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Somebody blew up da spot:
Conversatin with Amiri Baraka
By H. Samy Alim

As poet laureate of New Jersey, Amiri Baraka wrote the poem,

“Somebody Blew Up America,” on October 1, 2001. The poem’s main

theme focuses on the centuries of terror faced by African Americans

inside of America, and is a staunch rejection of hate, oppression, white

supremacy and imperialism. (See www.amiribaraka.com/blew.html for

full text of  poem.) More than a year later, he finds himself facing attacks

of “anti-Semitism” by the Anti-Defamation League and other similar

groups.  NJ Governor James McGreevey has called for his resignation

as poet laureate and NJ lawmakers have voted to eliminate the position

from which Baraka has refused to resign (See “I will not Apologize..”

www.amiribaraka.com/speech.100202.html) Petitions against this action

have circulated, with Maya Angelou, Sonia Sanchez, Avery Brooks,

Charlene Mitchell, Paul Carter Harrison, Greg Tate, Hazel Carby,

Woodie King Jr., Kathleen Cleaver, Vinie Burrows, kalamu ya salaam,

Arthur Jafa, Eleanor Traylor, Louis Massiah, James Turner, Earl

Caldwell, Jill Nelson, and hundreds of others supporting Baraka.

Amiri Baraka. Cool Pop Barak. Amiri B/be spittin flames. Too hot

to be cool. Chillin. Teachin. Poetin. Representin. Laughin. Bustin.

Cappin. Clownin. Signifyin. Blowin up da spot. Word warrior. Armed

with words that dismantle armies. The speech and speech acts of Amiri

Baraka are deeply rooted in the African American Oral Tradition, you

know what I’m saying? You dig? You understand? The search for mean-

ing and the thirst for human interaction drive Brotha Baraka. How can

you be around Baraka for a day (no, a minute) and not realize that the

Brotha always got something to say? Talkin shit worse than Reggie

Miller on the b-ball court. Playin the dozens like they was thirteens.

Shootin his mouth off like rounds of NYPD bloodstained bullets…

except it don’t take him 41 shots. Always serious, yet always laughin. A

walking, living, breathing example of his poetry.  

Baraka’s Cinematic Speech Acts

Scene #7: It’s 3PM. Walkin through the streets of sunny Palo Alto,

California with Amiri Baraka is quite an experience. These streets ain’t

nuttin like the Brick City. “What kinda town closes down this fuckin

early? Y’all West Coast towns is backwards. I’ma talk bad about you

when I get back to Newark!” Everybody laughin, not knowin whether he

really serious or not. What we do know is that Baraka wants him some

steak, and vegetable-eatin, organic-food-growin California Avenue ain’t

cuttin it. We walk up and down the street. Joanie’s Café. Closed. The

Chinese spot. Closed. The Mexican spot. Closed. The Jewish bagel spot.

Closed. The pizza spot… Head lowered to one side with one eyebrow

up, “I ain’t eatin no pizza.” Headin back down the street, Baraka stops in

front of a white car, “Would you look at this car?! Maaan, that’s dirty.

Must be a California car. Y’all don’t clean your cars out here, huh? That

thing got so much mud on it, it look like it’s black!” One thing about

Baraka is that he can bust on something for days. One after the other.

Rollin.

Scene #9: Ahhhh, rescued by the Mediterranean spot. Nuthin like a

Mediterranean wrap packed with plenty of beef. It ain’t a big, beefy

steak, but shawerma and some hummus will do. While ordering his food,

Baraka engages Alaa, the manager, and Abdullah, the owner, both hail-

ing from Jordan. Baraka spots a portrait of a man and woman on the wall

behind the register. Knowing full well who it was, he asks, “Who’s

that?” The owner replies, jokingly, “That’s me and my wife.” Baraka:

“Ha! That’s King Hussein and his wife.” “Yeah, it is.” [Laughter].

“That’s the younger one, right?” referring to the current leader of Jordan.

“Right.” Baraka continues, “Oh, yes, and then there’s Princess Noora.”

Seemingly impressed with his knowledge, the store owner agrees. “The

Light,” Baraka adds, flexin his knowledge of Arabic etymology. Baraka

presses further, “So, what do you think of all the madness going on

there?” “Same shit,” the owner replies. “Is Jordan gonna get involved?”

“I don’t know. I really don’t know,” the owner shakes his head. “They

like what they are doing to us. They enjoy it.” Baraka, empathizing,

“Well, I know, they kickin my ass over here!” Laughing, the owner

responds, “They’re kickin my ass, too!” 

Scene #19: Sittin at the table are Amiri Baraka, his son Ahi, Umar

Bin Hassan of the Last Poets, Marcel Diallo and several members of

Oakland’s Black Dot and Eastside Arts. Contemporary Egyptian music is

playing in the background. Ancient Egyptian papyrus hangs on the walls.

Modern day pharaohs devise a strategic plan of action on their way to

building a new civilization. Dinner time talk is filled with laughter, a

demonstration of the centrality of humor in African American discourse.

