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Roland Dorcély, a major Haitian painter and poet of the 20th century, was born in Port-au-
Prince, on October 20th, 1930: he is both a “master” and a “ghost” who withdrew from the art 
world, and from the world itself, at the age of 33. Unlike other artists of the Caribbean, he lived 
in Europe and the United States during the 50’s and early 60’s, and achieved real success. In 
1963, Dorcély retired in Haiti, where he lived a discreet, almost invisible life, until he suddenly 
and inexplicably left for New York City in 2003. He died there on April 17th, 2017, amidst 
general indifference. This presentation would be the first solo show of his work in New York 
and the first in the United States since his Fort Lauderdale Museum of Arts exhibition in 1975.

Born into an underprivileged environment, Dorcély studied at the Saint-Louis de Gonzague 
College of Port-au-Prince, where his teachers noticed early on that he wrote his homework 
in verse. At the age of 17, he began winning painting awards, particularly at the renowned Arts 
Centre. Despite being accepted by the establishment, Dorcély and a group of his peers quit 
the center in 1950 to open Le Foyer des Arts Plastiques, which was active until 1956. At that 
time, Dorcely, along with Le Foyer artists Luckner Lazard and Dieudonné Cédor established 
the Galerie Brochette (1956 – 1962).

During this period, Dorcély met the French writer and ethnologist Michel Leiris while he 
travelled through Haiti. He then had the opportunity to publish his first poems in prestigious 
periodicals such as Les Temps Modernes, run by Jean-Paul Sartre. From then on, Dorcély was 
able to travel and live in France, Italy and the United States, with the support of two patrons: in 
New York, Keith Warner, whose archives, preserved by the Smithsonian, include 
correspondence with Dorcély, Alfred Stieglitz and Alexander Calder; and in Paris, Charles-
Auguste Girard, who also gave major support to Congolese artist of the 30’s Albert Lubaki, 
recently rediscovered by the “Beauté Congo” exhibition in Fondation Cartier in Paris, 2015. 

Throughout the 50’s and early 60’s, Dorcély would often stay in Paris, where he met and 
befriended artists such as Wifredo Lam and Roberto Matta and benefitted from painting 
advice from Fernand Léger and André Masson. His painting had mixed results in Paris.
Numerous French critics took note of his work, often commenting that his art is “haut en 
couleurs” (flamboyant). France Observateur considered that he “sometimes let perceive some 
influences, notably this of Fernand Léger,” which was also mentioned by Dormant in 
Libération. 

On the contrary, in the communist magazine run by Louis Aragon, Les Lettres Françaises, 
Maugis dedicated a long and vibrant article to Dorcély, beginning with the admirative 
apostrophe: “If you should see a single exhibition this week, then you definitely have to see the 
Dorcély show,” adding “you experience, which is quite rare, a true shock.” In the Journal des Arts, 
the great critic and surrealist poet Alain Jouffroy wrote: “We are confident in his prodigious 
capacity for work, and his independent state of mind, to make in the near future of his art an 
astonishing beacon, far away pointed at modern art.”

At the beginning of the 60’s, Dorcély still benefitted from the support of Charles-Auguste 
Girard, who organized a solo show for him at Galerie Berri-Lardy. Additionally, through  
his friendly relationship with Michel Leiris and his wife Louise, the Galerie Louise Leiris 
(formerly Galerie Kahnweiler) published a volume of poetry by Dorcély, under the premonitory 
title S.O.S.

By Stéphane Corréard

Roland Dorcély’s first  
NYC exhibition at Frieze 
Spotlight section
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Roland Dorcély
A Haitian Painter and Poet in Paris (1958–1960)
Loeve&Co Gallery, Paris 
March 2019.
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In the United States, preeminent collectors, including Nelson Rockefeller, Francis Merrill and 
Francis Sears, as well as artists like Enrico Donati, quickly noticed Dorcély’s art. The movie 
producer David O. Selznick even commissioned Dorcély for a large mural in Los Angeles, where 
the Afro-American architect Paul Williams also called upon his talents. Although Keith Warner 
and his wife Edna K. Allen succeeded in organizing some presentations of his work and selling  
a few paintings, they were unable to find a strong representation for Dorcély in the 
commercial field.

However, in 1958 the MoMA accepted the gift of a painting by Dorcély, When to Relax?.  They 
also included the artwork in the 1959 show, “Recent Acquisitions: Painting and Sculpture,” 
wherein the catalogue Dorcély neighbored Jasper Johns. 

While visiting the 2014 retrospective “Haïti. Deux siècles de création artistique” at the Galeries 
Nationales du Grand Palais in Paris, Hervé Télémaque, a Haitian born, New York educated, and 
Paris residing painter exclaimed that Roland Dorcély, Lucien Price and Max Pinchinat were 

“the true first Haitian modernists!.” This complete survey about Haitian art from the early 19th 
century to Jean-Michel Basquiat had a considerable international impact, including a text  
by Michael Busch for Hyperallergic, entitled “Beyond Voodoo: Defying Expectations of Haitian 
Art,” where he states:  “An oil painting by Roland Dorcély features a discombobulated 
figure — hinting at the influence of Pablo Picasso — in front of what appears to be a tightly 
constructed stone wall,  while nearby, a striking, untitled piece by Max Pinchinat  stands out 
with its beautifully organized scribbles on scribbles atop clouds of muted violets and oranges 
that float just  beneath the surface. Taken together, the paintings collected here demonstrate 
a modernist aesthetic that strays from standard “primitive” works that have come to shape 
popular conceptions of Haitian art.”

