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[t's vodou

voodoo —
and it has
nothing to
do with
sticking

dolls. In
her home

Flatbush,

Augustin
practices

religion in
the new

Portrait of

By Karen Kramer

HE ceremonial
objects have
been laid out
on a white
cloth on a table
near the altar.
There are bot-
tles of perfume
for the goddess Erzulic and a bottle
of rum for the spirit Ogoun. A white
egg nestled in white flour and held
by a ceramic snake gits to one side,
Many other bottles, food offerings
and sacred ohjects have been lov-
ingly assembled; flowers and can-
dles are everywhere. On the floor is
a delicate geometric design pains-
takingly drawn with
yellow cornmeal.

Off to ene side of the
room are three sweaty
drummers who have
been working hard all
night playing nonstop
polythythmic music, In
between the drummers
and the ceremonial ta-
ble are about 50 people,
dressed mostly in white
and with white or red
kerchiefs tied around
their heads, who have
been singing, dancing,
praying and calling to
the spirits for several
hours, One woman in
particular, Annette {So
Ann) Augustin, is sing-
ing and praying louder
than most. A whirlwind
of vitality and energy,
ahe is the one giving the
ceremony, the one to
whom falls the respon-
sibility of pleasing the
gpirits. The scene could
be taking place in Afri-
ca or the Caribbean,
but it is cocurring — as
it does every year — in
the basement of a small
house in Brooklyn,

“I'm a Vodousist,”
says Bo Ann, a 46-year-
old practitioner living
in East Flatbush, *I've
got the Vodou spirits in
me. Every single year 1
give a party for the spir-
its, because they're
helping me. They're
helping people. Ever
since [ was born [ saw
my family do this, They
used to do the same
thing I do now."

S0 Ann was only 7
years old and living in
Haiti, she says, when
she first became pos-
sessed by one of the spirits, “"When
my mother saw this she was
shocked," says this sturdily built
woman who speaks in a deep, husky
voice, “In Haiti when people first
get the spirits, they are older than
me. Twenty, twenty one. And my
maother couldn’t believe it, because
the spirit who was talking through
me was the same way ker father’s
spirit used to talk about things
twenty years before, Since that day,
I started helping people.”

It is not known how many of the
approximately 300,000 Haitians liv-

ing in New York practice Viodouw, In
addition to the Haitians, there are
large numbers of Dominicans,
Puerto Ricans, Brazilians, Trinida-
dians and other immigrants from
the Caribbean who practice similar
African-based religions.

Vodou — or "voodoo™ as it has
usually been spelled — has often
been maligned, portrayed as stick-
ing pins in dolls or putting curses
on people. In reality, however, it is

a complex religion based upon a
pantheon of deities, ancestor war-
ghip and elaborate ceremonies and
rites. The term “voodoo™ is derived
from the word “vu-Du" (from the
language of the Fon peaple of Daho-
mey, now Benin, in West Africa). It
means simply “spirit” or “family of
gpirits," People are said to serve the
spirits or to practice Vodou.

Just as in the pantheon of the
carly Greeks and Romans, there are

Annette (S0 Ann) Augustin of East Flatbush throws water on her floor and lights a candle every day to falk to God and to her spirits.

several major deities in Vodou.
Each of these deities or spirits has
its own personality, its own likes
and dislikes, its ?ccm.l function.
For example, Ogoun is a warrior
who likes fire and the color red.
Damballah represents wisdom and
fertility and is symbolized by o ser-
pent. His colors are white and
green, and his season — as would
be expected — is springtime. Erzug-
lie is a female spirit who represents
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a Priestess

love and beauty but also a strong

POWeT,

In the theology of Vodou there is
a Supreme Being or Great Master,
called Gran' Mait,” for which the in-
dividual spirits act as intermediar-
ies, While Vodou practitioners serve
all the spirits, they may have a par-
ticular spirit that watches over
them more than the rest.

“You must serve all the spirits or
they get jealous,” says So Ann, who
changed her name from Annette to
sound more African. "1 love all the
spirits, but I got a special thing for
Erzulie Dantor, She's my good
friend. She's powerful.”

Whether it's in New York or Hai-
ti, serving the spirits can be as sim-
ple as lighting a daily candle or as
elaborate as giving a major ceremao-
ny, and it's an obligation that servi-
tewrs do not take lightly,

“Every day 1 to my spirits,”
S0 ﬁu‘m mys in slightly broken Eng-
lish. “1 call God, and [ call the spir-
its, I llghl my candle and throw
some water. Like you brush your
teath every day, you can light a can-
dle every day. You throw a little wa-
ter on the floor every day. That's
the way you're talking to your

Besides the daily candle lighting
and libations, each spirit requires
special individual rites throughout
the week, and ut the year,
Wed is n's day, so
Wm Soﬂﬂun m?ia:;ﬂy ::;T-
cial prayer for him and wear some-
thing red in his honor, Mid-March,
the time of the spring solstice and
5t. Patrick's Day, belongs to Dam-
ballah, and So Ann will put out a
white egg nestled in white flour for
Damballah to symbolically “eat.”

Many Vodou-ists give or attend
several ceremonies throughout the
year — a specific ceremony for a
specific spirit — but 5o Ann prefers
to give one large one cach July to
which all the spirits are invited. It's
an obligation that requires an enor-
mous amount of time, work and

IMOrEY,

“Fou buy a lot of things," she
says. "“You're giving a party for all
of the !pmts, If you want to make
Ogoun happy, you buy Barbancourt
rum and you kill a chicken and you
make a good rice and beans and
deposit it in bowls on the floor. For
Damballah you buy a big fish and
some white rice. For Azacea it's a
dish called chaka made from beans
and corn. You also buy avocada.