Always serious, always laughin. Talk about US foreign policy is pep-

(continued on page 3)
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“Let the governor be the poet laureate then!” – Amiri Baraka

We are talking/ writing/ painting/ photographing/ analyzing/ poeting/ collaging/ languaging/ creating in a critical time. Attempts to censor Black libera-

tory voices and perspectives continue. From the Anti-Defamation League and New Jersey Governor James McGreevey’s grievous call to remove Amiri

Baraka from his post as poet laureate of New Jersey (see “Somebody blew up da spot”,” in this issue), to MTV’s (Viacom’s) censoring of Public Enemy’s

latest video, “Give the Peeps What They Need” (they requested that Public Enemy delete images of Mumia Abu Jamal and remove the word “Free” from

the phrase “Free Mumia” – you can peep the uncut video on www.rapstation.com), to the political ousting of progressive Black politicians Cynthia

McKiney (D—GA) and Earl Hilliard (D—AL) (both of their opponents reportedly received outside financial support from AIPAC – The American Israeli

Public Affairs Committee), to the death threats used to intimidate Congresswoman Barbara Lee (D—CA) for her opposition of Bush’s “war on terrorism,”

to the British and Israeli government’s ban on Minister Louis Farrakhan from speaking to their constituents (out of fear that his speech will further divide an

already racially divided nation, on the British side, and fears of “anti-Semitic” comments on the Israeli side), to the censoring of the cover art of dead prez’s

Hip Hop album (the cover art for Let’s Get Free! contained an image of South African schoolchildren raising rifles in solidarity during the 1976 Soweto

Uprising; they were fighting for the right to be educated under an oppressive apartheid regime), among other high profile incidents in recent times.

Black Art, and Black people, are in a state of emergency. For this issue, “Emergency Art: Pre and Post 9-11,” we called for artists, scholars, journalists,

poets and others to critically (re)examine their roles in society. This issue features the emergency art that has emerged in the post-9-11 era, while also rec-

ognizing that Africans in America, as rappers M.O.P. say, “been at Ground Zero!” (see Walter Sistrunk’s essay in this issue). 

Our first spotlight essay, Samir Meghelli’s “Re-membering the Dismembered,” takes an inside look at the art and life of Algerian painter Fethi

Meghelli, who has lived through and documented, in paint, world events such as the Algerian Revolution and 9-11. Meghelli shows us how the (sur)realist

works of Fethi Meghelli present both the lighter and darker sides of humanity, and like other works in this issue, he reminds us that 9-11 is not the first state

of emergency for many peoples on this earth. James G. Spady’s essay, “Holla back,” examines the art, philosophy and lives of three contemporary African

American artists in Philadelphia: Richard Watson, Y’vonne Page and Leroy Johnson (their innovative artwork is also featured in this issue). Given the geo-

graphic distance between Illadelph and Al-Maghreb, the similarities between the artists in Meghelli’s and Spady’s essays are striking. 

H. Samy Alim’s essay, our second spotlight essay, grows out of an all-day event sponsored by the Committee on Black Performing Arts in October

2002 with Theodore Harris (see page 6) and Amiri Baraka, and captures Baraka and his/our struggle. Alim conversates with Amiri Baraka about the

firestorm that has engulfed him as poet laureate of New Jersey, while presenting a rare glimpse of the “cinematic speech acts” of Baraka. Reverend Charles

Howard asks the question, “What Price Prophesy?” and Rap Coalition’s Wendy Day provides an economic breakdown of the music industry that is bound

to make jaws drop in “Artists still don’t make money from record deals.” George Yancy provides a new way of viewing the role of philosophy and philoso-

phers in a post 9-11 world, as his letter to the President demonstrates. Ewuare Osayande’s essay examines the demonization of Islam in America since 9-11,

while his poem pays a warm tribute to Congresswoman Barbara Lee (D—CA). Molefi Kete Asante and Khalilah Karim provide important essays on the

Zimbabwean land reform issue and the Stanford community’s opposition to a US-led war on Iraq, respectively. 

Many of our poems in this issue, including those by  Marvin X, present fresh perspectives and reflections on 9-11. Together, the poems capture a broad

range of feelings and emotions, as they carry us through the strange series of events since and including the attacks. Memories of the tragic events rush to

the forefront of one’s mind upon reading this marvelous set of poems. They provide us with a moment of pause in this fast-paced world. Similarly, the pho-

tography of Leandre Jackson captures African American children having fun, ordinary people in our urban cityscapes and true believers as faith beings.

These images serve both as a deep breath and a breath of fresh air. They offer us something special and direct our attention beyond the mundane. It is rare

to see such sobering, reflective perspectives.

We’d like to thank all of those who submitted works that helped to contribute to this vision, including those that we, unfortunately, could not include in

this issue. As usual, props go out to the Committee on Black Performing Arts and the Drama Department for all of the encouragement and support. Special

shout to Elena Becks, Harry Elam, Kim Fowler and Mark Grazette for all of their hard work in making this another special issue. 

In preparing this issue, we wanted to revisit the relationship between art and activism. I think Amiri Baraka said it best when he said, “Art means to

exist, to create, to be.” The works in this issue not only represent who we be, but also who we was and who we gon be. 

