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Of this painting, Picasso said:

The black sky isn’t a sky, it’s blackness. As for lighting, there are two types. One that we don’t 
understand. It illumines everything like moonlight: the sierra, the belfry, and the men shooting, 
who should not be lighted from behind. But it sheds far more light than the moon. It hasn’t the 
same color. Then there’s the huge lantern on the ground, right in the middle. And what does 
that illumine? The guy raising his arms, the martyr. If you look at it carefully, you’ll see that it 
sheds light only on him. The lantern is Death. Why? No one knows. (Malraux 41)
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I want to use two images, Goya’s The Third of May 1808 and Slahi’s censored poem, to navigate the 
interplay between light and dark, between redaction and revelation, and to discuss witnessing in spaces 
where everything is concealed from view except what is authorized by the military, where censorship is 
not pure destruction, and where witnesses are sanitized in a state of controlled light.

***

The CIA views poetry in the Guantánamo Bay detention camp as a threat to national security because 
of its potential use by detainees as a medium for sharing coded messages. In Guantánamo Diary, 
Mohamedou Ould Slahi, a detainee at Gitmo, recounts an interrogation session in which he shared 
a poem with one of his interrogators. He writes, “One of my poems went” (359)—followed by 52 
redacted lines.

After conducting a yearlong clearance review, the United States Southern Command (USSOUTH-
COM) granted me permission in April 2015 to visit Guantánamo Bay as a part of a so-called Media 
Tour. I had applied as a poet researching dysfluency. I provided numerous documents and references 
and agreed to several background checks, and then final approval arrived as a signed “Country Clear-
ance Form.” I booked a round-trip ticket from Fort Lauderdale, Florida, the only American airport 
with service to Guantánamo Bay, on a flight operated by IBC Airways (“Your Gateway to the Carib-
bean”).

I went to Gitmo to investigate correlations between stuttering, dysfluency, and lying. Dys- is a Greek 
prefix indicating “bad, difficult,” or “destroying the good sense of a word, or increasing its bad sense” 
(OED). Unlike dis-, dys- is not a simple negation; it also signals transgression (St. Pierre). Something 
has gone wrong, particularly in a moral sense. To align the act of recording at Gitmo with dysfluency 
recognizes the recording process as not only performing a lack, but also transgressing the entire moral 
code of fluency.

Before visiting Gitmo, I spent years examining interrogation training manuals and logs from Guantá-
namo Bay and Abu Ghraib, looking for instances of dysfluencies colliding with the physiological and 
grammatical demands of interrogation—collisions that mark the body as traitorous in its porosity, 
suspicious in its rupture, and dishonest in its faults.

I thought that going to Gitmo would, in bringing me closer to the apparatus of state interrogation, 
also bring me to a place of uncompromising hostility toward dysfluency: the intensification of a more 
general desire for speech to greet the ear smoothly and clearly, and for subjects or suspects to make 
themselves both understandable and believable. The following excerpt from an instruction manual for 
FBI interrogators shows how speech errors are cast as indicators of potential culpability:

[I]ncreased speech dysfluencies are associated with or caused by conflicts. As an interrogator 
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you can use the subject’s speech patterns to cut through irrelevant and deceptive information 
and get to the truth of a crime or incident. Dysfluencies are then considered, most of the time, 
to be false and should be seized upon by the well-trained interrogator. (Matsumoto 212)

The procedures of interrogation are based on fictions such as the listener and unified speech flow; fic-
tions that produce a distorted idea of the complex and multifaceted process of active speech communi-
cation. And yet interrogation willfully operates within this fiction (of clarity) and threat (from dysflu-
ency): a fiction that threatens disdain and violence upon the dysfluent and forces utterance to propitiate 
the regime of fluency.

