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  Context


  Edwidge Danticat was born in Haiti in 1969 and grew up during a tumultuous period in the country’s history. By the time Danticat was four years old, both of her parents had left Haiti for the United States, but Danticat stayed with her aunt and uncle in Port-au-Prince, the capital. While there, she learned Haitian storytelling traditions, which is where Krik? Krak! gets its title. In Haiti, krik? is a request to tell a story, and obliging listeners answer krak. Danticat began writing stories as a child, and in 1981, when she was twelve, she joined her parents in Brooklyn, where she began speaking English instead of her native Creole (a blend of African dialects and French). After attending Barnard College, she went to Brown University to earn an MFA in creative writing. All of Danticat’s books deal with the Haiti that Danticat knew as a child, its tortured history, and the complicated politics that caused her to leave the country.


  Danticat’s first novel, Breath, Eyes, Memory (1994), is narrated by Sophie, a Haitian girl with a history that is superficially similar to Danticat’s own. Sophie is raised by her aunt in Haiti until she joins her mother in New York at age twelve. When Sophie finds out she was conceived when her mother was raped, their relationship, already difficult because of their long separation, becomes strained by issues of sexuality. Krik? Krak! (1995) was published next and nominated for a National Book Award. Danticat’s next novel, The Farming of the Bones (1998), concerns the 1937 massacre of Haitians who were trying to leave the Dominican Republic, an action ordered by its dictator, Rafael Trujillo Molinas. The massacre is also the subject of the short story “Nineteen Thirty-Seven” in Krik? Krak!. Recently, Danticat published The Dew Breaker (2004) about a man who used to be a torturer for the Haitian government and the many lives he affected. Danticat has also been involved with several anthologies of writings by diverse Haitian and Haitian-American authors. She often says that her voice is only one of many representing the Haitian people and refuses to be a spokesperson for the whole nation.


  Haiti is on the island of Hispaniola, which it shares with the Dominican Republic. Columbus landed on Hispaniola in 1492 and claimed it for the Spanish, who imported African slaves to work on plantations. However, the Spanish population was concentrated on the eastern half of the island, and French pirates began conquering the western half. In 1697, a treaty gave the French possession of what is now Haiti. Producing abundant amounts of sugar, indigo, cotton, tobacco, and rum, among other things, Haiti quickly became one of the most economically successful settlements in the Caribbean. However, the profitable exploitation of slaves came to an end as repressed mulattoes and then black slaves began to revolt. In 1791, a slave named Boukman used voodoo priests and rituals to lead the first significant slave revolt. This set off a number of smaller revolts, leading to the revolution of the slave and General Toussaint L’Ouverture, who took control of all of Hispaniola, oversaw the end of slavery on the island, and established Haiti’s independence in 1804. Toussaint was killed by Napoleon, but Haiti remained independent. Its first ruler, Dessalines, made it a military force and executed the majority of the country’s white population.


  Haiti’s former wealth all but disappeared, replaced by an extreme poverty and illiteracy that only worsened over the next few centuries. Early twentieth-century attempts by the United States to establish security in the country, including an American occupation of Haiti from 1915 to 1934, failed. In 1957, a fraudulent election made a doctor named François “Papa Doc” Duvalier Haiti’s president. Duvalier became a despotic ruler and declared himself “president for life.” His tonton macoutes, a ruthless secret police named after a mythical Haitian monster, terrorized the nation, arresting or killing the government’s critics. Duvalier compared himself to both Haitian voodoo spirits and Jesus Christ, exploiting the country’s religious influences. He avoided deposition by the United States by opposing communism and allied himself with the Dominican Republic’s dictator, Trujillo (who in 1937 had massacred Haitians at the Dominican border). But while Duvalier’s political power and wealth increased, Haiti became the poorest country in the Americas. Duvalier stole as much money and land from his people as possible, using foreign aid money for his personal gain. The small percentage of educated Haitians fled the country for economic or political reasons.


  When Duvalier died in 1971, his son, Jean-Claude “Baby Doc” Duvalier, continued his legacy of political tyranny and economic exploitation while making superficial reforms to improve Haiti’s international reputation. “Baby Doc” was deposed in 1986 because of opposition from both the Haitian people and the United States government. He left behind a power vacuum that resulted in military control, despite many attempts at democratic elections. In 1991, democracy seemed to be established with the election of Jean Bertrand Aristide. However, Aristide was overthrown months later by a military coup. In 1994, the United States government, under pressure from its Haitian citizens, restored Aristide to the presidency with threats of military invasion. Several democratic elections followed, but Haiti’s political status remains unstable, and its economic conditions are still the worst in the western hemisphere. Communities of Haitian immigrants and their Haitian-American descendants, including Danticat, remain in the United States.


  Plot Overview


  Krik? Krak! contains nine stories and an epilogue. Although the stories take place in Port-au-Prince or Ville Rose, Haiti, or New York, they do not overlap. The only exception is “Between the Pool and the Gardenias,” which mentions women from earlier stories. All the stories are all about Haitian women trying to understand their relationships to their families and to Haiti. The epilogue, “Women Like Us,” suggests that these women are related. The epilogue’s unnamed narrator, possibly Danticat herself, notices her similarity to her mother and female ancestors. These women cook to express sorrow, but the narrator chooses to write. Her mother doesn’t approve because Haitian writers are often killed. However, the narrator’s female ancestors are united in death, and she uses stories to keep their history alive.