This issue is dedicated to Amiri Baraka and all of those who refuse to lose. One Love…

P.E.A.C.E.

H. Samy Alim a.k.a. Brother Tha PharaoH Alim

Editor, The Black Arts Quarterly

▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲

Black Arts Quarterly

Editor
H. Samy Alim

Graphic Designer
Mark D. Grazette

Editorial Board
Elena Becks
Harry Elam
Kim Fowler

Proofing
Elena Becks
Kim Fowler

Executive Editor
Elena Becks

BAQ is a forum for reflective explorations of Black performativity.  We publish two issues per academic year through the
Stanford University Committee on Black Performing Arts (CBPA) and the department of Drama.  Our mission is the circula-
tion of student work that addresses the material impact of black presentation in the arts, in media and popular culture; and
to showcase the original work of student poets and visual artists as well.  Performance theories of black identity, identity
theories of black performance, and critical commentaries on art are encouraged.  We welcome submissions of any length
from new and experienced writers, but suggest you adhere to abstract and MS deadlines and consider the following:
BAQ Literary Submissions Information
Unless forwarded by e-mail, all text submissions must include a hardcopy and a version in Microsoft Word 5.0 (or higher)
on an accompanying floppy Macintosh disk.  Please provide a brief bio that identifies your name and your representative
institution, a degree program and area(s) of interest and specialization.  Reserve copies of your work, as we do not guar-
antee return of submissions and disks.  Tiny Works (1000 words or less) are acceptable.  Short reflections and brief
essays range from 1300-2300 words (the equivalent of 4-5 double spaced pages in 12 point Times New Roman font).
Fuller works of criticism range from 3000-5000 words.  All text submissions are subject to editorial alteration. 
Please send submissions to: Black Arts Quarterly, H. Samy Alim, Editor, 561 Lomita Drive–Harmony House, Stanford
University, Stanford CA 94305 or email: writealim@yahoo.com
BAQ Visual Arts Submissions Information
We encourage visual submissions: photographs, scannings or high quality photocopies of original work, and visual illus-
trations that accompany written submissions.  Please enclose a bio that identifies the title and medium of your piece(s) and
your name, representative institution, degree program and area(s) of specialization.  If your visual submission accompa-
nies a literary submission, please include a caption that specifies the title, subject and source, especially the URL if you
obtained the image from a website. 

For an online version of the BAQ please visit our website!   www.stanford.edu/group/CBPA/BAQ.html
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pered with commentary on the movie Barbershop (“What most people

don’t know is that Rosa Parks done been arrested thousands of times

before that, her and others.”). The conversation turns to constitutional law

and the right for any American citizen to travel the world (“Don’t let

nobody tell you that you can’t travel outside the US. We have a constitu-

tional right to do so. They can’t limit us like that.”), to critiques of

President Bush’s demonization of Saddam Hussein and Israeli Prime

Minister Ariel Sharon’s military destruction of Palestinian Chairman

Yasser Arafat’s compound (“How you gon tell a man that he can do more

‘to stop terrorism’ when he holed up under a table and can’t even take a

shit?!”), and, finally, to the recent controversy surrounding Baraka’s

poem, “Somebody Blew Up America” (See the full text of the poem at

www.amiribaraka.com/blew.html).

Blowin Up Da Spot

This final subject dominated our discussion with Amiri Baraka.

Baraka blew up da spot! In African American Language, the idiomatic

expression, “to blow up da spot” carries multiple meanings. When some-

body says, “Baraka blew up da spot, yo!” they mean that he gave an

excellent performance. Alternatively, one could mean that Baraka told the

truth and uncovered a lie (For example, “Maaan, my little sister blew up

our spot last night. My mom found out that we were at the party and

weren’t really doing our homework.”). Before 9-11, Hip Hop Headz

could hear the Notorious B.I.G. (Biggie Smalls, Christopher Wallace) rap-

pin, “Juicy,” (1994) on the radio: “Time to git paid/ Blow up like the

World Trade/ Born winna, the opposite of a sinna/ Remember when I

useta eat sardines for dinna.../ I’m blowin up like you thought I would/

Call the crib, same number, same hood/ And it’s all good.” Referencing

the now forgotten 1993 bombing of the World Trade Center, Biggie’s use

of simile played on the “standard English” meaning of “blow up” (to

explode) and the African American meaning (to “blow up” here means to

gain fame and success). Also, the World Trade Center is referenced as it

is the symbol of American capitalism, with which Biggie Smalls had a

love-hate relationship.  Interestingly, in post-9-11 America, when you

hear the Biggie joint on the radio, you’ll notice that the whole line (“blow

up like the World Trade”) has been censored. 