Nowhere is this regime of fluency more searingly evident than in the records of enhanced interroga-
tions which took place at Guantánamo Bay. The nature of interrogated, dysfluent speech is of question-
ing as forcible intrusion where, as Bakhtin suggests in “The Problem of Speech Genres,” we “sense the 
speaker’s speech plan or speech will—which determines the entire utterance, its length and boundar-
ies,” until the entire utterance is constructed in anticipation of encountering a response (101). At Gitmo 
I hoped to find evidence of the intimate and personal desires behind these forceful intrusions, as well 
as the nation-state’s desire for acquiring information from captive bodies that have no choice but to 
confirm preconceived narratives. Under interrogation, utterance is the imposition of pre-determined 
state narrative upon the cracks of the dysfluent; confessed sentences expand through an excess of sub-
ordination and confession to become a “national language embodied in individual form” (Bakhtin 78). 

But what kind of speech is this? What kind of truth? Gitmo is where national language is dug up from 
mouths as treasure troves; a place where voice is redacted as “actionable intelligence”; where “immi-
nent threat” forms all breath-lines; Gitmo, I thought, must be a place of profound dysfluency. But I 
suspected that even if I got myself right up against the fencelines, I would nevertheless be shut out by a 
manifestation of redaction and invisibility similar to that which obscures all Gitmo documents.

My contact at Gitmo was the U.S. Army Deputy Media Relations Officer: first Lt. Chris Middleton, 
then Lt. Jonathan S. Leigh. I was given Lt. Middleton’s email address by a VICE News reporter, Jason 
Leopold, with whom I had corresponded about the Detainee Library at Gitmo. A year before I was 
granted access to the prison, Leopold live-tweeted pictures of books from inside the library. I asked 
him to document as many of the poetry volumes as he could, and we began a longer conversation 
about access to the prison.

From my initial correspondence with USSOUTHCOM, I knew that I wouldn’t be able to speak with 
interrogators or anyone in the military who had even a basic knowledge of interrogation. When I asked 
about this aspect of my research, I was told by Lt. Leigh: “We don’t conduct interrogations at JTF-GT-
MO, so we don’t have anyone here who could field your questions about that topic. We’d recommend 
you contact the FBI or CIA in Washington D.C. and see if they can help you out with your questions.” 

I quickly realized that my time at Gitmo would consist in navigating this kind of institutional silence. 
I decided that in the absence of both interrogators and interrogated, I wanted access to Gitmo not in 
order to represent (or describe) the detained and interrogated men, but rather to document the nature 
of their speechlessness and the conditions of their absence. 
 

In obedience to redaction I was left to listen.

In my correspondence with Lt. Leigh, I shifted discussion away from interrogation and toward sound 
recordings.1  Lt. Leigh replied, “Recording ambient environmental sounds and whatnot here will be 
perfectly fine.” 

The activity of recording is not a neutral act. A body is present.

1 During this time I was corresponding with Angela Rawlings and Stephen Voyce about possible ways to navigate such a 
highly secure and heavily redacted space. It was Angela who first suggested that I “record everything.”
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The recordings were often interrupted by my breathing, the rustling of fabric, or my footsteps. 

These mediating traces form a sonic register of the troubling ethics of my presence at Gitmo. 

My body allowed access to perform my own egress.

And I often think of what I was listening for, as opposed to listening to. 

When I was allowed to walk alone through the open-air prison, Camp X-Ray, in the middle of the 
night, sound was “absence, beguiling, out of sight, out of reach” (Toop 45). The crickets hiding their 
forms, the wind in un-locatable grasses.  

How easily I walked in and out of the open-air cells. How I planted myself in the interrogation booths 
behind the main prison compound and farther up the valley, attuned to “distant signals, eavesdropping 

on ghosts and their chatter.” 

At Gitmo, the ambient sounds that Lt. Leigh judged “perfectly fine” to record seemed to seep into ev-
erything confident, aggressive, and excessively surveilled. With my headphones on, everything was an 
amplitude of pastoral and machinal drone. 

But who gets to hear what? In what rarefied moment would a detainee hear a birdcall, the wind, or the 
sea? The pastoral sounds were always mingled with an insistent mechanical drone, a mundane signal 
that here could be anywhere, any time, any place… and yet the signature remains intact; the ambient 
sounds of Gitmo are as recognizable as the blacked-out lines of a redacted poem.