  “Children of the Sea”


  Two nameless narrators are in love and write each other letters they will never read. The female narrator is angry that her father opposes their love, but she finds out he gave up all his possessions to protect her from the macoutes. The female narrator’s family hears the macoutes kill her neighbor, whose son was in the Youth Federation. The male narrator, also a member, has fled Haiti. In his boat is a pregnant teenager, Célianne, who was raped by a macoute. Days after her baby dies, she throws it and herself overboard. The female narrator sees a black butterfly and knows the male narrator has died too.


  “Nineteen Thirty-Seven”


  “Nineteen Thirty-Seven” is narrated by Josephine, whose mother is imprisoned as a witch. Hours before Josephine’s birth, her mother swam across a blood-filled river to Haiti from the Dominican Republic, where Haitians were slaughtered, including Josephine’s grandmother. Every year, Josephine and her mother performed rituals at the Massacre River. When Josephine visits her increasingly frail mother, she never says anything, but she brings a Virgin Mary statue that her mother makes cry using wax and oil. When Josephine’s mother dies, Jacqueline, another ritual performer, takes Josephine to see her body burned.


  “A Wall of Fire Rising”


  Guy, Lili, and their son, Little Guy, live in a one-room shack. They get excited when Little Guy gets to play a revolutionary at school, and Guy gets extra work cleaning bathrooms at a plantation. Little Guy spends all his time learning lines while Guy dreams of stealing the plantation’s hot air balloon. Lili doesn’t approve, but one day she sees Guy flying the balloon. Guy captures the neighborhood’s attention and jumps out. Little Guy recites the lines from his play over Guy’s dead body.


  “Night Women”


  “Night Women” concerns a prostitute who practices her profession next to her young, sleeping son’s bed. She tells him she gets made up before bedtime because she’s waiting for an angel to come. She worries he’ll someday find out the truth, especially as she sees him becoming older and more sexually aware. If he ever wakes to find her with one of her regular married men, she will tell him it’s his father, visiting for one night. When he asks about the angels, she tells him they haven’t come yet.


  “Between the Pool and the Gardenias”


  Marie finds a dead baby in the street. She names it Rose and tells it about her miscarriages, her cheating husband, and the Dominican pool-cleaner who slept with her once. Marie pretends the household where she works belongs to her and imagines her female ancestors visiting her. When the baby rots, she covers it with perfume, but she finally decides the flies are trapping Rose’s spirit and buries Rose by the gardenias. The Dominican calls the police, claiming Marie killed the baby for evil purposes.


  “The Missing Peace,”


  Emilie Gallant, Lamort’s grandmother’s boarder, asks Lamort to take her secretly to a mass grave where Emilie’s mother, a supporter of the old government, may have been dumped. A soldier tries to stop Emilie, who defies him. Lamort says “peace,” a password given to her by a flirtatious soldier, but he appears and says the password has changed. Emilie tells Lamort she doesn’t have to please her grandmother. Lamort’s name means “death” because her mother died when she was born, but when she goes home she demands to be called Marie Magdalènene, her mother’s name.


  “Seeing Things Simply”


  Princesse passes a flirtatious drunk watching cockfights on her way to visit Catherine, a foreign painter. Princesse poses nude while Catherine paints and talks about art. Princesse feels uncomfortable at first, but as long as no one else can see her, she relaxes. Sometimes Catherine paints her outdoors, wearing clothes. When Catherine’s mentor dies, Catherine goes to Paris without telling Princesse. When she returns, she gives Princesses a nude painting of her by the ocean. Princesse is inspired to create art herself and sketches the cockfight-watching drunk in the sand.


  “New York Day Women”


  “New York Day Women” takes place in New York rather than Haiti. Suzette spots her mother, who never leaves Brooklyn, in Midtown. As Suzette follows her mother, undetected, she thinks about the critical things her mother says about family or Haiti or Suzette. In a playground, a woman wearing workout clothes leaves her young son with Suzette’s mother for an hour. Suzette’s mother and the son seem quite fond of each other. Suzette wonders whether her mother would have said hello, had she seen her.


  “Caroline’s Wedding”


  Grace’s mother (Ma) is upset that Grace’s sister, Caroline, is marrying Eric, who isn’t Haitian. Ma makes bone soup every day, which she believes will end Caroline’s engagement. Grace begins dreaming about her father, as she did when he died of cancer. In order to get a visa, Grace’s father married a widow, then divorced her to bring his real family to the United States. Ma worries that Caroline thinks no one but Eric will love her. Before the ceremony, Caroline becomes very nervous, but Ma reassures her. There is a heavy sadness over the family because they know Caroline will never again be as close to them as she has been all her life. Ma asks Grace to burn her belongings when she dies so no one will feel sorry for her. Grace refuses. She visits her father’s grave to tell him about the wedding and her new U.S. citizenship, and when she returns home, she helps her mother make bone soup.