The paintings by Roland Dorcély remain quite rare. After the solo show organized in Paris by 
Loeve&Co Gallery in March 2019, the Frieze presentation is an exceptional occasion to access 
to a major body of paintings produced by Dorcély during his time in Paris between 1958 and 
1960. All of the works come from the collection of the Charles-Auguste Girard family; most 
were part of the 1960 Berri-Lardy exhibition in Paris. The Frieze presentation focuses on a 
series of nudes (some with a chair), very similar to When to Relax?, the piece that has been in 
the MoMA collection since 1958.
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Roland Dorcély 
at the Museum of Modern Art, 
New York

Roland Dorcély
When to Relax ?, 1958 
Tempera on board, 36 x 49 in 
The Museum of Modern Art, New York. Gift of Edna and Keith Warner.
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Reproduction of When to Relax ? 
in a US interior decoration magazine, 
February, 1959, p.13.
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The Museum of Modern Art, New York
Recent Acquisitions: 
Painting and Sculpture
January 30–April 19, 1959
Catalogue booklet.
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Questionnaire sent by MoMA after the acquisition of  When to Relax ?
with answers by Roland Dorcély. Smithsonian Online Virtual Archives, SOVA.
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Letter from James Thrall Soby from MoMA to Keith Warner
December 12, 1958. SOVA.
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Recent Acquisition : Painting and Sculpture, January 30-April 19, 1959 
The Museum of Modern Art, New York, masters checklist. Moma.org.
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Roland Dorcely
Untitled
(The Woman and the plant)
circa 1958
Oil on canvas
25 × 21 inches (65 × 54 cm).

Roland Dorcely
Untitled
(Woman Leaning by yellow background) 
circa 1958
Oil on canvas
25 × 18 inches (65 × 46 cm).
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Roland Dorcely
Untitled (Sunbath)
circa 1958
Oil on canvas
21 × 25 inches (54× 65 cm).

Roland Dorcely
Untitled (rooster)
circa 1958
Oil on canvas
10 × 13 inches (27 × 35 cm).
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Roland Dorcely
Toilette 
(Nude in front of the Mirror)
circa 1958
Oil on canvas
21 × 25 inches (54× 65 cm).

Roland Dorcely
Potting the plant
circa 1958
Oil on canvas
21 × 25 inches (54× 65 cm).
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Roland Dorcély died on April 27, 2017 in Harlem, New York City. A terse funeral home 
announcement named no next of kin despite the fact that his widow, son, daughter, and 
numerous grandchildren and in-laws all lived in the United States. An artist whose career had 
begun with such promise, Dorcély’s death went largely unnoticed, his last 14 years a mystery.

In the burgeoning art world following World War II, Haiti was known for its naïve art. Cheerful 
scenes of peasant life, produced by untutored painters, were snapped up by tourists and 
museums from both sides of the Atlantic. Yet Dorcély was part of a more aware modern-art 
movement developing in Haiti. The extraordinarily versatile painter (and poet’s) life and work 
resonated with a search for belonging. “A Negro is not, ipso facto, an inheritor of African art,” 
he explained in 1951. “Our ancestors, thrown pell-mell into the holds of the ships that would 
bring them to America, left their idols behind.”1 A black painter in the Americas, he believed, 
had to construct his own artistic heritage, “on borrowed ground.”

Roland Antoine Dorcély was born in Port-au-Prince on October 20, 1930, into a modest family 
descended, like most Haitians, from slaves; his father was a butcher, his mother a market 
woman. Even though his mother practiced vodou, Roland was sent to the country’s most 
prestigious, rigidly Catholic school, the Institut St. Louis de Gonzague. A sense of freedom 
came at 16 when he enrolled at the Centre d’Art in Port-au-Prince. Established in 1944 by the 
Californian Dewitt Peters as a place for artists to work, study and sell their art, the Centre 
welcomed both “primitive” (naïve, popular) and “advanced” (modern) artists, but promoted 
the former more energetically. Dorcély quickly affiliated with the “advanced” group. He won 
several prizes and had his first exhibition there before his 18th birthday. 

After the war the Centre d’Art quickly became a meeting-place for artists and intellectuals 
from America and Europe fascinated by the Black Republic and its vodou traditions. There, 
Dorcély met French anthropologists Michel Leiris and Alfred Métraux and the museologist 
Georges-Henri Rivière, all of whom would provide important support when he later went to 
France. But in 1950, Dorcély and other artists rebelled against the Centre’s priority on 
primitive art — and the exploitative percentage it retained on sales.

Seeking escape from the pressure of the tourist market they quit the Centre and etablished 
the Foyer des Arts Plastiques. The Deputy Director of the Centre d’Art accused the breakaway 
group of being communists. Their work, often showing the hardships of peasant life, was 
dubbed “cruel realism,” and even seen as depraved. As a founding member of the Foyer and 
one of its two first “artist delegates,” Dorcély’s role was prominent.

Yet at the same time the artist was earning good money producing murals in private homes 
and at the luxury hotels cropping up around Port-au-Prince, confronting him with the deep 
gulf between his origins and the milieu of the mostly light-skinned Haitian élite. For a few 
months he moved in with the wealthy, mulatto family of architect and sculptor Alfred 
Mangonès, observing and assimilating the customs of the bourgeoisie. At the swanky 
El Rancho hotel in Pétionville he met millionaire Hollywood producer David Selznick, who 
admired a mural Dorcély was painting there and, in the summer of 1951, brought him 
to California to decorate the vestibule of his Beverly Hills mansion. (Sadly, no image of that 
work exists.)

By Judith Kumin

1 Roland Dorcély, 
“À propos de l’Exposition 
du Foyer des Arts 
Plastiques, Pavillon des 
Beaux-Arts, 6 mars – 
6 avril 1951,” Conjonction, 
No. 32, April 1951, pp. 
54-5 (author’s translation 
from original French).

Roland Dorcély : 
a life on borrowed ground
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Roland Dorcély
Portrait de Roland Dorcély
© Centre d’art, Port-au-Prince.

Toutes les autres vues
© Fabrice Gousset.
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From California, Dorcély next reached Paris, arriving in the fall of 1951 at the École des Métiers 
d’Art on a French government scholarship. A young woman he had met at the Centre d’Art 
followed him to France. Three years his junior and also an artist, Nicole Turnier was the younger 
sister of Luce Turnier, Haiti’s most renowned woman painter. The Turnier family disapproved of 
the dark-skinned, bohemian Dorcély, but Roland and Nicole married in Europe in 1953, and 
their first child was born there.