The ambience and redactions that Gitmo engenders are representations of sonic operations of power, 
containment, and torture.
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Even if all of my access was to be so tightly controlled and orchestrated, I nevertheless hoped that my 
ambient recordings would signal some of what is uncontainable in utterance, breath, and soundscape.
 
This is what USSOUTHCOM shouldn’t have let me leave with. 

***

I’m not exactly sure why I was allowed to visit Gitmo. From conversations with military personnel 
stationed there, I learned that access is awarded on a case-by-case basis and that the criteria for ac-
ceptance change with every command rotation. As far as I know, I was the first poet to be granted 
clearance. I got the sense that some units are simply more open than others to non-journalists and to 
applications that propose political or critical stories.

I spent five days touring the facilities. I was taken through almost every site on the premises: the Medi-
cal Center, where force-feeding was explained and demonstrated; the Detainee Library, where I was 
allowed to browse many of the approximately 10,000 volumes of books and magazines available to de-
tainees; Camp VI, where I was allowed to view detainees “going about their day”; Camp Justice, where 
trials are held; Camp X-Ray, the first detention facility built at Gitmo, which is now completely over-
grown and where I was allowed to walk through the cells, staging areas, and interrogation booth in the 
afternoon and at night; and Camp Iguana, the juvenile detention facility where Omar Khadr was held. 

The frontispiece of my press kit read:

JOINT TASK FORCE GUANTANAMO
SAFE * HUMANE * LEGAL * TRANSPARENT

I was never left alone at Gitmo, though I was permitted to collect a variety of field recordings and write 

poems and notes on my iPhone. For security reasons, I was not permitted to record what one Public 
Affairs (PA) representative referred to as “non-permissible human voice.” I attempted to record every-
thing else, and I transcribed as much overheard speech as I could.

When it came to photographs and video, members of the Media Tour were prohibited from capturing 
“frontal facial views, profiles, 3/4 views, or any view revealing a detainee’s identity.” In other words, as 
one PA representative put it, “If their mother can’t identify the detainee in the photo, then it’s a good 
photo.”

Every day of the tour ended in the same way: with an Operational Security (OPSEC) meeting. At these 
meetings we were made to show PA representatives our photos, audio recordings, videos, and “other 
artistic renderings” in case any of it constituted Operational Protected Information.

I was nervous about how they were going to react to the writings and recordings I had made, but they 
went through my poetry and ambient sound with disinterest. Indeed, they could not understand why 
someone would want to collect ambient sound, and they read my poetry very quickly, looking for de-
tailed descriptions of locks, horizon lines, and other “unauthorized views” (United States 5). 

I happened to visit Gitmo during the Baltimore riots, the news coverage of which played constantly on 
the screens and radio stations at the facility. Much of the soldiers’ talk focused on the riots, the poten-
tially imminent closure of Gitmo, the allegations of torture and enhanced interrogations, and the legal-
ity of continuing to detain the 111 men who were imprisoned there at the time.

Before arriving at Gitmo, I felt an obligation to study redacted, declassified documents and to witness 
everything that surrounds their creation: the landscape, the sea, the temperature, and the soundscape 
of Gitmo. I wanted to know whether it was possible to listen in spaces of trauma; I wanted to look for 
and listen to possible “instances of insurgency and contestation”—to critical acts of resistance, insur-
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gent interpretations, incendiary acts that would mark a “breaking out and breaking from” (Butler 15) 
the frame of my embeddedness.

I wanted to get as close as I could to the indefinitely detained, to those men only gleaned through 
blacked-out interrogations and autopsy reports.

But as soon as I landed at Gitmo, I was on tour. Space was ordered sequentially, and all movement 
required official permission. There was no free time. I travelled by escort or not at all. I could walk 
in small, confined spaces or ride around in a Dodge van. I ate with the soldiers in the mess hall for 
breakfast and lunch. Dinner was “optional time”; I could choose from the mess hall, O’Kelly’s Irish Pub 
(serving the Gitmo Smokehouse Burger), the Tiki Bar, Subway, or McDonald’s. All space was mediated 
by chains of command—a spatialization of the chain of command written into the PDFs I signed and 
initialed before my arrival. There was no room for accidents.