  Character list


  
    “Children of the Sea”


    
      Male narrator - An educated young man who opposes the Haitian government. The male narrator has no hope for the future and worries he will never again see the female narrator, whom he loves. He’s upset by the suffering he sees around him, but he’s so used to it that he no longer expresses pain. In the end, he gives in to death.

    


    
      Female narrator - A young woman very much in love. The female narrator clings to the hope that the male narrator is alive and they will somehow be reunited. She does not openly defy her father, though she hates him for disapproving of her lover. She’s angry at the world for preventing her love, but she’s powerless to do anything about it.

    


    
      Papa - The female narrator’s father. Papa is controlling but only because he wants what is best for his family, and he feels guilty when he makes them unhappy. He refuses to endanger his family for the sake of others in need.

    


    
      Célianne - The pregnant teenager in the male narrator’s boat. Célianne is in shock from the experiences she had with the macoutes, who forced her brother to rape their mother and then raped her. When her baby dies, she finally gives in to her despair.

    


    
      Manman - The female narrator’s mother. Manman has high ideals about love and responsibility and is horrified when she must listen helplessly to her neighbor’s murder.

    

  


  
    “Nineteen Thirty-Seven”


    
      Josephine - A young woman whose mother is in prison. Josephine is sad and confused about the rumors about her mother. She doesn’t know how to express her love for her mother and can never talk when she visits her, though she feels like crying. When her mother dies, she finally understands why she paid tribute to her grandmother in such strange ways and embraces the tradition herself.

    


    
      Manman - Josephine’s mother, imprisoned for being a witch. Manman was traumatized when she saw her own mother murdered, but she had the strength to save Josephine by fleeing Dominica. Manman tries to explain her behavior but always cryptically. She suffers in prison and takes comfort in Josephine’s visits, but she resents Josephine’s silence.

    


    
      Jacqueline - A woman who lost her mother. Jacqueline participates in the same rituals Manman did, which makes Josephine feel close to her. Jacqueline’s actions encourage Josephine to embrace her mother’s traditions.

    

  


  
    “A Wall of Fire Rising”


    
      Guy - A poor man working to feed his family. Guy is frustrated with his inability to give his family security and ashamed of the menial work he does. He dreams of starting over. Guy loves Lili and is proud of Little Guy, but they remind him of his failure. He reveals the depth of his despair when he kills himself.

    


    
      Lili - A wife who must frequently make ends meet. Lili is strong and resourceful and tries to keep her family happy. She derives genuine happiness from their success and manages to be content with what she has. She’s afraid of Guy’s ambitions, but she’s cautiously hopeful for Little Guy’s future.

    


    
      Little Guy - A young boy chosen to play the revolutionary Boukman at school. Little Guy is proud to share this achievement with his parents, whom he admires. He’s extremely dedicated and gets painfully nervous about making a mistake. Little Guy reveals his independence when he mourns Guy with a tearful recitation of the lines Guy was so proud of.

    

  


  
    “Night Women”


    
      Narrator - A young single mother and prostitute. The narrator hates her job but needs it to support her son. She makes up lies about angels to protect him and wants to believe them herself. She is totally enamored of her son, in an almost sexual way. She convinces herself that women who work during the day lack her independence.

    

  


  
    “Between the Pool and the Gardenias”


    
      Marie - The daughter of Josephine from “Nineteen Thirty-Seven” and a maid. Marie has suffered many miscarriages and left a cheating husband. She is so desperate for love that she imagines a dead baby to be alive and tells it all her disappointments. She imagines her female ancestors watching over her, silently pressuring her to continue the family line.

    

  


  
    “The Missing Peace”


    
      Lamort - A teenage girl who defies her grandmother by sneaking out to take foreigners, usually journalists, to the cemetery. Lamort is virtuous when avoiding Raymond’s advances, but she resents her grandmother for holding her mother’s death against her. She is independent and feels important when she can help people like Emilie.

    


    
      Emilie Gallant - An American journalist who is searching for her mother and who supported the old government. Emilie is kind to Lamort but angry at the government that killed her mother, and she is unable to hide her hatred. Emilie embodies the independent woman for Lamort and gives her the courage to assert herself.

    


    
      Lamort’s grandmother - Lamort’s grandmother, who dictates how she should act. Lamort’s grandmother says people are judged by their actions and constantly reminds Lamort to be careful. She disapproves of Emilie’s independence and blames Lamort for her mother’s death.

    


    
      Raymond - A young soldier who switched alliances when the new government came to power. Raymond brags about his adventures as a soldier to impress Lamort. He protects Lamort when he has to, but he doesn’t really care for her.

    

  


  
    “Seeing Things Simply”


    
      Princesse - A young student who poses nude for a foreign artist. Princesse wants to keep her actions secret from the town, but she’s comfortable in her own skin. She is fascinated by Catherine’s views on art, and she’s sensitive to the beauty around her. She hopes to create beauty herself someday.

