXe Xhem 
Kive Xhem a OinH oJ To[er� 2oX conXenX Xo seXXle inXo Xhe role oJ Xhe µobNecX¶ oJ our 
Ka^e´Xhe 3Xher´William¸s JiKures sXare ouX aX us [iXh eyes liOe Xhose in a haunXeH 
JoresX� Even unborn, as [iXh Xhe JeXus HeTicXeH in DeTi nan vanX manman m, Xhey are 
characXeri^eH Jrom [iXhouX� =eX, [ary anH hyTerconscious, Xheir viKilance TroXecXs 
Xhem�
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