Baraka’s performances capture the multiple meanings presented

above, offering both entertainment and education – edutainment. Despite

New Jersey Governor James McGreevey’s attacks, Baraka has received

critical acclaim for his poem around the world. In Baraka’s exclusive

interview with the author, he explores a dialogic link between the arts and

activism: “The artist should be drawing strength from the activism, which

is why I think when there’s little activism the art suffers, and at the same

time, trying to help give birth to it by creating, you know, that kind of lan-

guage that allows people to be infuriated with how the world is being han-

dled, you know, rather than not.” In the conversation, Baraka retraces the

events of 9-11 and his experience witnessing the attacks, counters the

attacks on him and his poetry, and presents his case. The conversation

occurs, interestingly enough, only two days after former Prime Minister

Ehud Barak beat the war drum on Stanford’s campus and on the same day

that FBI Director Robert Mueller attempted to convince the Stanford

community that Iraq was indeed a threat to “American interests.”

Conversatin with Amiri Baraka

We join the conversation during a discussion of what it means to be

poet laureate of New Jersey. The following excerpt attempts to capture

Baraka’s unique use of African American language, logic, lore, laughter

and loud-talkin.

10-18-02
A: Alim
B: Baraka

A: Yeah, I’m from Jersey and I didn’t know we had a poet laureate.
B: Well, this is only the second one. There’s only been two poet laureates
in New Jersey. I’m the second one, the first Black one, [Laughter]. And
the poet laureate is something that came to the United States relatively
late. They’ve had that in – it’s an old English tradition, and the poet laure-
ate is the poet who’s been given the laurels for this period. So, between

Somebody blew up da spot:
Conversatin with Amiri Baraka
(continued from page 1)

the years 2002 and 2004, between April and April, you know, I’ve been
given the laurels as the poet who represents the state of New Jersey
best…
A: And who was before you?
B: Gerald Stern…
A: Okay, Gerald Stern, I don’t know him…
B: …who is probably why you don’t know nuttin about it, [Laughter]…
A: [Laughter]…
B: No, but I, you know, because the charge of the poet laureate is to bring
attention and encourage poetry. Now, I’ve done that, [Laughter]…
A: [Laughter]…
B: I’m doin my job! No matter what you say about it, you cannot say I’m
not doing my job. Nobody has ever even heard of a poet laureate before
this…
A: Nah, I didn’t, tshhh, it’s my first time…
B: That’s what I’m saying. So, I mean, I’m doing my job. You don’t like
how I’m doing my job? Well, you know, when you do it, you can do it
another way, [Laughter]…
A: But it’s your job now…
B: It’s my job now and I’m doin it the way I’m supposed to do it…
A: Now how do you get that job? It’s an appointment, right?
B: I was appointed by the New Jersey Commission for the Humanities to
serve for two years. They give you $10,000, which I haven’t got. They
give you two readings and, you know, 5 G’s [$5,000] a piece. So, you
know, it’s like a $20,000 position. $10,000 for two years is what it is.
A: But you haven’t got any of it, so…
B: No, I haven’t got any yet. None. But what I think is this. This contro-
versy will last until election day, you know, which is November 5th. I
mean, well, all the stuff about what they’re gonna do, you know – they’re
gonna do this, they’re gonna do that. You not gon do none of that,
because it’s unconstitutional. I mean, they can do it, but I know they have
somebody down there that thinks. And as far as that’s concerned, you
can’t do that, you know what I mean? And if you do it, you leaving your-
self open to being sued.
A: You mean they can’t “remove” you?
B: Yeah, they can’t remove me based on my First Amendment rights, and
they can’t remove me by passing a law. They can’t remove me by pass-
ing a law that makes something that happens in the past illegal now, you
understand? I mean, by making something illegal now that happened in
the past, you understand what I mean?
A: Which is what they trying do to, though?
B: Yeah, you can’t go back in time. They’re not supposed to. You can
pass a law that stops a certain practice, but you can’t say that the person
that did that then, before that was illegal, is now illegal, you understand
what I mean? You can’t ex post facto, that is, after the fact, see? You can
say that thing cannot happen anymore, but you cannot say that was illegal
then cuz it wasn’t, you see? And that’s what these cartoonish legislators
are thinking, you know…
A: They’re right now actively trying to change the law, right?
B: Well, they’re trying to change law, and they can, they probably can do
that. But at the same time, that’s gonna bring up a suit because the next
poet laureate – unless he gon just be punked out by that – see, you’re
appointed at the (what do you call that?) “at the pleasure” of the gover-
nor, so what does that mean? Anytime you write a poem the governor
don’t like, you’re outta there?!
A: Right, they gotta see it before you put it out there?
B: Yeah, so that means who you gonna get? Let the governor be the poet
laureate then!
A: [Laughter]…
B: You know, if it’s gonna be like that!
A: Right…
B: Ain’t no need in you going to that unless you gon get some little, you
know, somebody who can fit into that little garment, you know, who’s
not gon make no waves noway, you know. To me, the governor might
call and say, [in a nasally voice] “Look, I don’t like that comma!”
A: [Laughter]…
B: “That comma gotta be moved to the next word!” You know…
A: Right, right. Now, if you wanna take it back to when you wrote that
poem, it was…
B: October 2001. October 1st, 2001, is the date in the poem. 
A: So, that’s about three weeks [after 9-11]…
B: Yeah…
A: Now, when you wrote it, did you envision that kinda reaction?
B: Hell no…
A: Let’s talk about how it came about first. How did it come about?
B: I mean, I wrote it as a result of – you know, look, we can see that out
of our window.
A: Oh, so you were actually there, seeing it and everything?
B: No, I was getting ready – I was getting up. No, I was sleep. I was
going over to New York to work on Felipe Luciano’s [formerly of the
Last Poets] election campaign. The phone rang, you know, it’s by my ear.
I picked it up, “Hello?” It said, “Mr. Baraka, Baraka look at the…” I turn
on the television set, the building’s on fire. I said, “Holy shit!” So, I knew