    


    
      Catherine - A painter who teaches Princesse about art and life. Catherine cares about Princesse, but she also imposes her strong ideas about the world on her. Catherine is stubborn, and her drinking suggests that she doesn’t care about social norms.

    

  


  
    “New York Day Women”


    
      Suzette - A young Haitian woman who works in New York’s Midtown. Suzette thinks of her mother as a bit of a nag and is shocked to find that there are things she doesn’t know about her. However, Suzette does love her mother, and she wants her approval even though she ignores her criticisms.

    


    
      Suzette’s mother - A Haitian immigrant who is very set in her ways. Suzette’s mother wants Suzette to be like her and frequently criticizes her. She dreams about winning the lottery but doesn’t play it, and she talks about Haiti but cannot face its suffering by visiting. Suzette’s mother is ashamed of her menial job.

    

  


  
    “Caroline’s Wedding”


    
      Grace - A Haitian immigrant in her mid-twenties who just became an American citizen. Grace, whose real name is Gracina, doesn’t feel fully part of either Haitian or American culture. She is very close to both her sister and her mother and tries to defend each against the other’s frustrations. Family is all she really has, so although she wants Caroline to be happy, she cannot help but be sad that Caroline is leaving.

    


    
      Ma - Grace and Caroline’s mother. Ma maintains her Haitian traditions and beliefs twenty-five years after leaving. Ma is sad to see Caroline with a non-Haitian because the marriage represents the end of Haitian culture in their family. She’s ashamed that her husband stopped loving her and that she has nothing but her daughters, who will leave her.

    


    
      Caroline - A young Haitian-American woman about to get married. Caroline is loving but independent and embraces the freedoms of America while rejecting her mother’s traditional Haitian expectations. Caroline acts confident but feels a hidden insecurity, especially about her missing forearm.

    


    
      Eric - A Bahamian janitor engaged to Caroline. Eric is a bit slow but very kind, and he truly cares about Caroline. He even tries to please her impossible mother.

    

  


  Analysis of Major Characters


  
    Grace, “Caroline’s Wedding”


    Grace is the backbone of her family. Both her mother and her sister, Caroline, depend on and confide in her, and she negotiates between the traditional Haitian values of her mother and Caroline’s American independence. Grace wants to take care of her family and make them proud. She sees the best in people and trusts them to make their own decisions, so she’s supportive of both Caroline’s engagement and her mother’s inability to break her ties to Haiti. Yet Grace’s competent negotiations reveal her own personal difficulty: she feels neither completely Haitian nor completely American. She still feels a strong connection to Haiti, but she feels guilty for being the reason her parents had to leave. She feels oppressed by the culture she has inherited, which makes her rebel against her mother’s superstition. Grace is still searching for her place in the world. Although she doesn’t realize it, she’s jealous of Caroline for making a new place for herself in her own family. Grace feels betrayed when Caroline leaves home for good. She is terrified of change and loss and doesn’t want to forget her past. Eventually, her new passport gives her a sense of belonging. As a true American, she feels secure enough to embrace the Haitian traditions she once resisted by helping her mother make bone soup.

  


  
    Josephine, “Nineteen Thirty-Seven”


    Josephine knows well the painful legacy she has inherited. Her mother had to choose whether to save Josephine’s life or try to save her grandmother’s, so Josephine’s birth depended on her grandmother’s death. She feels a bond with her grandmother and her mother as a result of the rituals her mother made her take part in at Massacre River, even though she has never understood them. Josephine is awed by her mother’s rituals and stories, and she has absorbed them more than she realizes. When Jacqueline visits her, Josephine asks questions that only a fellow performer of the rituals would understand. Despite the strength this tradition gives her, Josephine feels overwhelmed by the depressing world around her and helpless to change it. She doesn’t know how to connect with her mother, perhaps because she is ashamed of her inability to help her. She attempts to be strong by hiding her profound sorrow. Though she cannot express it, Josephine highly values her relationship with her mother and the tradition of which she is part.

  


  
    Lamort, “The Missing Peace”


    Lamort, naïve and uneducated, doesn’t worry too much about her own well-being because she has a low sense of self-worth. Her grandmother blames her for her mother’s death and is never satisfied with her behavior. Lamort never had a mother, and she is desperate for approval—from her grandmother, Raymond, Emilie, or anyone else. She tries to please her grandmother by living up to her standards of propriety and wishes she could be more experienced and intelligent. She looks up to independent women like Emilie and feels important when she can help them, so she does so eagerly, even when serious risk is involved. Lamort accepts the violent, dangerous state of her world, so courage comes easily to her. She thinks nothing of bravely coming up with excuses to protect Emilie from Toto, the soldier who stops them when they try to go to the churchyard. Emilie’s compliments and dependence on Lamort encourage Lamort to be brave in her personal life as well, and their adventure together empowers her to stand up to her grandmother.