Dorcély moved in exalted Paris circles. When his scholarship expired, Georges-Henri Rivière 
and George Bidault helped him to extend his stay. Michel and Louise Leiris introduced him to 
prominent artists. He met Picasso, Calder, and Matta, and studied with Fernand Léger, André 
Masson and Suzanne Roger, who illustrated Dorcély’s poetry book S.O.S. (published in 1961  
by the Galerie Louise Leiris). He became friends with the art critic Alain Jouffroy and the 
gallerist Daniel-Henri Kahnweiler. But though he travelled to Italy and Austria at least, it seems 
that Dorcély painted little during these years; no work from  
this period is known to survive.

Returning to Haiti in the summer of 1954, Dorcély was well ahead of his contemporaries in both 
his art and his reputation. And the painter had more mouths to feed: a second child was born 
soon after the couple’s arrival, and a third in 1956. The family depended heavily on Lina and 
Reindall Assad, proprietors of the Villa Créole Hotel. Lina Wiener Assad was a driving force in 
the promotion of Haitian art. She had a gallery at her hotel, and acquired many of the works in 
her extensive collection in exchange for food, lodging or other assistance to the artists. 

Lina also supported other “moderns” including Max Pinchinat, Jacques Gabriel and Luce 
Turnier, but she had a special fondness for Dorcély. In January 1956, she organized his first 
show since returning from Paris. It included a large painting that seemed to show a vodou 
death rite, and portraits of Miracia and Annaise, fictional characters from Jacques Roumain’s 
Gouverneurs de la Rosée, a novel of Haitian peasant suffering. These paintings were dark and 
heavy, in sharp contrast to work he would do only a few years later in Europe. It was at this Villa 
Créole show that Dorcély met Edna and Keith Warner, modern art collectors from Norwich, 
Vermont (U.S.) who visited Haiti on several occasions, and whose diligent promotion of 
Dorcély’s work in the United States would sustain the family over some difficult years. 

In November 1956, Dorcély joined fellow painters Luckner Lazard, Dieudonné Cédor, Nehemy 
Jean and others to open a new gallery a few miles from central Port-au-Prince. They named it 
Galerie Brochette and hoped the establishment would draw locals and tourists alike to find 
intelligent art and literary conversation (and a bar). But their timing was unlucky; tourist traffic 
declined dramatically beginning in December 1956, when a general strike ousted President 
Paul Magloire and the country then endured one provisional government after another. Dorcély 
had a second show at the Villa Creole in March 1957, but nothing sold. Hotels and individuals 
for whom he had painted murals proved unable to pay the promised commissions; he tried and 
failed to negotiate a bank loan.

In September 1957, a month before Papa Doc Duvalier came to power, Roland and Nicole put 
their three children in the care of relatives and returned to France. To finance the trip,  
they borrowed $1,500 from Lina Assad’s sister-in-law Odette Wiener, who demanded 80 
paintings as collateral — a debt that tormented Dorcély for years. Before leaving, he sent 33 
paintings to Dartmouth College in Hanover, New Hampshire, for a solo show that Keith and 
Edna Warner planned to mount there. 

Back in Paris, Roland and Nicole moved into a studio at La Ruche, where some of the most 
famous artists of the 20th century lived. In short order, Roland connected with Alberto 
Giacometti, Wilfredo Lam and André Masson, and his career briefly soared. In 1958, he 
exhibited at the Salon de la Jeune Peinture, the Salon de Mai, published an article on Haitian 
vodou death ceremonies in Les Lettres Nouvelles and had his U.S. début, thanks to the 
Warners, at Dartmouth College. The paintings exhibited there were bright, colorful images of 
Haitian life, likely chosen to appeal to a U.S. audience.

Despite these successes, money worries dogged the family. Dorcély’s hopes were briefly 
stoked by the prospect that New York dealer Otto Gerson might represent him, but this came 
to naught, as did his approach to several Paris galleries. Discouraged, Roland and Nicole 
decamped to Venice for three months, sending 18 paintings produced there to Keith Warner for 
a new U.S. exhibit. The couple then moved on to Florence, where January through April, 1959 
proved among Dorcély’s most fertile periods, yielding a slew of exuberant canvasses with frank 
colors and flowing black lines. In January 1959 his À quand la détente ? entered the collection of 
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the Museum of Modern Art in New York, a gift from Keith and Edna Warner, and was exhibited 
there alongside works by Jasper Johns, Miguel Ocampo and others. But Dorcély still had no 
entry to a gallery in either Paris or New York, and the news in February 1959 that Keith Warner 
was seriously ill hit delivered a grave blow; he would soon lose his mentor.

In April 1959 Dorcély returned to Paris. He approached half a dozen dealers but drew no 
interest. Daniel-Henri Kahnweiler received him well but offered nothing concrete. Bills were 
mounting; he pleaded with Keith Warner for help and considered suicide. In the end, Louise 
Leiris advanced him some money, and Georges Gonzales Gris, the son of Juan Gris, placated 
his landlady in Florence. Finally, in August 1959, Dorcély signed a contract with Mrs. Arthur 
Field, who ran the Galerie 18 on the rue de Miromesnil, giving her the exlusive right to represent 
him for one year. A few weeks later Keith Warner died. “For me that’s the end of everything,” 
Dorcély wrote to Edna.

And then his luck turned again, briefly. Roland and Nicole settled in a rented apartment in 
Montrouge-Seine that they kept for five years. Dorcély’s first European show was assembled 
by Charles-Auguste Girard, at Edwin Livengood’s Galerie Berri-Lardy (4, rue des Beaux-Arts), 
from January 19 to February 9, 1960, and the praise was effusive. M.T. Maugis wrote: “If you 
can see only one exhibit in the course of your week, then go to see Dorcély’s,”calling the exhibit 

“a brutal enchantment.”2 The government of France purchased one of the paintings for its 
collections, others were bought by private collectors. Edna Warner wrote from the U.S. that 
she had sold eight of his canvases. In June, Dorcély had a second one-man show at the Galerie 
Espace, run by Germaine Henry at 33 rue de Miromesnil, where several paintings sold. He was 
back in touch with David Selznick and thought he might be represented by the Berri-Lardy 
Gallery, when his exclusive contract with Mrs. Field ended in December 1960.