As soon as I arrived, I felt that my presence was unethical; I wore headphones plugged into my re-
corder as I walked along the fence, leaned on walls, made special requests at the appropriate times, and 
passed through doorways and across thresholds under escort. Was never alone, was interrupted and 
confronted.

The recordings I was allowed to leave with became a curated way of listening, of attending to the noises 
of confinement via sonic leakage, or bleed; of transgressing “the social circumstances that dictate who 
gets to hear what” (Thompson 66). 

Each member of the Media Tour had an escort. This, for me, was more of a curator, following from 
fence to gate, from field to parking lot. Someone was always looking through my viewfinder. I got used 
to asking my escort if I could take a shot (“Is this all right?”) before snapping the shutter. We moved 

in tandem. Sometimes he gently touched my shoulder and shifted my perspective to get “a permissible 
angle” (United States 5).

Permission was the rhythm of limitation.

A sign outside the McDonald’s read: NO STRAY ANIMALS.

During my time at Gitmo, this was one of my centering questions: is it possible to document absence?

I also wanted to question the ethics of that brief moment when I was permitted to view detainees “go-
ing about their day” in Camp IV.

I took Saidyia Hartman as a guide:

What does exposure to the violated body yield? … Does the pain of another merely provide us 
with the opportunity for self-reflection, given the barriers between us? At issue here is the pre-
cariousness of empathy and the uncertain line between witness and spectator. (Hartman 3–4)

When I watched those men pray and eat behind two thick panes of reflective glass in Camp IV, was my 
position ethical?

What would be an ethical response or reaction to that experience? To this lecture?

Can poems possibly emerge out of such an encounter? Should they?

I am tasked with speaking to you today about witnessing. But when I see this image, I see only my 
complicity—an unethical witnessing—a desire-selfie marking my place: I was there—pissing on a
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The doctor at the medical clinic explained, in a calm, almost cheerful voice, the procedure for force-
feeding, which she insisted on calling “enteral feeding.” As she held the thin tubes in her hands, I asked: 
“When you have the detainee restrained in the chair, once the tube is inserted through his nose and 
down his throat, how do you know if you have the tube in the right place? How do you know if it has 
reached the stomach?” She replied: “Well, the detainees are very good at telling me if I’m in the wrong 
spot. They’re very good at that.” I said, “And what does that sound like?” When I uttered these words, 
a Marine immediately tapped me on the shoulder. I turned and he wagged his finger: “You cannot ask 
that, sir.”

In that dark silence, I looked at the doctor’s tubes and wondered whether it would be possible to put a 

lantern inside a human body. What would it illuminate? And perhaps the question I asked was a way of 
imagining sound visually, a way of investigating and disrupting redaction through sound.

territory as if to imagine myself as the ONE, the NO ONE who “bears witness for the / witness”  (Celan 
quoted in Zolf).

***

I want to think more about light and death. Two kinds of light: one light that grazes surfaces superfi-
cially, the other a light that invades, colonizes, and occupies.

I have an idea of what force-feeding sounds like. I imagine inchoate moaning, spitting up, coughing—
the speech-detritus of a body in pain. But I wasn’t even allowed to ask the question. In Caroline
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Bergvall’s essay, “A Cat in the Throat: On Bilingual Occupants,” she posits a “lingual event … taking 
place, not in the voice but rather in its absenting, in the clearing of the throat.” Negation has the poten-
tial to tell us something in a language that remains. But what survives? Addressing the close association 
of force-feeding and water-boarding, Bergvall writes of an “excruciating invasion by systemic asphyxi-
ation. Forcing speech up by drowning it. What kind of language emerges and for what kind of mad-
ness?” And so these taps on my shoulder, a quick touch, a reminder that even the screams are redacted.

Even if we pay attention, is it possible to listen in spaces of trauma?

Where can the poet witness if no language survives? If nothing remains?