“And then you must buy all their
favorite drinks. For Guede you
must put a hot pepper in a bottle of
gin. It's important for all Haitians
to do something here in New York,
or to have someone in Haiti do it for
them."”

LTHOUGH S0 Ann
has not been for-
mally initiated as a
mamba, the high-
est level of Vodou
iestess, she
she is able to act s
a diviner or card
reader because of special gifts she
has received from the spirits, Fri-
day is the day she usually sets aside
for seeing clients, but there is a
steady stream of people arriving at
her two-family home throughout
the w
“Because many of the friends [
had in Haiti came to New York too,
I help them,” she . “If th
uumepw me with a ﬁsbm I t,:ﬁ
them to go buy a candle and take a
cup of water and throw that water
three times and talk to the spirits,
Then by the dream that he or she
has [ will know exactly what kind of
el oo
¢ laying out in iny
e i e b fl
like many other Haitian women
who provide the same services, says
she can tell many things about a
person’s life; problems with a
spouse, health worries, job opportu-
nities, But, she says, “If I can't do
something, I have to say to the per-
son to go to someone else. We

charge people [usually arcund $20
for a reading], because we have to
buy things to do the work, When
you have a good spirit in you, you
can’t think about money. If a per-
son has a sickness and they don't
have money, I have to try to cure
them anyway, because that's the
way."

No one knows for certain how the
false image of sticking pins in dolls
became associated with Vodou, but
w;;ﬁr st:h;l;rs believe th;tt, Ho]Ji.:-

te this m
What is true.p;:.;m. is that:.:n-
dou-ists have been persecuted
through history — originally by the
early slave masters and more re-
cently through negative and sensa-
tionalistic images in the media. For
those reasons, many practitioners
have preferred to remain under-

ground.
&till, for many Haitians living in
MNew York, serving the spirits helps
tly in their lives. Jean C., a cab
river from upper Man Imt.t.un.
wouldn't even think of working in
his taxi without the spirits” protec-
tien, “Living in New York you have
all kinds of negative things arcund
you,” he gays, “So when [ get into
the car I say a prayer to the spirits
and ask them for guidance and for
help with the day. And I know that
they" errut«Bd.mgma at all times in

Macne L, a 35«y¢urrnld wWoman
living in Quaeam says, “Once when
Iwent on a job interview [ asked my
spirits to come with me and do the
tailjking. And of course, [ got the
job.™

Most practitioners in New York
are Catholic or Protestant as well,
since earlier in their countries’ his-
tory their ancestors were forced to
take on the dominant religion of the
glave holders controlling them.

“Vodou doesn't force itself as the
only religion to be practiced,” says
Dr. Leslie Desmangles, professor of
religion at Trinity College in Hart-
ford. “Monotheism tends to be less
tolerant, but a pluralistic religion
can be more open and accepting of
other beliefs.” Therefore many Vo-
dou practitioners see no discre-
pancy in adhering to a Western reli-
gion but also serving the spirits of
their ancestors, So Ann is philo-
sophical about the need to know the
difference.

“The European people made you
go to church,” she says, “to help
you forget what they did to you.
They put the Bible in your hand
and the Eurcpean thing in your
mind. I can't tell people to go to
church or to serve the spirits; you
have to choose for yourszelf. The
same thing that the priest does at
the church is the same thing that
the houngan [high-level male
priest] or mambo does at home,”

S0 Ann's five boys (ages 12 to 28)
grew up knowing about both reli-
gions, and her youngest is attend-
ing a Catholic school in Haiti. But
before he goes to school each morn-
ing he is sure to light a candle for
the spirits. At Vodou ceremonies
and through dreams, she says, “the
spirits come, they call the boys and
talk to them and let them know
how to behave. And the boys believe

that too. It helps them."”

As important to So Ann as her
religion is the ever-changing world
of Haitian politics. Along with
many other Haitians living in the
diaspora, So Ann attends countless
meetings and demonstrations
working toward a democratic Haitd,
Their immediate goal is to see ex-
iled Pregident Jenn-Bertrand Aris-
tide restored as Haiti's first demo-
cratically elected president.

“Aristide iz a powerful man. He
doesn't serve the spirits, but people
are always praying for him, and he
prays too. When he was the presi-
dent I predicted that a coup might
happen. I saw that. [ said he'd stay
out of the country for one or two
years and then go back. But if the
Americans wanted to, they could
put Aristide back in power one, two,
three,” she says, snapping her fin-

oTs,

Vodou and politics have often
been inter-related, crossing and
connecting many times throughout
history. Many historians say it was
at a Vedou ceremony in 1791 that a
Vodou priest encouraged the slaves
to revolt for freedom, thus igniting
the Haitian revolution.

Like many others, So Ann feals it
is important to continue to serve
the spirits of her ancestors whether
she's in Haiti or New York.

"Vodou is a powerful thing,” she
says. “It's a Haitian thing. When
you're traveling and you live in an-
other country, you forget about
what you've got. You don't have to
give it up. With this thing we can
have a lot of power. When you for-
get ahout your real thing you forget
about the person you are,”" m

Karen Kramer is a free-lance
writer who has produced several in-
dependent film documentaries
about Vodou.

A shop in Brooklyn, where Vodou
practitioners can buy religious objecis
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