But the renaissance didn’t last. Mrs. Field failed to sell any of his work, and his Montrouge 
landlord was demanding payment. He made a tour of galleries and write bitterly to Edna 
Warner that people wouldn’t even look at his work, that they expected someone wearing 
a loincloth and quiver and arrows.

In despair, Dorcély secured a position teaching art in newly independent Guinea, where he and 
Nicole arrived in August 1961. They stayed for eleven months and left in haste, abandoning all 
the paintings he produced there. Back in Paris, Dorcély told friends he had the impression of 
having escaped from hell. He had one more exhibit in France, organized by Alain Jouffroy at the 
Galerie du Cercle — “Neuf peintres neuf,” Nov. 20 – Dec. 11, 1962 — but was struggling with 
profound depression. With the help of Michel and Louise Leiris and Lina Assad, Roland and 
Nicole returned to Haiti in 1963.

Back in Port-au-Prince the couple lived in a tiny house provided by the Assads, and welcomed 
a fourth child in 1966. Dorcély produced one more exquisite mural, at the Villa Créole Hotel  

— a work tragically destroyed by the 2010 earthquake — and then became a recluse, seeing 
not even old friends. When the American painter and scholar Lois Mailou Jones visited Haiti 
in 1968 to research painters in their studios, she attempted to see Dorcély. But on her notes 
from the trip she scrawled only “mental sickness” next to his name.

Through the 1960s and 1970s Dorcély rarely appeared in public, though his work occasionally 
featured in exhibits in Haiti as well as in Fort Lauderdale (Florida, U.S.). In 1974, the New York 
Times named him among a “group of giants on the way.”3 In the 1980s he took on a handful of 
private students (including Marie-Therese Dupoux, known as Marithou, Guerdy-Jacques 
Preval, and Laila Berthold Saieh). His “courses” mainly consisted of setting his students 
to copy the work of great masters, something Dorcély himself was then doing obsessively, 
imagining a museum of copies for the benefit of Haitian students, whom he thought unlikely 
ever to see the originals. Yet life remained challenging. To make ends meet Nicole created 
papier maché figures and masks for Mardi Gras floats, and sold sandwiches to office workers 
at lunchtime. Roland remained a recluse.

In 2003, Nicole and Roland packed up once more and left Haiti —permanently, as it would turn 
out. Bound for Canada, the couple failed to obtain permission to settle there and thus ended 
up in the U.S., where two of their children were already resident. They cut off nearly all contacts 
with friends and family. In 2009 the Haitian government honored Dorcély in absentia for his 
contribution to Haitian art. His work was represented in a few exhibits, including one at the 
Grand Palais in Paris, but he attended none, nor is it known how aware of them he was. And 
less than a decade later, Roland Dorcély was gone.

2
Les Lettres Françaises,  
Feb. 3, 1960 
(author’s translation).

3
Lawrence Witchell, 

“Haitian Primitives: 
From Art Form to Souvenirs,” 
The New York Times, 
Sept. 8, 1974.
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Roland Dorcély
A Haitian Painter and Poet in Paris (1958–1960)
Loeve&Co Gallery, Paris 
March 2019.

Roland Dorcély
A Haitian Painter and Poet in Paris (1958–1960)
Loeve&Co Gallery, Paris 
March 2019.

Roland Dorcély
A Haitian Painter and Poet in Paris (1958–1960)
Loeve&Co Gallery, Paris 
March 2019.
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The Brothers of Christian Instruction in Port-au-Prince were the first to discover the genius of 
Roland Dorcély. They marveled at his texts and his drawings, mostly copies of classical works 
that he found in his school books. When, at age 16, he enrolled at the Centre d’Art and found 
what seemed to him to be a huge collection of books about modern art, he was introduced to 
a world far removed from the Parthenon frieze. In the immediate post-war years, he also had 
the chance to meet prominent artists and intellectuals who travelled to Haiti and visited the 
Centre. “At the time, we didn’t know the first thing about these people,” he said. “They would 
come to talk to the students, but we couldn’t decipher what they said.” The atmosphere of the 
Centre was a stimulating one, and Dorcély, even though he came from a poor family where the 
main concern was day-to-day survival, was determined to devote his life to poetry and art and 
was eager to learn.

He studied with Lucien Price who inculcated in him the importance of drawing, a lesson that 
marked his entire career. He worked alongside naïve painters with their bright colors and 
disregard of academic norms and met Cuban avant-garde artists who were exhibiting at the 
Centre. Dorcély was not so much interested in the African aesthetic that the Cuban artists 
were adopting to varying degrees. On the other hand, the notion of Caribbeanism, to which  
they introduced him, would later play a role in his own work. 

During his first years at the Centre, his approach was one of trial and error. He was 
unstoppable, and more experienced painters were flabbergasted by his progress. Of 
everything he produced in this early period, it was his murals that captured the imagination 
most decisively. It can be said that Dorcély asserted himself as a painter for the first time in 
his murals. He studied mural technique with the American artist William Calfee, who came to 
teach at the Centre d’Art, and his murals revealed his innate talent for drawing. The use of 
vivid colors in no way diminishes the importance of draftsmanship; indeed, it is the latter that 
defines the forms and, often with the help of hachures and latticework, is key to creating the 
pictorial space, making the effects of light unnecessary. With the unprecedented growth of 
tourism, hotels around Port-au-Prince invited Dorcély to decorate their walls. His work was 
highly visible and commissions from foreign visitors ensued. This is how, before going to 
France in 1951, he made a stop in California to paint a mural for David O. Selznick, the 
producer of the iconic film Gone with the Wind. 

