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Heyman’s art bears witness to painful stories
      

  

Bearing Witness: Stories from the Front Lines

  

Ends May 23. Center for the Arts, 283 Washington Terrace, Middletown. Free. 860-685-2061, 
wesleyan.edu/cfa
.

  

What have we done? What terrible crimes were committed in our name whose perpetrators are
not held to account? Some answers to these questions come in the form of a searing exhibition
of portraits by Daniel Heyman, Bearing Witness: Stories from the Front Lines, currently on
display at the Ezra and Cecile Zilkha Gallery at Wesleyan University.

  

Heyman accompanied a team of human rights lawyers to Istanbul and Amman where they
interviewed former Abu Ghraib detainees. Sitting in on dozens of interviews from 2005 to 2008,
Heyman sketched and painted the former prisoners’ portraits while also scrawling text of their
harrowing accounts into the images. The show also includes eight portraits of African-American
men, primarily former felons now committed to being responsible members of the community.
Additionally, two wood sculptures illustrated with black-and-white allegorical etchings critiquing
our national disfigurement by war are installed in the gallery. The latter two works reminded me
of Picasso’s “Guernica.”

  

Heyman isn’t after realism in his technique. His portrait style is more akin to Expressionist
caricature albeit with a respect for his subjects’ dignity. Working with gouache and watercolor,
Heyman is bold. Darting brushwork fills out the contours of his subjects’ faces. Notwithstanding
the tragedy and pain these men have experienced — or, in the case of some of the former
American felons, inflicted — Heyman depicts them with sensitivity and appreciation for their
singular humanity.
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He puts faces to stories. The undulation of text both heightens and complicates the power of
these images. In the case of the Iraqi portraits, these stories — depositions, really — are rife
with stomach-churning cruelty. In a catalog accompanying the show, Heyman writes, “The Iraqis
I heard interviewed were never formally accused of a crime, brought to a trial or given legal
representation.” Mohamed, in “I Was a Taxi Driver (I Also Sold Satellite Dishes),” says he was
forced to drink six liters of water until he was throwing up blood. They tied his penis, so he
couldn’t urinate. The men tell of beatings, sexual abuse, being hung by the arms for hours,
seeing other prisoners die, witnessing the rape of female prisoners.

  

In many of these paintings, the viewer struggles to read all the text. Painted in different colors,
lines of testimony pile up on the paper, begin to circle around each other warily. Heyman likens
it to the way the words hung in the air when the men spoke. It occurred to me that it mirrors the
circuitous route by which we access these truths, all but ignored by our lapdog press. On a
formal level, it reinforces the idea that the truth is hard to get and hard to take.

  

This criminal abuse of prisoners was policy set at the highest levels of the U.S. government.
And if these crimes are not occurring still — and that’s a very big if — they will occur again.
Without investigations and prosecutions, what is to deter a future Dick Cheney or John Yoo?

  

Unlike the torture memo authors and war criminals of the Bush Administration, the
African-American men from the Philly area pictured in Bearing Witness haven’t benefitted from
a policy of “looking forward, not backward.” They aren’t protected by a corrupt Establishment
culture that forgives the powerful their trespasses so they can continue to trespass against us.
These men admit their crimes. They’ve done their time.

  

They’ve been both victims of and victimizers in another kind of war, a race and class war waged
against the poor and people of color in the United States. Eric Wright, 33, started dealing crack
in the 12th grade. He made $2,500 ever two days for 3-4 years, he told Heyman.

  

“We got into a big war. 1997. One person got killed. That was who I went to jail for. He was an
innocent person,” Wright told Heyman as he painted. “The war was between me and some P.R.
guys. They robbed one of my workers. He called me and told me what was happening. I told
him I would deal with it. I think that is what changed my mindset, that an innocent man’s blood
[is] on my hands.”
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Innocent blood is on a lot of our hands.
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