
Narratives of Freedom and Oppression: 
Bridging the Past
Histories of the Caribbean archipelago are always full of surprises. This may be due to the 
convoluted histories of a region where the first contact with Europe occurred during the 
“Age of Discovery.” European explorers and subsequent waves of colonists occupied and 
displaced locals almost to the point of extinction, while documenting their own advances 
against indigenous peoples. Unfortunately, only the conquerors’ voices remain, as that of 
the vanquished has all but disappeared. Certain accounts did try to document the vast up-
heavals that resulted in the wake of the “discovery.” One such document is the long letter 
written to King Charles I of Spain by Friar Bartolomé de las Casas, denouncing the horrors 
that followed that first encounter. Titled “The Destruction of the Indies,” it described in de-
tail the horrors inflicted on the “docile and gentle Indians” (the Taínos) by vainglorious and 
greedy conquistadores. Falling on deaf ears, the document found its way to the enemies 
of the Catholic Church: Reformists and Protestants, who had the temerity to publish it in 
a widely distributed, illustrated pamphlet. It has taken centuries for Spain to recover from 
what is today considered a masterful piece of insidious propaganda, appropriately called 
“The Black Legend.” What is of great interest to me is that the pamphlet in question was 
illustrated by an artist and engraver named Theodor DeBry, who, as far as we know, never 
set foot in the Americas. His fanciful and Europeanized visual description of the Taíno is 
much of what is left of these people; indeed, his depiction of the Taíno illustrates most 
histories of the Spanish Conquest. 

Another example where art was used in defense of the downtrodden is the fantastic doc-
ument sent to King Felipe III by one of his American subjects, Inca nobleman Felipe Gua-
man Poma de Ayala. This extensively illustrated document aimed to inform the Spanish 
monarch about the injustices of colonial rule inflicted on Andean people and enslaved Afri-
cans. Guaman Poma described in words and images the humiliations to which he and his 
people were subjected. King Felipe never received the document, hence no amelioration 
followed. As an artist, I have been interested in this particular document for the powerful 
visual language created by Guaman Poma to illustrate a world in transition and already 
subject to a hybrid vocabulary.

Though referenced in a novel I had read and reread by Cuban author Alejo Carpentier, The
Kingdom of this World, the name Aponte never truly piqued my interest until I read Ada 
Ferrer’s historical account of reactions to the Haitian Revolution in neighboring Cuba. In a 
chapter devoted to potential Haitian influences on Cuban slave rebellions, José Antonio 
Aponte figures as a major protagonist. What became evident and surprising immediately is 
that Aponte, too, had created an illustrated book for the King of Spain. 

Again, the document not only did not make it to his highness; this time it was lost, and 
all that was left of it were rather detailed descriptions of the contents of the “book of 
paintings,” amassed and recorded during Aponte’s trial and interrogation by the Spanish 
authorities in Havana. The descriptions of the works elaborated in the trial transcript reveal 
that this artist of African descent had created a new visual vocabulary that profoundly dis-
turbed and confounded his European interrogators.  

The challenge today is to find a way to tap through the descriptions into this man’s vision, 
to see if we can recreate or interpret, more than a century later, Aponte’s visions of a black 
world where dignity, freedom and intellectual complexity were a given, and where they 
served to challenge the abject conditions to which they were subjected. Visionary Aponte
invited a group of contemporary artists to consult this particular story and see if they, as 
artists, could translate the spirit of Aponte’s “black world view” into visual proclamations 
that can be interpreted today!   

Edouard Duval Carrié

A Lost Book and the Historian’s Archive
I first encountered José Antonio Aponte not as an artist but as a revolutionary. The Aponte 
I first learned about from the seminal work of Cuban historian José Luciano Franco was 
the leader of the island’s principal antislavery and anticolonial conspiracy during the Age 
of Revolution. But because Franco transcribed and published the trial testimony about 
Aponte’s “Book of Paintings,” he also allowed us to glimpse Aponte the artist.