(continued next page)

▲▲▲▲▲▲▲▲▲▲▲▲▲▲▲▲▲▲▲▲



▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲

▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲ ▲

4

then I wasn’t goin to New York that day…
A: Damn, I was supposed to be heading into New York that same day!
B: Really?!
A: Yeah, I was in Jersey, too…
B: But then, as I was sittin there looking at that, dumbfounded, here
comes THE NEXT PLANE AROUND THE CORNER!
A: Yep, yep, I saw the same thing!
B: Yeah, PA-POWWWWWWW!
A: Yeah, you saw that one on TV!
B: I saw that on TV…
A: Yeah, me, too…
B: I said, “Hoooly shhhhit!”
A: Did you know what it was?
B: At first, I thought it was an accident, but the second one, I knew better.
No, I knew better, I can say that. But see, that’s part of the whole ques-
tion around that operation. Because, you know, I was in the Air Force.
You supposed to, you must, register a route, a flight plan they call it,
when you take off the ground. Now, if you say you goin from Boston to
California, especially a commercial airline – and then you gon make a 45
degree turn and head for New York??? No, no, jets would be in your face
before you left the Boston area. They got, they have air defense bases at
Boston, at Harvard, there’s some I don’t know, they might have them at
Providence, you understand? I know they got all kinds around New York,
out on Long Island, you understand? The place is surrounded, especially
the East Coast. Of course that’s one of the, you know, historically,
wealthiest and most strategic areas, like from Boston all the way down to,
you know, DC, Richmond, you know, all the way down. So, how can you
fly a plane from Boston to the World Trade Center, and then another fifty
minutes down to the Pentagon and not be challenged by jets, you know,
air defense, or shot down by ground to air missiles – or even communi-
cated to. “What are you doing? What’s going on?”
A: Right, yeah, “What’s going on?”
B: “What’s happening?” You’re supposed to scramble. If you don’t
answer, they’re supposed to scramble [making a sound effect like radio
transmission]. Now, that’s not supposed to take more than five, ten min-
utes. They supposed to be on your ass in ten minutes. You supposed to
be, you know, have them people on your ass…
A: So, you watchin it on TV now…
B: Yeah…
A: Okay, and around three weeks later, what happens in between the time
you actually experienced the events and the time the poem [“Somebody
Blew Up America”] becomes complete on paper?
B: Yeah, I mean, you know, that whole time I was thinking about it, and I
was thinking about it, but I was also supposed to go on – I remember I
had just read the poem and I was supposed to go on Def Poetry Jam. That
was the first one of its broadcasts. Now, I read that poem on that, but they
wouldn’t show it…
A: Really? So, you taped it, video and everything?
B: It’s real; it must be videoed, yeah…
A: They did the whole thing, right?
B: No, they didn’t do that. I did two poems, three poems. Although some-
body told me they saw it, but I don’t believe they knew what they were
talking about, because I know the poem I saw was the one, “Why Is We
Americans?”, which is about reparations. And I remember they were giv-
ing me a lot of static about it [“Somebody Blew Up America”] – I said,
“Well, look, you know they never gon do this poem.” And so the guy told
me, [imitating his voice] “Man, you know, I can handle these white peo-
ple,” [Laughter]…
A: [Laughter]…
B: …, so, yeah, alright. That remind me of Richard Pryor…
A: [Laughter]…
B: When Richard Pryor in that part, you know, Mudbone, where he’s
standing on the corner, he said, [imitating Richard Pryor] “That’s what’s
wrong with these young niggas. They don’t know how to handle the
white man. I know how to handle the white man. That’s why I’m in the
position I am today.” [Baraka leans back and imitates Pryor taking big
gulps of alcohol, gulp-gulp-gulp!]…
A: [Laughter!]...
B: [Laughter!]
A: Damn, and so that was the first place – that was actually the first place
you did it, not the Dodge Festival or whatever?
B: Right, oh, yeah. I’ve done that poem all over the world. I’ve done that
poem in Africa, Spain, Portugal, Switzerland. It was translated into
German and read by an actor in German radio, you know. It was read by
an actor all over California. I read it in Italy, you know, Africa…
A: This all this year, within the past year?
B: Yeah! The past year…
A: So, then, what is this about, for you, then? What is this really about
then?
B: It’s about them trying to make me into something I’m not, slander me,
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because they want to continue to hide Israel in the costume of victim
while they commit ethnic cleansing on the Palestinians with their label of
terrorist. And when I ask the question about Israeli workers, I said
“Israeli.” The American Jews died with us. The American Jews died with
Americans, because they are Americans, you dig? And nobody would
ever be stupid enough to suggest, you know, that the Jews wasn’t there,
like the Black people, the Haitians. We Americans. We died. What I want