  


  
    Princesse, “Seeing Things Simply”


    Princesse is modest, but she has a strong sense of self-confidence. She is unfazed by the advances of the drunk watching the cockfights and even humors him when he flirts with her. She thinks Catherine paints her because she’s willing to be naked and not because she’s particularly beautiful, but this doesn’t bother her. Princesse admires Catherine and her sophistication, but she can also be childlike and playful. She fears negative attention and won’t drink the rum Catherine offers her, but she doesn’t believe in society’s standards of propriety. Eventually, however, she feels daring enough to drink a little rum. Princesse is fascinated by the world and excited to learn about it. Though Princesse’s standard of living is probably not much better than that of the protagonists in the other stories, she notices the beauty around her and wants to capture it. She is willing to dedicate herself entirely to art, as she shows when she “draws” on her undershirt with her own blood. Princesse is ambitious and inspired, and Catherine’s painting of her makes her feel special for her part in its creation.

  


  
    Marie, “Between the Pool and the Gardenias”


    Marie has a childlike ignorance that, paired with her great disappointment with life, encourages her to exist in a fantasy world, out of touch with reality. When she couldn’t take her miscarriages and her husband’s cheating any longer, she escaped her village life for the city. When her life as a maid fails to satisfy her, she escapes into a world where the dead baby she finds is her living daughter and the household where she works is her own home. Nothing in the world matters to her, and the only people she feels close to are the imagined ghosts of her dead mother and ancestors. She wants to die so she can join them. Marie sees the real world as a cruel place and feels worthless because of her inability to have a child and continue her ancestral line. Marie is religious and superstitious. She bitterly resents her employers for their comfortable lifestyle and their dismissal of her as an ignorant peasant. She feels anonymous and knows that no one loves her, which gives her an overwhelming sense of despair.

  


  Themes, Motifs, and Symbols


  Themes


  The Diversity of Suffering


  The stories in Krik? Krak! demonstrate that everyone experiences suffering in his or her own unique way. The characters in the collection come from diverse backgrounds and have very different experiences, but to a certain extent, they all share the same pain. The despair of Célianne in “Children of the Sea” as she throws herself into the ocean is felt by the male narrator of the same story when he embraces death and by Grace’s mother in “Caroline’s Wedding” when she goes to a mass for refugees who, like Célianne, died at sea. But while these and other characters all see the same horrible things happening to the people and the nation they love, they all have their own reactions. Guy, in “A Wall of Fire Rising,” tries to defy his hopelessness by stealing a brief moment of glory, even though he knows it must end in death. The mother in “New York Day Women” makes a new life for herself in the United States, but she still can’t face the suffering she left behind. As Danticat often explains, there is no universal Haitian experience because the people who suffer remain individuals.


  Family As a Source of Posterity


  In a country with a violent, complicated past, stories are passed on from mothers to daughters to preserve a sense of history and create a record for the future. In “The Missing Peace,” Emilie tells Lamort they should write down what has happened for posterity, but Lamort answers that she has posterity in the form of her family. She means that she has inherited her mother’s and her grandmother’s experiences, and when she is old, her own daughters will inherit her experiences. Similarly, Josephine’s mother tells her in “Nineteen Thirty-Seven” that her birth made up for her grandmother’s death. Death broke one link in the family chain, but a new one was formed. Many of the characters in Krik? Krak! sense the presence of their dead ancestors and feel connected to their pain. They understand their place in the world in terms of their mothers’ and ancestors’ experiences, and they pass these experiences on to their children in order to keep the family history alive. In the epilogue, “Women Like Us,” the narrator explains that these past experiences are what fuel her writing, giving her oppressed ancestors a voice.


  The Dangerous Power of Hope


  Hope has the power to give people strength in times of suffering, but it also threatens to blind them to reality. Most of the characters in Krik? Krak! hold on to hope in order to keep themselves alive. In “Night Women,” the narrator makes up stories about an angel coming to rescue her and her son in order to hide the truth from him, but she also uses these stories to escape the harsh reality of her life. Similarly, in “Seeing Things Simple,” Princesse avoids the world around her by dreaming of becoming an artist and immersing herself in the reality of a foreign painter. These characters survive by denial and wait for the day when such denial will no longer be necessary. However, this coping strategy can be dangerous. In “Between the Pool and the Gardenias,” Marie’s hope becomes a delusion when she pretends to find the daughter she always wanted. This fantasy leads her to hold on to the baby even as it begins to rot, and she is finally arrested when the pool-cleaner, whom Marie had convinced herself cared about her, accuses her of witchcraft. Several other characters find out that too much hope can result in crippling despair when reality sets in.


  Motifs


  Imagined Dialogue


  Imagined conversations often structure characters’ relationships in Krik? Krak!. “Children of the Sea” consists of letters that are never exchanged. Their letters are, in effect, more like journal entries than letters: they reveal more about how the characters feel about each other and how they feel in general than real letters would. In a different way, Suzette’s narration of “New York Day Women” is peppered with quotations she imagines her mother saying. Suzette’s consciousness of these quotations as she follows her mother around New York reveals the sensibility she has inherited from her mother, even though she distances herself from her mother’s beliefs. This narrative technique shows the impact people have on each other and on their understanding of the world, especially when making sense of the world is difficult to do independently.