I remember vividly my surprise on first reading Aponte’s descriptions of his book. Image 
6-7, which showed a black army defeating a white one, seemed potentially subversive 
and revolutionary in a slave society. But what of everything else in the book? What about 
the popes, saints, and kings; the Ethiopian Eunuchs and Greek philosophers and Roman 
goddesses; the heavenly constellations and lush landscapes? What, if anything, did they 
have to do with revolution?

Aponte showed the book to his fellow conspirators as they organized their revolution. So 
we know that he and his companions drew connections between the images before them 
and the revolution they were plotting. But what were those connections? And where was 
the book?

To paraphrase C.L.R. James, what historians most want to see in order to understand a 
revolution—the diary of an obscure rebel leader or, in this case, a book of paintings that 
served as guide for an antislavery revolution—seems forever out of our reach. For years I 
held out the hope of finding Aponte’s book. On a research trip to Spain in 2002, my then 
7-year old daughter greeted me every afternoon with the question: did you find the book 
today?  The answer was always no. 

I learned to work around that absence, comparing the way Aponte described the book to 
inquisitioners to how he spoke about it with co-conspirators. For example, Aponte testified 
that lámina 37 was Rome, yet he told a companion that the picture showed Henri Chris-
tophe, King of Haiti, commanding people to execute what he ordered. Describing 8-9, 
Aponte mentioned the San Lorenzo without elaborating. But we know that the ship had 
spent time in revolutionary Haiti, once transported Haitian revolutionaries to Cuba, and 
even housed some of Aponte’s own co-conspirators. Using other sources to help read 
Aponte’s words about his pictures, I was able to glimpse not only Aponte’s epic histories 
of Ethiopia, but other more subterranean histories that linked Havana and Haiti in 1812.

By the time I finished writing about Aponte in Freedom’s Mirror in 2014, my daughter, by 
then a young woman, had stopped asking me if I’d found the book. Instead, she kept 
insisting that a group of artists needed to collectively reimagine Aponte’s book. I am for-
ever grateful to Edouard Duval-Carrié for setting that plot in motion, to Laurent Dubois for 
bringing us together, to Tosha Grantham for helping it materialize, and to Linda Rodríguez 
for co-conspiring. The artists of Visionary Aponte have offered me new and surprising 
insight into Aponte’s vision and new ways to think about the “everything else” in the book 
as part of Aponte’s artistic and political vision. I hope the show that has resulted from our 
collective effort honors Aponte’s creativity and intellect, as well as his conviction that those 
things were—and remain—vital to making freedom real. 

Ada Ferrer

Aponte and the Possibilities of Art  Linda Rodríguez
The loss of Aponte’s “Book of Paintings” felt like a weight. I so wished we could see his work of art. 
Its absence seemed to limit what we could know of him as an artist. How did he use color? What 
was his approach to composing each of his pages? Did figures overlap for some kind of textural 
effect? Aponte tells us, though, exactly what kind of artist he was. On the first day of his testimo-
ny about the “Book of Paintings,” a Spanish judicial official asked him if the book was indeed his 
work. Aponte’s response reads almost like a declaration of his artistic intent. “Not being a painter, 
he bought different prints and paintings to take from them, or from used fans, that which fulfilled 
his idea.” 

Aponte introduced a completely innovative method of aesthetic creation that transformed frag-
ments into a whole. He considered his audience to be, yes, the Spanish king, but also networks of 
enslaved and free people of color in Havana. For all who saw his book, Aponte’s novel technique 
matched the revolutionary content of its pages in which he visualized black militia members like 
his grandfather Joaquín Aponte along with black princes and queens in faraway and historic lands 
like Ethiopia. In colonial Havana, Aponte placed a new vision of an African diaspora in the hands of 
those who held and viewed his book.

Aponte’s actions as an artist suggest a need to invent, to move beyond known models of artistic 
practice and aesthetic form. That spirit has triumphed over loss as new imaginings of his “Book of 
Paintings” emerge in this exhibit, centuries later. Aponte’s legacy reverberates in our contemporary 
world and asks us to imagine the possibilities of art in advancing freedom for all. Indeed, Aponte’s 
legacy demands that we recognize artists as central to that goal.