to know is how many Israeli workers died, you see?
A: So, you’re asking the question.
B: That’s right. It would be like me saying, or somebody saying to you,
“How many Nigerian workers stayed away from there?” [imitating the
response] “You hate Black people. You hate Black people.” [responding]
“Hey, man, I ain’t say nuttin about no Black Americans! I’m talking
about Nigerians.” I’m talking about now Israelis, you see? So, then, what
I asked in The New York Times yesterday, I said, “These people who are
attacking me, are they attacking me cuz the number is too high? Are they
saying 4,000 is too high?” Well, what number do you have? Are you say-
ing there were no Israeli workers at the Twin Towers? You understand?
Are you saying there were no Israeli corporations at the Twin Towers?
You understand? See, well, if there were no Israeli workers at the Twin
Towers, why not? You mean there’s no Israeli corporations registered at
the Twin Towers?
A: So, no one’s answered you…
B: NO! Because the New York Times and Washington Post answered that
question weeks ago, weeks ago, you understand? And that’s the thing that
if you look at it really jumps out at you, because…
A: What you mean they answered it weeks ago?
B: Well, let me say this. The first thing I recognize, five Israelis on top of
a truck – you understand, Israelis now, you know. The minute you say
Israelis, “Hey, you’re talking about Jews!” No, I’m talking about Israelis,
holders of Israel passports, right. They’re up on the truck, jumping up and
down, laughing and joking, filming the explosion…
A: With a video camera?
B: With video cameras, filming the explosion from the New Jersey side.
They were arrested by the state police because they were laughing and
joking. That was in the Star Ledger. The New York Times comes out,
says, you know, “These guys are arrested. They’re locked up.” [Motion-
ing to signal quickness] Tsheeewwww! They were deported. The Star
Ledger came out with another article about them, you know. Three arti-
cles by American papers. But what is really stunning about that if you
wanna check it out, is not only were these Israelis, they worked for an
Israeli owned company called Urban Moving Systems, which left the
United States three days later and left so fast the furniture they supposed
to be moving is in the warehouse, you see? You understand what I’m
saying?
A: Were they the same ones who had offices?
B: No, no, no, that’s just them – five guys working for a Israeli company
on the other side of the Hudson, you understand? Now, the ones who
worked in the Trade Center, you understand, there’s two companies that
we know of. One is Zim American-Israeli Shipping. Zim American-
Israeli Shipping was warned – or let’s say this. They left a month before
and broke their lease. That’s 200 right there – boom! And if you check
there’s other companies. The best thing to do is go to the Wall Street
Journal website. Scroll down to Israeli companies. You see, that’s why
I’m asking those questions. How many Israeli companies…? You mean,
there were no Israeli companies in the World Trade Center? Which is a
lie, you see. So, if there are all these companies in there, how many
employees did they have? Okay, how many of them died? None died? 
A: You’re just asking for the math…
B: Exactly. Give me the statistics. You mean none died? Now, go to the
Times and the Washington Post, you’ll find out the articles written
September 13th, 14th, you know. So, all this is, is a big lie to maintain
Israel as a victim, you know, but Israel knew about the shit. That’s what
I’m saying. I never said that they planned to do it. All I said is Israel
knew and the United States knew [turning his voice to a low-toned song],
and Russia knew, and France knewww, and England kneeewwwww, you
know what I’m saying? They all knew.
A: Now, did you actually expect this kinda response to the poem, cuz you
were doing…
B: Not really, not really, cuz I had done it. I mean, I’ve gotten a response
where people have asked me, “Where did you get this? Where did you
get that?” you know, and I would tell them. I would give them the same
information I gave you. I would go down and I would type on my e-mail,
go to Ha’aretz – Israeli newspaper. Go to Yediot Aharonot – Israeli news-
paper. Go to Al-Watan – Jordanian newspaper. Go to Al-Manar, you
know, another Middle Eastern television station. Go to The Telegraph –
English newspaper, you know. Go to The World, the Washington Post.
Go to the New York Times vis-à-vis how many Israeli workers died, you
know. They said they had 4,000 phone calls from people enquiring of the
Israeli workers the night after, see. But anyway, the point is that, you
know, what I’m saying is verifiable, it’s verified, you know. But it does
not suit the politics of, you know, Israel, or the politics of, you know, the
United States to let that stuff out, because they knew. I mean, if you don’t
think the United States knew, man, you back in bubblegum, popcorn
days, you know what I mean?
A: [Laughter], bubblegum, popcorn…