  Religious Iconography


  Religious iconography shows the often-conflicted interaction between Haiti’s native voodoo religion and the Christianity imposed on the Haitian people by Europeans. Though Christianity represents oppression, many of the characters in these stories have embraced Christian beliefs as their own, even while clinging to voodoo rituals. In “Caroline’s Wedding,” Grace’s mother goes to mass regularly, but she also believes in superstitions, such as the magical powers of bone soup. Similarly, in “Nineteen Thirty-Seven,” Josephine’s mother practically worships a statuette of the Virgin Mary, but she believes it has mystical qualities that don’t belong to the Christian tradition. She incorporates these qualities into voodoo rituals to honor her ancestors. Any postcolonial nation has difficulties reconciling native traditions with colonial ones, but religion, a particularly significant area, proves to be an anomaly: in Haiti, beliefs that should be in conflict with each other are all embraced without question. The hybrid religion that results shows how Haiti’s national identity is influenced by both its native roots and its colonial history.


  Water


  The constant references to water in Krik? Krak! suggest the limitations of the characters’ worlds. As half of an island, Haiti is surrounded by water, which symbolically serves to contain the country’s troubles. Refugees leave Haiti by boat, overcoming the limits the sea imposes on them and thus the limits of Haitian politics and poverty. But this obstacle is not so easy to overcome. “Children of the Sea” shows how the ocean holds the dead bodies of many Haitians who have tried to flee their desperate lives. The water that defines their world continues to overwhelm them even as they escape it, and it often claims them for its own. In “Nineteen Thirty-Seven,” water separates Haiti from the Dominican Republic as the Massacre River, and almost everyone who tries to cross it is killed. In “Seeing Things Simply,” however, Princesse sees beauty in the ocean. She sees not limits but possibilities in its vast, watery world, and she sees hope in the horizon, where the sea meets the sky. The characters who do escape Haiti, in “New York Day Women” and “Caroline’s Wedding,” live in New York, a city of islands, where water surrounds them and connects them to the lives they left behind.


  Symbols


  Crying


  Crying represents life, which in Haiti is always marked by pain. Crying expresses suffering, and as long as Haitians live, they suffer and therefore cry. Danticat indicates that both Célianne’s baby in “Children of the Sea” and the dead baby in “Between the Pool and the Gardenias” are dead by noting that they do not cry. For Marie, the absence of crying is positive in a way. She wishes no babies cried, because a dead baby cannot feel pain. In “Nineteen Thirty-Seven,” Josephine tries not to cry in order to suppress her suffering, as well as her mother’s. But Josephine’s mother makes the Madonna statuette cry because her suffering has not died, and she needs to express it somehow. Similarly, in “Women Like Us,” the narrator’s mother compares the sound of her writing to the sound of crying, and the narrator agrees that writing is a form of crying. She writes to express her suffering and the suffering of her ancestors and to keep their painful stories alive. In a way, the whole story collection is one deep cry, expressing the emotional pain of its characters.


  Butterflies


  In Krik? Krak!, butterflies suggest the understanding of harsh realities. In “Children of the Sea,” the female narrator explains that different butterflies can deliver different messages, but in a troubled country such as Haiti, nearly all the messages are bad ones. When the black butterfly at the end of “Children of the Sea” lands on the female narrator, she knows the male narrator has died. At the end of “The Missing Peace,” Lamort describes Raymond as a soldier who likes butterfly-shaped leaves because she realizes he has embraced the reality of political conflict and violence. The narrator of “Night Women” imagines her son as a butterfly in the middle of a stream because she knows he is too distant for her to protect him. Butterflies are elusive, hard to catch or to control, much like the suffering of the characters. They represent change, the blossoming of a lowly caterpillar into a bigger, greater creature, just as the characters’ daily pain blossoms into greater, unavoidable tragedy.


  Braiding


  Braiding suggests the combination of unique strands into a coherent, more beautiful whole, an apt description of what Krik? Krak! does with the characters’ unique stories. Although this symbol appears only in the epilogue, it represents the book as a whole. In the epilogue, the narrator explains that writing is like braiding because it forces separate elements to build a single, unified meaning. It can be challenging, and if the hair doesn’t cooperate, the result isn’t always pretty. But there is something soothing about the process, the rhythmic performance of a skill that is both challenging and routine. To the narrator, it comes naturally. It is also a tradition she has inherited from her mother and her ancestors, who used to braid her hair when she was a child. Although the narrator’s mother doesn’t write or even approve of her writing, the storytelling traditions she has handed down to the narrator are the foundations of her writing. Although the narrator tells stories, or braids, in her own way, she maintains her Haitian inheritance by doing so.


  Important Quotations Explained


  
    
      1. I also know there are timeless waters, endless seas, and lots of people in this world whose names don’t matter to anyone but themselves.