In fact, I wonder if the poem itself is not also a form of confinement. I agree with poet and critic Rachel 
Zolf when she writes, “Speaking for myself, I do not trust the poet as direct transparent witness; I do 
not trust the ‘modest witness’ as ethnographic fieldworker. I do not trust the speech of ‘I was here,’ so I 
am entitled to speak.” 

In commenting on my experiences at Gitmo, I want to avoid reproducing the very violence that created 
the conditions at Gitmo. In his essay “Black Optimism/Black Operation,” Fred Moten writes: “Black 
ops. Black Sites. What is it that now one has to forge a paleonymic (r)elation to black, to blackness? The 
word persists, now, under erasure or eclipse, ceded to the state of law/exception. The word is begrudged 
… understood as being in need of a highlight.”2 I’ve been thinking about how to read this for a while 
now: being in need of a highlight. This desire to shed light and thus eradicate dark / brown bodies—
color, skin. Countering the desire of the witness, Moten and Stefano Harney write that the “compulsion 
to tell us how you feel is the compulsion of labor, not citizenship, exploitation not domination, and it is 
whiteness” (55).

2 Moten, 5. See also, “Black Op,” PMLA 123(5): 1743-7, and “The Case of Blackness,” Criticism 50.2 (Spring 2008): 
177-218.

Moten reminds us that light, clarity, and visibility are concepts deeply tied to histories of race.

It’s as if the light we are talking about now (such as a light shone onto the body of a detainee) threatens 
to repeat the trauma or reify the violence visited upon the detainees.

Interrogation, the occasion of almost all torture at Gitmo, requires a product, a result, a narrative; the 
interrogation lamplight washes out the face.

My account could be just another dominant and dominating narrative.

I could be a beam from Goya’s lantern that kills.

And yet I can’t deny my compulsion to enter; to stand on a threshold, to see the lantern in both direc-
tions: illuminating and illuminated, the light that reveals truth and the light that reveals death. To get 
as close as I can—as if seeing, hearing, or touching would allow for something beyond what text and 
reading can do. Or maybe if I had the lantern imagined now as attached to a body, then… the laying of 
one’s body down at the fault (slip, error, stutter, rupture)—the body as seismograph, registering the cri-
sis—disrupting the smooth transition of training (discipline) that otherwise conceals the wound. Here
 at Gitmo, under pressure for wounds to remain invisible by order of the state, I can perhaps buckle 
and slip, and ask what it sounds like, and communicate experiences that are seeped in un-light, in the 
redacted. An emotional process that does not produce clarity, but is destabilizing; emotion that messes 
me up and makes me incoherent.

I don’t know what to think.

I think a lot of different kinds of things.
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I feel a lot of different kinds of things.

I make sense of what I can.

When I arrived at Gitmo on April 27, 2015, the Public Affairs Representatives of USSOUTHCOM 
informed me that I was “their first poet—outside the walls, that is…”

Ever since that moment I’ve been wondering what to do with this phrase. I had applied for access to 
Guantánamo Bay not only as a poet, but as a poet with a stutter. I have a complex relationship with 
this fact of my body, but dysfluency is inextricably bound up with my poetry. There were moments at 
Gitmo when I had the feeling that I may have only been there because I stutter, because I am a stut-
tering poet. Many of the soldiers on base came to me privately to share their stories of struggle with 
speech dysfluencies and with the pain and endurance it took to overcome those “obstacles.” They 
mostly wanted to thank me for “doing what I was doing” and for having the “courage to use weakness 
as a strength.” I have no doubt that these were sincere gestures, but I also felt the slow pull of my dysflu-
ency becoming militarized. In the soldiers’ anecdotes, stuttering was cast as something to overcome 
and eradicate through strength of will, and I felt myself struggling (as I often do) with the perception of 
stuttering as weakness. 

In almost every building at Gitmo there are these signs that read: REPORT ALL SUSPICIOUS ACTIV-
ITY. And there were moments, however brief, when the difficulty with which I say my name aroused 
suspicion: a sidelong glance, a long stare.

But what is so interesting about dysfluency when it collides with power is that the weakness or decep-
tion that it signals is itself a deception. The challenge for pathologists and for those who train interro-
gators is to convince their trainees that subjects are most honest in moments of hesitation or slippage. 
Fluency is the true lie.