Over the past few years, Aponte has felt like a constant companion to me, and I am grateful to him 
for his vision. It has moved me forward when I couldn’t move on my own. I also thank Ada Ferrer for 
walking and imagining with me in Aponte’s path, and also Édouard Duval-Carrié, Tosha Grantham, 
Laurent Dubois, and everyone at the Little Haiti Cultural Center for bringing this exhibit into exis-
tence.

The Book Is Here  Laurent Dubois
The book is here, just as Aponte intended. He imagined, after all, that the book would not just re-
count a history but also help create a new one. And, in ways he probably couldn’t have predicted 
– or could he? – it has, again and again, in the years since he produced it. His interrogators, his
executioners, were afraid of the book. They wanted to bury the book and the project it represented. 
They used the book to condemn him. They used his art against him. They succeeded, in a way. He 
was executed, disappeared, and his art was disappeared too.

In the process, however, his executioners left behind the traces that allow us to revive Aponte, in 
our way. As historians of the Caribbean, seeking to tell a different story, we are sustained by the fact 
that we can turn such sources against themselves, seeking in a small way to undo their intent. That 
is what Ada Ferrer does in her book Freedom’s Mirror, the magical work at the basis of this exhibit, 
which illuminates and brings Aponte’s world back to life.

This was a world within a world, for Aponte understood that he was part of a subterranean history, 
untold, that telling that history – a history of the black world, a black history of the world – was to 
re-make that history, and the world. His book was pedagogy, exploration, pastiche, and interpreta-
tion. He knew that images could tell that history perhaps better than text, for an image is always an 
invitation, a portal of sorts – an invitation to travel, and to dream. 

“What does this image mean?” his interrogators wanted to know. Did Aponte tell the truth? Did the 
interrogators understand the answer? And what can we, now, glean from what they wrote about 
what they heard? That is the question this exhibit begins to answer. Lines of text, traces of distant 
work, turn out to be seeds. Planted in the minds of the artists gathered here, they have created 
bursts, visions, layers of color, echoes, new pages in an old book, old pages of a new book. When 
we look at them, gathered together – like those who gathered together at Aponte’s house, around 
the book – we see into the past, and into the future. We are invited to tell stories, to tell our own story 
as part of a bigger story, to make history. We are made ready – to travel, to dream.

The book is here, and it is a wonder.

Unidentified artist, detail, Calle Tacón 12, c.1762-1768, 
fresco or semi-fresco [?], mural painting
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We recognize Mireille Chancy Gonzalez, HCAA Chair, for her deep commitment to the 
Visionary Aponte project.
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Visionary Aponte: Art and Black Freedom takes 
as its point of departure an extraordinary—
and now lost—historical artifact: a so-called 
“Book of Paintings.” Its creator was José 
Antonio Aponte, a free black carpenter, artist, 
and former soldier who was also the leader of 
an ambitious antislavery conspiracy in Cuba 
in 1812. During his trial, Aponte was forced 
to provide testimony describing each of the 
pictures in his book. They portrayed a wide 
array of subject matter, from Biblical scenes 
to landscapes to episodes in the history of 
Africa, Europe, and the Americas. Using those 
descriptions, fifteen contemporary artists have 
reimagined Aponte’s book for our present, 
inviting us to think about the role of art and 
history in making social change.

Little Haiti Cultural Complex Art Gallery 
Art Basel Miami
December 8, 2017 - January 20, 2018 
212-260 NE 59th Terrace, Miami, FL 33137 
(305) 960-2969
www.littlehaiticulturalcenter.com

King Juan Carlos of Spain Center 
New York University
February 21-May 22, 2018
53 Washington Square South, New York, NY 10012 
(212) 998-3650
www.kjcc.org

Art Center 
Duke University
September 15 - December 15, 2018 
Duke University Art Center
(919) 684-8111 
www.duke.edu

Aponte street sign in Havana, 2016. Photo courtesy Amílcar Ortiz Cárdenas. Unidentified artist, 
detail, Calle Tacón 12, c.1762-1768, fresco or semi-fresco[?], mural painting.