Although still very young when he left Haiti, Dorcély was already an authoritative voice on art. 
He was an active member the Foyer des Arts Plastiques, an avant-garde group that advocated 
for artistic freedom and for the democratization of art, and he was already circulating in 
Haiti’s economic and intellectual elite, an environment that was worlds away from the one he 
grew up in. This probably eased his adjustment to life in Paris, where he was welcomed by 
people who were influential in the world of arts and letters. 

It’s hard to pinpoint the impact on Dorcély of his first stay in Paris: of the École des Métiers 
d’Arts, where he attended classes, of the famous artists he met, of the experience  
as a whole. We know that he initially had more success as a poet than as a painter, though he 
did have some opportunities to exhibit his art. As he searched for the means of expression that 
suited him best, he admitted at times to being overcome by doubt about his own ability. That 
was the case, for instance, when he first set eyes on Renaissance art in Italy. Explaining  
his ambivalence, he told me: “In Haiti, there weren’t any museums. I spent my time listening to 
priests. Literature came more easily to me than art. It was only around ten years later [that is to 
say, during his second stay in France] that my painting got any recognition.” 

By Gérald Alexis
Translated from the 
French by Judith Kumin

Roland Dorcély 
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His first stay in France was prolonged beyond the expiry of his scholarship year, and when 
Dorcély returned to Haiti in 1954 he was already something of a celebrity. He was ahead of  
his contemporaries and able to identify gaps that needed filling in the world of Haitian art. 
Building on his reputation, he tried simultaneously to develop his own career and to stimulate  
his colleagues, wanting to redefine the indigenist approaches of the 1930s and early 1940s in 
the light of modern trends. In January 1956, together with his old friend Luckner Lazare,  
who had also received a scholarship to study in France, he had his first exhibition since his 
return to Haiti. Dorcély’s themes at this time were similar to those of Haiti’s indigenist painters: 
landscapes, seascapes and portraits, but his portraits were dark, hermetic, mute, in the realist 
style promoted by the Foyer des Arts Plastiques. His subjects were identified by name: Anaïs, a 
character in Jacques Roumain’s novel Masters of the Dew, or by a place: a voudou temple 
where, at night, a ceremony of death rites is taking place in secret. But, contrary to the 
indigenists, he approached these subjects in ways that broke distinctly with academic 
tradition. This was not only an aesthetic choice but also an emotional one, for the subjects he 
chose enabled him to reach into, and bare, the depths of his soul. 

During this period in Haiti, Dorcély demonstrated his ability to work in very different styles. He 
was able to pass from flat images and forms with interrupted contours to those with fluid ones, 
using volume and space in the most traditional manner. He was daring in his use of color and 
also adopted Lazare’s blues and whites. He did some portraits in which the face is portrayed 
very cursorily and others, for which he used models that are perfect likenesses. Although he 
had studied with Lucien Price at a time when Price was exploring abstraction, Roland Dorcély 
remained firmly attached to figurative art. His one foray into abstraction came around 1957.  

“An American who was visiting Haiti asked me for some designs that he intended to print on 
fabric,” he explained. Dorcély accepted a commission from this visitor and, in an effort to find 
the perfect balance between form and support, he produced some striking gouaches of 
colored lines and shapes that drew squarely on Matisse. But the injection of typically Haitian 
content distanced some of them from full abstraction.

Things seemed to be going well for Dorcély. He and his wife Nicole had joint shows and even 
exhibited paintings they had done together, often signed “Nicodème.” They joined other 

“modernists” to set up the Brochette Gallery, not far from the center of town, intended as a 
haven of peace and quiet where artists could work at a remove from the pressures of the art 
market fed by the tourist industry. To a certain degree Brochette managed to do this, but it 
couldn’t prevent the artists’ creations from being seen as merchandise as well as art. This was 
one of the reasons Roland Dorcély gave for returning to France in September 1957. 

In Paris he settled at La Ruche, in the 15th arrondissement, and reconnected with people who 
had embraced him during his earlier stay. He opted for a totally disengaged style of painting, 
devoid of emotional content: One of his first canvases was an entirely conventional Paris street 
scene. He must have quickly realized that he could not divorce himself to such an extent from 
his art, for soon, inspired by an assemblage of chairs and tables on the terrace of a Paris café, 
he produced a composition animated by an afro-Caribbean rhythm in which the colors are 
completely incidental and what matters is the rhythmic arrangement of the lines — straight, 
curved, and circular — creating movement not of the objects but of the viewer’s eye. 

While his use of stylized forms suggests a penchant for abstract art, Dorcély was never able to 
accept what he saw as the subjective and disorganized side of abstraction. He preferred the 
scientific use of lines and colors. He would paint the same motif ten or twenty times, to show 
(and convince himself) that the subject itself was of little importance, that all the possibilities 
of harmony could, for example, be found in a simple chair. The forms revealed by his lines are 
stylized but remain nevertheless entirely identifiable, with or without a generic title such as 
Nude. 

Some of Dorcély’s works of this period were done during a prolonged stay in Italy. These include 
still lifes, landscapes and nudes. He treated each of these themes using densely packed forms. 
In the nudes, the forms are rounded and easily render a suggestive and erotic content. There is 
little or no interplay of light and darkness. The colored forms look flat but because some forms 
or parts of forms hide others, the notion of space is suggested. The artist sometimes 
introduces a formal element to strengthen the spatial illusion: a side view of the back of a chair, 
on which the crossed arms of the model can rest. 

With the exception of the (few) landscapes, these paintings would seem to imply that Dorcély 
had no interest whatsoever in the question of identity. In reality, while he had little patience for 
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the idea of national art, he was intrigued by the notion espoused by the Cubans of Caribbean 
art. It is hard not to make a connection between Dorcély’s paintings of this period  
and those of the Cuban artist Amelia Peláez. Dorcély had seen her work when it was exhibited 
at the Centre d’Art and, later, at the Museum of Modern Art of Latin America in Washington, D.C. 
(known today as the Art Museum of the Americas), where he had always hoped to exhibit.  
Her paintings are characterized by zones of bright color, integrated into an organic, arabesque-
like geometry that is structured by black lines, both thick and thin. 