    


    The male narrator writes these words at the beginning of “Children of the Sea,” soon after he sets out for the United States in a tiny boat. His words emphasize how common and almost meaningless suffering is in Haiti. Every Haitian, not just the ones on the male narrator’s boat, has a reason to flee the country, whether for political, economic, or personal reasons. Their stories are painful and touching, but so many stories exist that listening to or caring about them all is impossible. Each person must focus on his or her own difficult past and unsure future. The suffering they share makes them anonymous. The entirety of the Haitian problem is so great that no individual matters too much. The male narrator also understands that, like the “timeless waters,” this suffering is nothing new. Haiti and many other places have been consumed by suffering for centuries, and people in these places will likely continue to suffer. This realization makes the male narrator’s despair both inevitable and understandable. Danticat points out that maintaining hope is almost impossible when everyone is so familiar with pain and no relief is in sight. Somewhere between Haiti and the United States, the male narrator sees that suffering is as great as the ocean, and all he can do is navigate it in the foolish hope of one day reaching safety.

  


  
    
      2. [P]eople are just too hopeful, and sometimes hope is the biggest weapon of all to use against us. [P]eople will believe anything.

    


    This statement, which the female narrator’s mother, Manman, makes when she hears rumors that the old president might be returning to Port-au-Prince in “Children of the Sea,” shows how desperate the Haitian people are for something good to happen. Even a highly unlikely rumor has the power to revitalize the hope of a community worn out by the horror of daily life. The Haitians have been scared and angry for such a long time that they need something to be happy about, so they cling to whatever they can. This is true for many of the characters in Krik? Krak!, including Guy in “A Wall of Fire Rising,” the narrator of “Night Women,” and even Princesse, who dreams of becoming an artist in “Seeing Things Simply.” They want to believe good exists in the world and that their lives will get better, but their rare moments of optimism are constantly proven to be ill-founded. Hope is all they have, but every disappointment suggests they can’t keep even that.


    This remark emphasizes the reality, and even the necessity, of Haitian despair. Even hope is a bad thing in the Haitians’ world because it is more likely to be a trap than a true sign of good things to come. In “Children of the Sea,” the people who let hope get the best of them and believe the rumor go to the airport to greet the returning president, where they are arrested or killed by the macoutes. Only the realist, who accepts the horrific state of Haiti, can survive. Haitians are better off embracing their hopelessness because that way they won’t be disappointed or even killed. Hope may be the best thing in a Haitian’s life, but despair—a total abandonment of hope—is the only real option. Of course, despair is not much better, as Celianne shows when she kills herself and the male narrator shows when he gives in to death. The horrors of Haitian life lead only to death, whether one embraces despair or foolishly clings to hope.

  


  
    
      3. It’s so easy to love somebody, I tell you, when there’s nothing else around.

    


    This comment appears in “Between the Pool and the Gardenias” when Marie tells Rose about her life. It shows the loneliness of a Haitian woman who has lost everything. In Marie’s case, her numerous miscarriages and her unfaithful husband made her so unhappy that she had to leave Ville Rose. She has no family because her grandmother, from “Nineteen Thirty-Seven,” was killed for being a witch, and her godmother, Lili, from “A Wall of Fire Rising,” killed herself when she lost her husband to despair. Nothing good has happened to Marie, so she looks for any good she can find or invent. Marie goes so far as to convince herself that the dead baby she finds on the street is alive and even her own. She is so desperately lonely that she needs something to love.


    Love is vital to survival in the cruel poverty of Haiti. Marie has lost every other person she has loved and who has loved her, so she tries to create love in unlikely places. She sleeps with the Dominican pool-cleaner even though she doesn’t know his name, and she is saddened when he ignores her. She pretends the dead baby is alive so she can pretend it loves her back. This need for love is an important motivator in many of the stories. In “Nineteen Thirty-Seven,” Josephine’s mother looks forward to Josephine’s visits because they represent a daughter’s love and sustain her even as she slowly starves to death. Lamort in “The Missing Peace” needs to win her grandmother’s love by living up to her standards, and she risks her life to win the affection of her grandmother’s foreign boarders. In “Caroline’s Wedding,” Grace’s mother clings to the past because her husband still loved her then. The suffering of loss and hopelessness seem bearable when a woman has love to support her.

  


  
    
      4. These were our bedtime stories. Tales that haunted our parents and made them laugh at the same time. We never understood them until we were fully grown and they became our sole inheritance.

    


    These words appear in “Caroline’s Wedding,” when Grace remembers her father’s favorite jokes, and they emphasize the importance of storytelling in passing on Haitian traditions. The jokes Grace remembers aren’t technically stories, but they capture the hopes and fears of the Haitian people as well as any stories would. The jokes are both lighthearted and serious: their subject matter is so grave that it must be delivered with a dose of humor. Talking about such things would be too difficult otherwise. The specific joke Grace remembers is about God fearing Papa Doc Duvalier, who would steal God’s throne if given a chance. Though the joke is meant to be funny, it is a poignant reminder of the ruthlessness of Haitian politics and the hatred the Haitian people have for their corrupt leaders. It is both funny and depressing because, in a way, the sentiment is true. Grace’s father could show his young daughters his great sorrow about his country without frightening them because he treated it as a joke. In a country where violence and poverty threaten to destroy everyone who doesn’t leave, such storytelling and passing on of tradition, even outside of the country, is necessary to keep its culture alive.