I don’t know what to think.

I think a lot of different kinds of things.

I feel a lot of different kinds of things.

I make sense of what I can.

***

After OPSEC meetings we had time for “special requests.” On the second day of the Media Tour, I 
requested to visit Camp X-Ray at night. To get to the abandoned camp, we drove by the McDonald’s, 
through residential neighborhoods, and past the dog park with a sign reading: “Doggie-meet-ups! 
Wednesday!” Camp X-Ray is completely overgrown. Ivy and scrub grass hang from fences. Two hum-
mingbirds in a cell. Deer, cat, and rat shit all over. Ecology creeping in everywhere—through the cells 
and the barbed wire. I entered at 10:00 PM with only the moon and a single Marine escort for com-
pany. Fences and waist-high grass. My iPhone flashlight served as my lantern while I moved through 
the grass, through each abandoned cell, and toward the interrogation booths cut into the hillside. I was 
allowed to walk alone through the camp because my Marine escort was afraid of snakes. He waited by 
the van. After ten minutes of wandering, I was confronted by a security detail that had detected my 
iPhone light from a guard tower higher up the mountain. They came in force and began questioning 
me with a great deal of hostility. I was forced to turn off my recorder. My PA escort had not asked for 
permission to visit Camp X-Ray at night. This was cause for alarm, and brought innumerable guards 
to the front gates of the camp. Eventually, a member of the Navy Military Police defused the situa-
tion when he asked my PA what I was doing at Camp X-Ray at night. The PA answered, “He’s taking 
ambient sound recordings for a poem, sir.” Perplexed, the Navy MP looked directly at me and said, “A 
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poem?” “Yes,” I replied. He then radioed his superior:

Sir. Yes. Camp X-Ray, sir. A poem, sir. A poem. A poem. Yes. Ambient sound for a poem. Sir. I’m not sure. 
Yessir. A poem, sir. Yes. Ambient. Sir. Yes.

I was then let go.

Can poetry, as Peter Gizzi once claimed in an interview, be a “mystery in the face of violence” (Due-
ben)? 

At Gitmo my primary task was to collect sound, which is poetry’s material body. The Marines and 
USSOUTHCOM neither cared nor understood why someone would want to collect ambient sound; it 
posed no threat to them, and for that reason I was allowed into places and spaces that others were not.

During the confrontation at Camp X-Ray, I kept thinking about those poets on the inside who write on 
their bodies and on Styrofoam cups, and of one detainee in particular, whom I read about in a redacted 
interrogation. He wrote poems for months, and then his interrogators confiscated them. The next day, 
the interrogators opened another round of questioning by saying, “We understand your allusions.” 
Even the poem cannot escape interrogation.

And yet what threatens / is threatening about poetry is the allusion that someone else has been here. 
“Echoes,” Lyn Hejinian writes, “aren’t inherently empty.” The emotional encounter even in the redacted 
poem: a poem reduced to a kind of nothingness retains what Gizzi calls “an active presence within 
a silence—in other words, listening to the world anew, shorn of the habitual, waiting to crest into an 
evolving moment” (Dueben). 

***

The hallway is lined with paintings made by the detainees from 2003 to the present. This space is called 
the Detainee Art Gallery. The paintings in the gallery are arranged in chronological order, and the 
development of the artists’ technique through the years is evident. The paintings begin with what I as-
sume are landscapes of the artists’ homelands: deserts, stone ruins, bazaars, mosques, fruit, and camels. 
As the years progress, the paintings address what I can only describe as pastoral North American im-
ages: sailboats, red barns, conch shells, teacups, horses behind white fences, and oceanfront cottages. 
When I visited, the Marines in the gallery that day proudly pointed from the paintings under the 2003 
sign to the paintings under the 2015 sign and said: “You see! You see! Look at how much better they’re 
getting.”

While at Gitmo I was permitted to visit the Detainee Library. The Library houses a censored collec-
tion of books, magazines, and DVDs for detainees’ use, but the prisoners are not themselves allowed in 
the library. The collection is housed in a dozen steel shipping containers connected by a long hallway. 
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Echoes aren’t inherently empty. 