Dorcély remained attached to this pictorial language for a long time, even after his return to 
Haiti, and he introduced some Haitian elements into it. His “vèvè” series was inspired by the 
emblematic drawings, representing divinities, that are traced on the ground during voudou 
ceremonies. In one of his compositions, a “Ti chaise” (petite chaise or small chair) is used to 
create the illusion of space on a flat board. In this and numerous other paintings, the chair is 
of interest because of the parallelepiped formed by the seat and the legs. Deformed a bit by 
perspective, this geometric figure suggests a certain depth and the viewer, thanks to his own 
knowledge, can easily recognize it as a three-dimensional structure. In reality, Dorcély often 
wanted to make the viewer, with his imagination and experience, into an “active observer.” 

Over time, Dorcély’s style changed dramatically but lines remained ever-present. This can 
be seen in his several representations of a stone wall, perhaps symbolizing confinement. 
Irrational black lines appear from top to bottom, and from these lines emerge awkward 
sketches of hands and faces. The underlying color is muted; later in the series he added some 
red and blue tones. 

In the 1980s, Dorcély seemed to lose his taste for bright colors and his work was dominated 
by a yellowish-green. Aside from this choice of color, what is striking in the paintings of this 
period is that the subject is frequently isolated in an excessively large space. In one case it’s 
a woman’s body, in another, an ordinary object like an oil lamp. In both there are horizontal lines 
that dissect or strangle the subject. Also at this time Dorcély had taken on several students, 
and he engaged them in a project he had long dreamed of: to make the art of the Old Masters 
accessible to Haitians for whom travel abroad was out of the question. Dorcély started making 
copies of the Masters’ works and in so doing, revealed his own considerable command of 
technique. 

Roland Dorcély was a painter who never settled down. At different times of his life he opted for 
the artistic language that was best suited to his state of mind. He was honest, never fearing 
to reveal himself in his art.  As I have written elsewhere: “Organic forms, intertwined and 
intersecting on large surfaces are the work of Dorcély. Paintings in which lines define forms,  
as in calligraphy, are also Dorcély. Those in which thick black lines enclose vividly colored areas 
are Dorcély. So, too, are those in which the subject, lacerated by forceful lines, seems to melt 
into a yellowish-green background. And finally, a painting of the lamb from the central panel 
of the Issenheim Alterpiece (by the Bavarian Matthias Grunewald) is also Dorcély.” There are 
few if any other Haitian artists whose work is as rich and as varied, with as sophisticated 
an approach to surface effects and composition, as that of Roland Dorcély.
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Dorcély’s paintings 
in US public collections

Roland Dorcély
Flower boy, 1957
Gouache on masonite, 54  x 51 in 
Boca Raton Museum of Art, Boca Raton (FL). Gift of 
Mrs Edna Allen .

Roland Dorcély
The Two Sisters #2, 1957 
Tempera on cardboard, 47 x 31 in
Hood Museum of Art, Darmouth College Hanover (NH).
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Roland Dorcély
Untitled, ca. 1957
Watercolor on paper, 9 x 12 in 
Brooklyn Museum, Gift of Vivian D. Hewitt. Photo/ 
Brooklyn Museum.

Roland Dorcély
Untitled, ca. 1957
Watercolor on paper, 9 x 12 in 
Brooklyn Museum, Gift of Vivian D. Hewitt.
Photo: Brooklyn Museum.
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Roland Dorcély
Mother and Son, before 1957 
Tempera on composition board, , 48 3/8 × 32 3/16 in 
The Hood museum of art, Dartmouth College, 
Hanover (NH).

Roland Dorcély
Le Coq et la Lune, 1957 
Gouache on masonite, 51 x 55 in 
Boca Raton Museum of Art, Boca Raton (FL). Gift of 
Mrs Edna Allen. 
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Roland Dorcély
When to Relax ?, 1958 
Tempera on board, 36 x 49 in 
The Museum of Modern Art, New York. 
Gift of Edna and Keith Warner.

Roland Dorcély
Lumière bleue, 1958
Tempera on Masonite, 52 x 72 in 
NSU Art Museum, Fort Lauderdale (FL). 
Gift of Mrs Edna Allen. 
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Roland Dorcély
La Forêt dans la nuit, 1962 
oil on canvas, 57 ½ x 44 ½ in
NSU Art Museum, Fort Lauderdale (FL). 
Gift of Mrs Edna Allen. 

Roland Dorcély
Nude with chair, 1960
ink on paper, 12  ½ x 9 ¼ in
in Hood Museum of Art, Darmouth College 
Hanover (NH).
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Roland Dorcély
Mural painted by Dorcély in 1948 
for Ibo Lele hotel, Haiti.

Dorcély’s murals
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Roland Dorcély
Mural painted in 1949 for le Centre d’Art (Port-au-
Prince, Haiti). From left to right, murals by : R. Dorcély, 
M. Pinchinat, L. Lazard. Photo : Gérald Alexis. 

Roland Dorcély
Art In America, Selden Rodman, “Murals for Haiti: 
From the Centre d’Art Jeep to the Miracle at Cano”, 
Vol. 36, Dec. 1951, p. 191. 
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Roland Dorcély
Part of the mural painted around 1965 for Villa Créole 
(Haiti), destroyed during the dramatic 2010 
earthquake. Courtesy: Alicia Assad-Bigio. 
Photo: Steve Dunwell. 
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Roland Dorcély
Dorcély writes about famous Hollywood producer 
David O. Selznick, for whom he painted a mural
in Beverly Hills house in 1951. Letter to Edna Allen, 
August 14, 1960. SOVA
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Conjonction
Roland Dorcély, « Deux poêmes : La brume est un 
clown gris ; L’ouragan », n°19, February 1949, pp.17-18. 