B: You know what I’m saying? That’s like craziness. 
A: And so, have you had to write this kind of response? Because you
actually wrote out a response like, ten, twelve, thirteen pages…
B: I wrote the response and then yesterday in the New York Times
[October 18, 2002] I actually launched a counter attack, not only defend-
ing myself, asking number one, “Why isn’t the ADL [Anti-Defamation
League] registered as an agent of a foreign power?” and number two,
those questions I asked you, you know. “You mean you disagree with me
about the number of Israelis that were in there? Is your number smaller?
You think it was 3,000? Okay, 2,000? Okay, 1,000? What do you think?”
And so, for that matter, trying to put them on the spot to answer those
questions, but you know, again, they got the media. They’ll chop up what
you say right before your eyes. Don’t make no difference to them. 
A: Have you ever had to respond like that before, with an official state-
ment?
B: Not really, I mean, you know, people are always upset about some-
thing I might do or say, but I don’t think I’ve ever – I was never supposed
to write one, [Laughter], you know. But I don’t mind responding. To me,
you know, it’s part of the gig, you know. 
A: Now, we see the e-mails and all the kinds of responses and stuff.
Really, since the letter, you put it out on the 2nd [October 2, 2002]. What
have the last two weeks really been like, as far as on the ground, for you?
B: Well, you know, the phone never stops ringing. All the different
media are at me day and night, day and night. I can have two or three
television interviews in one afternoon, that kinda thing. So it’s been a
kind of, you know, a hornet’s nest around it. The Times, you know,
based on the thing I wrote yesterday, they’ve had some articles written. I
think, yeah, a lot of people are surprised at this frenzy, but it’s the war
frenzy, you know. Bush and Israel want to wipe out the Palestinians;
Bush [wants] to wipe out, you know, Saddam Hussein. I mean, this is
this month’s war. Next month’s war might be who knows? Iran, North
Korea… I thought that was, you know, a positive sign that, you know,
people at least forced him to go to Congress, forced him to go to the UN.
But the point is, you know, you have to come back with some kinda con-
tinuity. It can’t be just – to get them to do that, you gotta push and push
them. Otherwise they roll back down right away. 
A: You’re speaking tonight, the title of your presentation is called, “Arts
and Activism.”
B: Yeah…
A: Are you linking what’s going on right now to that? Is that what
you’re speaking about?
B: Well, I probably will speak about that, you know, without a doubt,
but…
A: How are you envisioning the relationship between art and activism
today, given all of this, given what’s going on?
B: Well, the artist, yeah, the artist should be drawing strength from the
activism, which is I think why when there’s little activism the art suffers.
And at the same time, trying to help give birth to it by creating, you
know, that kind of language that allows people to be infuriated with how
the world is being handled, you know, rather than not.

Stanford University’s Committee on Black Performing Arts invited

the pioneering figure of the Black Arts Movement of the 1960s and 70s

– and still bringin the noise today – for a day of cultural activity (October

18, 2002). This interview was conducted before Baraka’s performance.

The day’s events kicked off at Harmony House with an exhibition of

Philadelphia collagist, muralist and poet Theodore Harris (see his art-

work in this issue). The exhibit featured many of Harris’s collages,

which were captioned by Baraka’s poetry. The collaborative project, We

Wear Our Flesh Like Flames, is expected to be published some time

next year. Visitors of the exhibition also participated in a lunch reception

with Harris and Baraka. 

Moving over to Kresge Auditorium, two major events capped off

the day. The first was a lecture/slide show performance with Harris and

Baraka, Haunted Everywhere: Collaging the Capitol, and the second

was a lecture/poetry reading by Amiri Baraka, “Arts and Activism.” The

events were well-attended (over 300 people throughout the day). Elena

Becks, Program Administrator, for the Committee on Black Performing

Arts, described the event as having met three main objectives: (1) To

introduce Stanford and surrounding communities to the artwork of tal-

ented young artist, Theodore Harris, and to reintroduce them to the poet-

ry of “the father of the Black Arts Movement,” Amiri Baraka, (2) To

provide a forum for those interested in Black Arts to think critically

about the relationship between art and activism, and the role of artists,

writers and scholars, especially given the volatile state of contemporary

international affairs, and (3) To continue to play a critical role in examin-

ing Blackness and identity through the experience, research and critique

of African-based performing arts.
Amiri Baraka is widely celebrated as the father of the Black Arts

Movement and is one of the most prolific and influential African-
American writers of the 20th century. Baraka is a widely published poet,
playwright, essayist, fictionalist and journalist. In 1965 he helped found

the Black Arts Repertory Theatre/School, an institution which quickly
became a model for the development of Black Cultural Centers in the
sixties. Some of his works include Blues People: Negro Music in White
America (Morrow, 1963), It’s Nation Time (Third World Press, 1970),
and Transbluency: The Selected Poems of Amiri Baraka/LeRoi Jones,
1961-1995 (Marsilio, 1995). He has been the author and editor of more
than 75 plays, books of essays, screenplays, and collections of literature.
Baraka has received a John Whitney fellowship (1962), an Obie award
for his play Dutchman (1964), grants from the National Endowment for
the Arts (1966 and 1981), an American Book Award (1984), the PEN-
Faulkner Award (1989), the Langston Hughes Medal (1989). As the Poet
Laureate of New Jersey, he is working on a joint project, We Wear Our
Flesh Like Flames, with artist Theodore Harris. ▲