And, among the paintings, I saw this:

Is this the lantern of death carried by interrogators and torturers, or is this the lantern that carries 
light and truth beyond captivity? Is this the light shining on the rear of Goya’s death squad, or is it the 
lantern-light illuminating those about to be executed?

The lantern is Death. Why? No one knows. Is it the death of the Gitmo artists, too?

But maybe this lantern is a kind of unburdening, carrying light from the ground-borne lantern, or 
from undark interrogation rooms where light is violence against the face, as both the agent of death 
and the objective way of disclosing these unspeakable facts for posterity. Or maybe the lantern is, as 
Hejinian writes, “beyond the evaluative or juridical, and something more than aesthetic … and more 
than nocturnal (obscure and dreamy), and something beyond synthesis,” a swallowing everything up. 
Maybe it’s the light that Picasso described in Goya’s painting when he said that the light of the lantern 
illumines everything, even “the men shooting, who should not be lighted from behind” (Malraux 41). 
Who should not be lighted from behind.

Maybe this lantern, like the detainee’s poetry, as Ariel Dorfman writes in the afterword to Poems from 
Guantánamo, is nothing more than “the attempt to make breath permanent and secure, carve it into 
rock or mark it on paper or sign it on a screen, so that its cadence will endure beyond us, outlast our 
breath, break the shackles of solitude, transcend our transitory body and touch someone with its wa-
ters” (Falkoff 71). 

And maybe this lantern is rupture, a quick dysfluency or incendiary act that, incredibly, lives through 
the violence it opposes even if we do not yet know in what ways such lives will survive. But this is an-
other frame and I know it; this lantern as a specter that gnaws at my desire for an undoing—in Butler’s 
words, a “critical exuberant release from the force of illegitimate authority” (91). 
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And touch someone with its waters.

I’ve never seen a horizon so violent.

The light here never builds to anything.

Now let’s imagine a detainee painting this lantern before someone looks at it. Perhaps I take it off the 
wall before a guard interrupts; perhaps I hold it by its edge and face some repetition of fence after fence 
after fence and think of the artist / poet / witness swallowed up in a place where beauty and terror, art 
and atrocity are utterly inextricable—and this is something to bear, to carry—the weight of Slahi’s 52 
lines of redacted poetry, and the lantern we hold before an impossible form.

***

The light in Goya’s painting, T.J. Clark notes, is “not a general illumination—not the weird everywher-
eness of Goya’s more-than-moonlight—but a light placed on the ground, given a shape and a size” 
(250). The enormous lantern, its unlovely geometry, “stands apart from the agony. It is a house—[a 
cell]—an abstraction of shelter—a tomb” (250). This light is death. “Its purpose is practical—lighting 
the victims so that they can be killed” (Hustvedt 104). 

Everything the spectator sees in the canvas is visible in this light.

Clark is also concerned with what Picasso learned from Goya’s use of light in The Third of May 1808. 
Clark says that death in Picasso’s Guernica is not localized (in the lamp-bulb) “but manifest—material-
ized—as a kind of illumination” (250). Clark says he does not mean that illumination in The Third of 
May and Guernica appears as “ambience or effulgence (a new moonlight),” but rather “the flash of a 
bomb-blast … the hardest, most finite thing imaginable. It is as specific as the twist of tungsten in a 

sixty-watt bulb” (250).  

 Bending the light to the will. 
 Light can be bent at will. 

The ways of reading the embodiment of power in the lantern from the Detainee Art Gallery are mani-
fold: from its position on a wall, the lantern illuminates and implicates the viewer—that is to say, the 
witness—in a complex web of responsibility and culpability. In this same position, facing outwards, 
the light of this lantern has a function similar to that which Pamela M. Lee assigns to redaction, which 
she calls “visible invisibility, an essentially aesthetic phenomenon that functions less to reveal than to 
declare the prerogatives of those who conceal.” 

 The name on every painting in the Gitmo gallery is redacted. 

 Detainees are not permitted into the library where their paintings hang. 