Dorcély
a painter and a poet
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Les Temps modernes 
cover, directed by Jean-Paul Sartre, n°52, 
February 1950.
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Les Lettres Nouvelles
Roland Dorcély, « Les cérémonies de mort en Haïti », 
n°64, October 1958, pp.418-423. 
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S.O.S
Roland Dorcély, published by Louise Leiris gallery, 
Paris, 1961. Courtesy: LaM, Villeneuve d’Ascq. 
Photo: M. Bourguet. 
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Roland Dorcély
n.d., Smithsonian
Online Virtual Archives.

Dorcély's theoretical
writings on art
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Roland Dorcély
n.d., Smithsonian
Online Virtual Archives.
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Roland Dorcély
n.d., Smithsonian
Online Virtual Archives.
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Roland Dorcély
n.d., Smithsonian
Online Virtual Archives.
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Roland Dorcély
n.d., Smithsonian
Online Virtual Archives.
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Roland Dorcély
n.d., Smithsonian
Online Virtual Archives.
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Postcard to Dorcély’s patron 
Keith Warner, SOVA.

Dorcély’s
patrons and collectors
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Letter to Keith Warner
September 14, 1958. SOVA.
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Letter to Keith Warner
September 3, 1958. SOVA.



43/62

Letter to Edna Warner Allen
March 15, 1961. SOVA.
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List of Dorcély’s american collectors 
edited in Roland Dorcély 
exhibition catalogue, 
Edward Banker gallery,
Westport (CT), 1960. SOVA.
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Letter to Keith Warner
on his meeting with 
Kahnweiler, April 24, 
1959. SOVA.
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Letter to Keith Warner
on a dinner at the Leiris, 
May 2, 1959. SOVA.
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Press review by Edna Warner 
at the occasion of Dorcély’s show 
in Darmouth College, Carpenter 
Galleries, Hanover (NH), 1959. 
SOVA.

Views of Dorcély’s show
in Dartmouth College, 
Carpenter Galleries, 
Hanover (NH),1959. SOVA.

Dorcély's
exhibitions

Dartmouth College, Carpenter Galleries, Hanover (NH),1959
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Invitation for the opening 
of Dorcély’s show at Galerie Berri-Lardy, 
Paris, 1960.

Paris, Galerie Berri-Lardy,1960
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Picture taken during the opening
of his show at Galerie Berri-Lardy, Paris, 1960. Roland 
Dorcély is standing in the background. 
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Picture taken during the opening
3. of his show at Galerie Berri-Lardy, Paris, 1960. 
Michel Leiris is standing at the right. 
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Collage of press cuttings 
and picture of Dorcély at the 
occasion of his show at Galerie 
Berri-Lardy, Paris, 1960.
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“As a young painter and poet from Haiti, extraordinarily smart and free-minded, Roland 
Dorcély shows for the first time in Paris some of his paintings. One might regret the place 
is too small: Roland Dorcély is above all a fresco painter. He decorated large surfaces 
in Port-au-Prince, where he is considered the most significant and modern artist in Haiti.” 

Alain Jouffroy, Roland Dorcély, in Le Journal des Arts, February 3-9, 1960.
Translation: M. Garraut.

“If you can see only one film in the course of your life, I think you should see Le Dernier Rivage; 
but if you can see only one exposition in the course of your week, then go to see Dorcély’s. 
It is Léger and Matisse working in stained glass, Klee plunging into frescoes, Miro creating 
cartoons; it may be all that, but above all it  is Dorcély, the young Haitian painter of thirty who 
declares: “I don’t paint very much and, under the influence of the circles I move in, I have no 
interest in anything that could lead me to exhibit or sell my work.” This explains why, even 
though he sold his first painting at age 17, he had never shown more than one painting 
at a time in Paris.

On entering the gallery you experience a real shock, and that is rare. You may, of course, 
try to analyse why this is, but the first impression remains profound ; a brutal enchantment. 
There are landscapes, “compositions” drawn with ease, an extraordinary ease. A concerted 
exuberance, a well-orchestrated brilliance, a marvelous crystallization of the light of a 
landscape, its flavor and rhythm. Bold copious brush strokes and flowing black lines wind 
around objects,creating here the intertwined branches of a tree, there the suggestion of a 
figure, or of hollow  space. Dorcély, in this basic inscribing of his canvases uses many colors 
but he does not superimpose one upon the other. They are authentic colors; the nudes are 
frankly pink, the trees green and the shafts of light infinitely white and yet there is nothing 
frivolous about it. Dorcély has summed up a bit of his universe. From it he has drawn images 
full of warmth, which doubtless get their savor from the exuberance of Haitian traditions, but 
which at the same time incorporate central elemets of contemporary painting. There is a 
marvelous depth in his seemingly “compartmentalized” art.

M.T. Maugis, “On Roland Dorcély’s Paris Exhibition – at Gallery Berri-Lardy” in Les Lettres 
Françaises, February 3, 1960. 
Translation: J. Kumin.

Press reviews on Dorcély’s 1960 
show in Paris, Gallery Berri-Lardy
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Cover of Neuf peintres neufs 
exhibition catalogue, Galerie du Cercle, 
Paris, 1960. SOVA.
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Work by Roland Dorcély and text by French writer 
Alain Jouffroy in Neuf peintres neufs exhibition 
catalogue, Galerie du Cercle, Paris, 1960. SOVA.
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Poster of Dorcély’s show 
at the galerie Espace, Paris, 1962. 
© Archives of the Art Centre, 
Port-au-Prince, Haiti.
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Cover and text 
by painter Jacques Gabriel 
in Dorcély 1974, Art Centre, 
Port-au-Prince, Haiti, 1974. SOVA.

Centre d'art, Port-au-Prince, Haiti, 1974
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Cover and pages
of Roland Dorcély exhibition catalogue, 
Fort Lauderdale Museum of Arts, 
Fort Lauderdale (FL), 1975. 
Exhibition catalogue. SOVA.