H. Samy Alim is co-author of Street Conscious Rap (1999) with James G.
Spady and Charles G. Lee, and editor of The Black Arts Quarterly. His work
has appeared in American Speech, The Journal of English Linguistics,
B’Ma: the Sonia Sanchez Literary Review and various edited volumes, such
as Black Linguistics: Language, Politics and Society in Africa and the
Americas and Language in the USA: Twenty-first Century Perspectives. His
dissertation research is an ethnographic study of stylistic variation in schools
and society.
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When I’ll Wave The Flag
By Marvin X

I’ll wave the flag
When the trillions in reparations are paid to the

African American Nation
For 400 years of being terrorized in America
When the bill of the Middle Passage is paid
When the bill from the cotton fields is paid

I’ll wave the flag
When the damages due the descendents of mass murder

is paid
Mass kidnapping
Mass rape

I’ll wave the flag
When the police stop terrorizing us for breathing

while black
Walking while black
Loving while black

I’ll wave the flag
When the 2 million men and women in prison are
released

for petty crimes
And those guilty of stealing elections take their
place

in the cells

I’ll wave the flag
When those guilty of stealing labor, stealing
energy,

stealing souls of the poor are jailed

I’ll wave the flag
When those guilty of the miseducation of our
children are

jailed for crimes against humanity

I’ll wave the flag
When those who terrorize the earth, pollute the
earth,

poison the food, the water, the air
Inject animals with hormones
Genetically alter vegetables and fruits
When these people are taken before the world court
for

terrorizing the world
I’ll wave the flag

Until then
Kiss my motherfuckin’ ass.

© 2001 Marvin X.

Marvin X is a prominent figure in the Black Arts Movement. With Ed
Bullins, he founded Black Arts West Theatre in San Francisco and later
joined Ed at the New Lafayette Theatre in Harlem, New York, serving as his-
torian and associate editor of Lafayette’s Black Theatre magazine. Having
received his M.A. in English/Creative Writing from San Francisco State
University, Marvin X’s writings appeared in Muhammad Speaks, Journal of
Black Poetry, Black Theatre, Black World, Black Dialogue and Black
Scholar. His books of poetry include Fly to Allah, Black Man Listen, and
Liberation Poems for North American Africans. He has taught at various
institutions, including Fresno State University, U.C. Berkeley, U.C. San
Diego, San Francisco State University, University of Nevada, Reno, Mills
College, and Merritt and Laney Colleges in Oakland. His latest book is In
This Crazy House Called America (2002).



Teddy Harris’ work is the modernism of everyday perception and
rationale. He makes works from vouchsafes and unrealized dreams, lies,
and advertisements for the nowheres. That is, he takes scraps of America
North and threads them through his truthscopic sensibility, for instance,
pieces of newspapers, headlines, images from the diversity of our mostly
grim experience, and he tells it to us again, and clearer.

Harris is a collagist, itself a modern form, and one that has been used
to great advantage on pinning the political tale on the donkey, or elephant
(or corrupt tiger, as the case may be, e.g. one of the greatest practitioners
of the collage art of popular advantage, that is, to tell the truth, was the
German collagist Heartfield, who actually pulled Hitler’s tail during the
waning days of democracy in Germany. Right-wing politicians feared
Heartfiled (Herzfeld) because he used the collage to whack them sharply
across the face and lips, revealing their lies and evil to the people).

Harris, still a young man, has entered the collage with an astonishing
clarity of form. The diverse pieces of reflected reality and unreality he
thinks and pastes together create new images, replenishing our knowledge
of the known, or making us aware of the unknown. There is a clarity and
cleanness to his craftsmanship, which heightens the ideational projection
the image spray at us. At times, visual image actually seems to “say” out
loud what maybe we know or need to know. Yet, he has put it together
with an impressive display of knowledge about the medium he is using.
There are no sloppy or half put together “slapdashes” which we must
sympathetically take to the hoop with our political sympathies. Harris is
fine “auteur” (as the film magazines say, meaning, author, creator). And
with this, the content, which, for me, is always principal, emerges bright
and striking. 

He tells about the people’s struggles, world wide, against oppression
and exploitation. Our lives under racism and the twisted rule of capital. At
times, the images he thrusts at us are sharp enough to make us wince, with
understanding and recognition. Harris’ work is fundamentally about con-
sciousness raising, and this is what art does. Mao says, “All art is propa-
ganda, but no all propaganda is Art!” Harris’ work speaks to us truthfully,
forcefully, and with great skill. You need to check it out!

Amiri Baraka  
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Teddy HarrisÕ W ork

Betrayal

Vetoed Dreams

Theodore Harris is a collagist/poet muralist from Philadelphia. He has paint-
ed murals throughout the city of Philadelphia.  His published works include
ROLL CALL, In Defense of Mumia, and Bumrush the Page.

His collaboration with Amiri Barka ,Wear our Flesh Like Flames a
Collage/Ext Exhibition debuted at Stanford University’s Committee on Black
Performing Arts’ Harmony House from October 16-18 2002 .  In February
The exhibit was also shown  at The Brecht forum in New York. 