    Though Grace didn’t understand her father’s jokes as a child, they subtly shaped her understanding of her own Haitian culture. She grew up in a household where her parents told stories about Haiti all the time, so she accepted the country’s importance without thinking about it. Her knowledge of Haitian politics originated in these stories, and as she grew older she understood more and more. As a young immigrant growing up in America, Grace might easily have lost all sense of connection to Haiti, but her parents’ stories kept that connection alive.

  


  
    
      5. The women in your family have never lost touch with one another. Death is a path we take to meet on the other side.

    


    This passage, spoken by the narrator of the epilogue, “Women Like Us,” reveals the strong bond Haitian women feel with their female relatives. The women in these stories feel very close even to the relatives who have died because they all have suffered many of the same things. In Haiti, poverty and political oppression have been constants for centuries, so generation after generation of Haitian women have had to deal with similar problems. In “Nineteen Thirty-Seven,” Josephine and her mother perform rituals to honor her grandmother, who was slaughtered by a cruel government, until Josephine’s mother is also imprisoned and essentially killed by the police. The chain of suffering continues with Josephine’s daughter, Marie, in “Between the Pool and the Gardenias,” when her insanity, caused by her despair, results in her arrest and probable death in prison. Marie, like Josephine and many of the women in the collection, turns to the ghosts of her female ancestors for comfort. The female bond in families also helps to perpetuate Haitian tradition, as Grace learns in “Caroline’s Wedding.”


    The Haitian belief that women are tied to their dead female ancestors also provides a way of coping with death. In a world where death is easier than life, whether because of imprisonment, hunger, or despair, as in the case of Lili from “A Wall of Fire Rising,” viewing death as a source of happiness brings comfort. When the Haitian women in Danticat’s stories die, they expect to be reunited with their female ancestors, and they often sense the ghosts of those ancestors communicating with them. The narrator of the epilogue hopes to channel these communications into her stories, thus providing an outlet for the suffering she has inherited from her female ancestors. The suffering they share is so strong that it deserves to be expressed, and she hopes to do this through her writing. Because her female ancestors can speak from beyond the grave, death is not an end of life but rather a source of relief from earthly pain.
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    Narrator · “Children of the Sea” has two unnamed narrators, one male and one female, and “Night Women” is narrated by an unnamed prostitute. The other narrators, all of whom tell their stories as they happen or shortly afterward, are Josephine (“Nineteen Thirty-Seven”), Marie (“Between the Pool and the Gardenias”), Lamort (“The Missing Peace”), Suzette (“New York Day Women”), and Grace (“Caroline’s Wedding”). “A Wall of Fire Rising,” “Seeing Things Simply,” and the epilogue, “Women Like Us,” have anonymous narrators.

  


  
    Point of view · All of the stories narrated by characters are told in the first person, with descriptions limited to the narrator’s knowledge and experience. “Children of the Sea” is told in the form of letters written by the two narrators to each other, though they are never sent. “A Wall of Fire Rising” and “Seeing Things Simply” are told in the third person, with some insight into the internal thoughts of the characters. All the stories are told with a mostly objective point of view, which limits their perspective to what an external observer, or the narrator, could see or know. Occasionally, the narratives become somewhat subjective and offer explanations of the characters’ thoughts and actions. The epilogue, “Women Like Us,” is told with a subjective, second-person point of view.

  


  
    Tone · The tone of most of the narrators is matter-of-fact. They tell their stories in an honest, straightforward manner, relating only the events that happen and their basic reactions to them. Sometimes the narrators are unreliable when their idealism influences their depiction of events, as when Marie neglects to mention that the baby she finds in the street is dead. The epilogue’s narrator has a stronger attitude toward her subjects because she resents her relatives’ treatment of her writing.

  


  
    Tense · All of the stories are told in the recent past tense except “Children of the Sea,” “Night Women,” “New York Day Women,” and “Women Like Us” (the epilogue), which are told in present tense.

  


  
    Setting (time) · The stories are told in various time settings, but all take place between the 1960s and the early 1990s.

  


  
    Setting (place) · Most of the stories are set in either the village of Ville Rose or the capital of Port-au-Prince, in Haiti. “New York Day Women,” “Caroline’s Wedding,” and the epilogue are set in New York City.

  


  
    Protagonist · All the protagonists are young, poor, Haitian or Haitian-American women, namely, the female narrator of “Children of the Sea,” Josephine, the unnamed prostitute, Marie, Lamort, Princesse, Suzette, and Grace. The only exception is Guy in “Wall of Fire Rising.”

  


  
    Major conflict · The protagonists struggle against economic and political adversity, as well as the personal obstacles of despair and self-doubt.

  


  
    Themes · The diversity of suffering; family as a source of posterity; the dangerous power of hope

  


  
    Motifs · Imagined dialogue; religious iconography; water

  


  
    Symbols · Crying; butterflies; braiding

  


  
    Foreshadowing · When Guy talks about escaping his life in the hot air balloon, it foreshadows his theft of the balloon and his suicide.


    When Marie praises the baby for being quiet and well behaved, it foreshadows the realization that the baby is dead.


    When Princesse admires Catherine’s knowledge of painting, it foreshadows her own decision to become an artist.
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