Centre d'art, Port-au-Prince, Haiti, 1974
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Cover and pages
of Roland Dorcély exhibition catalogue, 
Fort Lauderdale Museum of Arts, 
Fort Lauderdale (FL), 1975. 
Exhibition catalogue. SOVA.
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Cover of the exhibition catalogue
Haïti, Deux siècles de création artistique,
Réunion des musées nationaux-Grand Palais,
Paris, 2014.

2. Exhibition view
 At the rear, Le Mur de la vie by Roland Dorcély, 
Oil on canvas, 193 x 129 cm, circa 1956-1961, 
Hôtel Villa Creole, legs Lina Wiener Assad

Deux siècles de création artistique,
Réunion des musées nationaux-Grand Palais, Paris, 2014
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Roland Dorcély
Born in 1930 
in Port-au-Prince (Haiti) 
Died in 2017 
in New York (Usa)
Personal exhibitions

1949 Centre d’Art, 66th exhibition, Port-au-Prince, Haiti (with Luckner Lazard)
1950 Centre d’Art, 73rd exhibition, Port-au-Prince, Haiti
1956 Hotel Villa Créole, Pétionville, Haiti (with Luckner Lazard)
  Hotel Ibo Lélé, Pétionville, Haiti (with Nicole Dorcély)
1957 Hotel Villa Créole, Pétionville, Haiti
1958 Dartmouth College, Hanover, New Hampshire, Usa
1959 Dartmouth College, Hanover, New Hampshire, Usa
1960 Galerie Berri-Lardy, Paris, France
  Edward Banker Gallery, Westport, Connecticut, Usa
  Galerie Espace, Paris, France
1968 Hotel Villa Créole, Pétionville, Haiti
1974 Centre d’Art, 160th exhibition, Port-au-Prince, Haiti
1975 Fort Lauderdale Museum of the Arts, Fort Lauderdale, Florida, Usa
1982 Haitian-American Institute, Port-au-Prince, Haiti
  Musée d’art haïtien, Port-au-Prince, Haiti (with Nicole Dorcély)
1990 Musée du Panthéon National Haïtien, Port-au-Prince, Haiti
2019 Galerie Loeve&Co, Paris, France
  Loevenbruck, Frieze, New York, Usa

Group shows 

1948 Centre d’Art, Port-au-Prince, Haiti
1949 Centre d’Art, Port-au-Prince, Haiti
1950 Coup d’œil à travers la peinture en Haïti  
  Palais des Beaux-Arts, Port-au-Prince, Haiti
1952 Maison internationale, Cité universitaire de Paris, France
1956 Quelques œuvres des principaux artistes du Foyer des Arts Plastiques 
  Foyer des Arts Plastiques, Port-au-Prince, Haiti
  Galerie Brochette, Port-au-Prince, Haiti
1958  9th Salon de la Jeune Peinture 
  Musée d’art moderne de la Ville de Paris, France
  14th Salon de Mai 
  Musée d’art moderne de la Ville de Paris, France
1959 Museum of Modern Art, New York City, New York, Usa
  Galerie Brochette, Port-au-Prince, Haiti
1960 Anti-Procès, Manifestation Collective 
  Galerie des Quatre Saisons, Paris  
  (travelling exhibition to Galleria Il Canale, Venise 
  and Galleria Berva, Milan)
1962 9 peintres neufs 
  Galerie du Cercle, Paris, France
1973 L’œuvre de quelques-uns de nos peintures contemporains
  Musée d’art haïtien, Port-au-Prince, Haiti
1974 La peinture haïtienne à travers la collection de nos médecins 
  Port-au-Prince, Haiti
1975-1976 Pintura Primitiva y Moderna Haïtiana
  Museo de Arte Moderno, Mexico City, Mexico
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Group shows (continued)

1983 Los maestros de la pintura haïtiana
  Casa de Francia, Santo Domingo, Dominican Republic
  Peintures haïtiennes – hier… et aujourd’hui
  Mupanah, Port-au-Prince, Haiti
1984 Les premiers artistes
  193rd exhibition, Centre d’Art, Port-au-Prince, Haiti
  Quand les peintres dessinent
  Musée d’art haïtien, Port-au-Prince, Haiti
  Festival Art Distributors, Port-au-Prince, Haiti
1985 Festival Art Distributors, Port-au-Prince, Haiti
1986 Quatre peintres pour l’éternité
  Atelier Jérôme, Pétionville, Haiti
1988 Aspects
  Mairie du 6th arrondissement, Paris, France
1991 Peintres d’hier à aujourd’hui
  Institut Saint-Louis-de-Gonzague, Port-au-Prince, Haiti
1995 Haiti : Sueno Creaciò, Posesión, Locura
  Bellas Artes, Maracaibo,Venezuela
  Cinquante années de peinture en Haiti
  Musée d’art haïtien, Port-au-Prince, Haiti
  Organization of American States, Washington D.C., Usa
1996 Festival Art Distributors, Port-au-Prince, Haïti
1997 Festival Art Distributors, Port-au-Prince, Haïti
1998 Haitian Art and Voodoo
  Retretti Art Center, Pinkaharju, Finland
  Formes et couleurs sur papier
  Mupanah, Port-au-Prince, Haiti
2004  Miracle de la peinture haïtienne :  
  60 ans d’arts dans 200 ans d’indépendance
  Galerie Nader, Pétionville, Haiti
2010 Saving Grace : A Celebration of Haitian Art
  Affirmation Arts, New York, Usa
2014-2015 Haïti, deux siècles de création artistique
  Galeries Nationales du Grand Palais, Paris, France

Public collections 

Boca Raton Museum of Art, Boca Raton, Florida, Usa
NSU Art Museum, Nova Southeastern University, Fort Lauderdale, Florida, Usa
Harn Museum of Art, University of Florida, Gainesville, Florida, Usa
Hood Museum, Dartmouth College, Hanover, New Hampshire, Usa
Brooklyn Museum, New York, Usa
Museum of Modern Art, New York, Usa
Centre National des Arts Plastiques, Paris, France
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