Who are these paintings for? In what ways do the conditions in which these paintings are made reflect, 
anticipate, or interpret the conditions of their display? How was / is that lantern light bent to the will of 
the captors?

This light from the Gitmo lantern—its specificity brings death in the guise of illumination. If “light” in 
the Western tradition is a trope of truth or hope, this light is a hope that illuminates slaughter.

In Clark’s terms, this light is a bomb-blast.

Light is shone on the face by the captor and executioner. 
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In this direction, light on your face obliterates and anonymizes. 

You can be killed with the light of hope on your face. 

When I had the chance to interview the warden of the prison at Gitmo, I asked him about what he 
hears on a typical day. I asked him what, for him, is the soundscape of Gitmo. He replied that on a 
typical day, when he walks into the prison he hears nothing; it is mostly quiet and unremarkable. The 
warden made sure to tell me that if I were asking whether he hears screams, then the answer was no. 
He then paused and said that what he hears all the time is the sound of air conditioners. At Gitmo you 
hear the air conditioners before the cooling begins. The sound is all drone.

When I think about these various noises—air conditioners, wind in the grass, birds—I am drawn to the 
similarities between ambient vacancies and visual redactions. When I look at Slahi’s censored poem, I 
see a visual equivalent to the air conditioner’s drone: flat, empty spaces that mark sites of total domina-
tion.

Ambient recordings are a kind of empty form; they resonate with the redacted poem.

Almost as soon as you step off the plane at Gitmo, this A/C drone covers the landscape with such ubiq-
uity that every birdcall or gust of wind sounds as though it were an interruption but also a symbiosis in 
which, horrifically, one could not be aware of one sound without the memory of the other.

Echoes aren’t inherently empty.

“Noises are the sounds we have learned to ignore” (Schafer 2). 

Reading Guantánamo Diary in the mess halls of Gitmo, I find this:

The interrogators turned the A/C all the way down trying to reach 0ºF, but obviously air con-
ditioners are not designed to kill, so in the well insulated room the A/C fought its way to 49ºF, 
which, if you are interested in math like me, is 9.4ºC—in other words, very, very cold, especially 
for somebody who had to stay in it for more than twelve hours, had no underwear and just a 
thin uniform, and who comes from a hot country. (242)

This is not ambient sound as R. Murray Schafer defines it: “heavy and continuous, with slow fluctua-
tions that are difficult to identify and locate, as this kind of noise tends to encompass us” (195). Rather, 
this ambient drone is as specific as Clark’s “twist of tungsten in a sixty-watt bulb” (250). Specific as the 
sound of what is done to bodies without hearing bodies.

As Schafer notes, a droning noise is unlike “some sounds, such as bells, gongs, pianos and percussion 
instruments, [that] have no apparent body, and consist exclusively of attack and decay” (195). Other 
sounds “such as that of the air conditioner,” Schafer argues, “remain exclusively in the intermediate or 
stationary state. They do not die” (195).

They do not die.

But have the potential to reveal what redaction does not allow: the intimate terror of hearing. The 
drone does not die. Its equivalent visual form might be redaction. But the recordings I was allowed to 
take out of Gitmo are perhaps not redacted. Rather, they esacpe what power attempts to do to light: 
blunt its relentless seeping through the cracks. 

I am still working through what exactly happened that night at Camp X-Ray, between the permissible
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and the non-permissible, and the nexus of listening and ambience and field recording as a “mystery in 
the face of violence” (Dueben). The Marines on their two-way radios didn’t hear “poetry, poetry” as a 
threat, nor did they understand what I was listening to. The Marines of USSOUTHCOM had no inter-
est in these recordings, no interest in the notion of poetry as a tool for investigation, for witnessing, 
and so these ambient field recordings were allowed to pass through the most intense security. The Navy 
Military Police and Marines who were there that night (as well as their superiors at USSOUTHCOM) 
did not care, or understand, why someone would want to collect ambient sound. In this moment they 
are assuming that there is no content in these recordings. Background noises escape redaction to the 
extent that they are perceived as already redacted.
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