Aponte’s trial testimony, then, is the only 
known remnant of his “Book of Paintings.” 
The page below is reproduced from that 
testimony, housed in the Archivo Nacional de 
Cuba. Underlined here is Aponte’s answer 
to the interrogator’s question about why he 
drew what he did: “for reason of History like 
everything else in the book.” 

A transcription of Aponte’s testimony about the book, 
prepared by Jorge Pavez, is available on the digital 
humanities website Digital Aponte. The site includes 
other important information about the book, Aponte, 
and Havana. Visit http://aponte.hosting.nyu.edu.
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ADA FERRER is Julius Silver Professor of History and Latin American and Caribbean 
Studies at New York University. Her award-winning book, Insurgent Cuba: Race, Nation, 
and Revolution, 1868-1898, examines the participation of slaves and former slaves in Cu-
ban independence. Her second book, Freedom’s Mirror: Cuba and Haiti in the Age of Rev-
olution, won six book prizes, including the Frederick Douglass Prize from the Gilder Leh-
rman Center at Yale University. Chapter 7 of that book focuses on José Antonio Aponte.

ÉDOUARD DUVAL-CARRIÉ is the Artistic Director of the Haitian Cultural Arts Alliance 
and the Borderless Caribbean Art Series, now in its ninth year. Duval-Carrie also curated 
the exhibition, From Within and Without, The History of Haitian Photography at NSU Fort 
Lauderdale. 

TOSHA GRANTHAM is an independent curator based in Miami Beach, FL. She earned 
a BA in from Georgetown University and an MA in from Howard University. Grantham 
studied in the Department of Art History at the University of Maryland, College Park (ABD, 
2012). She received support from the Latin American Studies Center for a residency in 
Brazil (2012), and research in Panama (2013). Grantham was Assistant Curator of Modern 
and Contemporary Art at VMFA (2000–2006). She curated Darkroom: Photography and 
New Media from South Africa since 1950 (VMFA and Birmingham Museum, 2010–2011). 
Darkroom received grants from the Horace Goldsmith Foundation (2004), the National En-
dowment for the Arts (2006) and the Andy Warhol Foundation (2006). As curator of Second 
Street Gallery (2013–2017), select solo exhibitions featured artists: Siemon Allen, José 
Bedia, Sonya Clark, Torkwase Dyson, Arturo Lindsay, Taliaferro Logan, Yeni Mao, Rashaun 
Rucker, Matt Shelton/Nikolai Mahesh Noel, Amy Sherald and John Trevino.

LINDA RODRIGUEZ is a Visiting Scholar at the Center for Latin American and Caribbean 
Studies at New York University. She is an art historian who focuses on colonial Cuba. In 
2015, she co-organized the international symposium, Jose Antonio and His World: Writing, 
Painting, and Making Freedom in the African Diaspora at New York University. Currently, 
she is lead scholar for the digital humanities website Digital Aponte: http://aponte.hosting.
nyu.edu/.

LAURENT DUBOIS is the Marcello Lotti Professor of Romance Studies and History and 
founder of the Forum for Scholars & Publics at Duke University. He is a specialist on the 
history and culture of the Atlantic world, with a focus on the Caribbean and particularly 
Haiti. Dubois received a BA from Princeton University in in 1992, and earned his Ph.D. 
from University of Michigan at Ann Arbor in 1998. Dubois has received a Guggenheim 
Fellowship and a National Endowment for the Humanities Fellowship. His book, A Colony 
of Citizens: Revolution and Slave Emancipation in the French Caribbean, 1787-1804 won 
the 2005 Frederick Douglass Prize.

“Expediente sobre el declarante José Antonio Aponte el sentido de las pinturas que se hayan en el L. que se apre-
hendió en su casa. Conspiración de José Antonio Aponte, 24 de marzo de 1812,” Archivo Nacional de Cuba, Fondo 
Asuntos Políticos, legajo 12, expediente 17. Courtesy of Archivo Nacional de Cuba.

José Antonio Aponte was a free black 
carpenter, soldier, and artist in Havana.

Aponte’s story did not end in 1812.Aponte was arrested and forced 
during the trial to describe the 
pictures in his “Book of Paintings.”
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