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Today, I die. I always knew that I’d accept it when Death came for me,

but I didn’t expect how resigned I’d feel.  After all, I’m only 36 ...

Nope.  I sit here ready for my sojourn.  Not eager, not dreadful - just

ready.

As the clanking iron cage I’ve called ‘home’ for the last two days

swings open, I start to reminisce on the life I live.  Childhood, too

quick — cast aside with impetuous naiveté.  Collegiate accolades

swole my ego triple-sized, and I entered the stock trades prepared to

dominate ... at age 22.

Even from this dank, underground, stone corridor, I can feel the

reverbs of the thundering crowd in the arena above.  The only sound

louder is the sloshing trickle of sewage drip leaking around the stones

and running along the floor.  It’s cool on my bare feet.  A last pleasure

for the condemned, perhaps?

The light from the end of the passage burns my eyes as I ascend into

the uproar.  I believe I can hear all 2.7 billion viewers worldwide

scream from their Transpara-chair water sofas.  My first trade.  TSC,

the first water furniture company went public in October 2024.  Started

at $8 per share; that’s where I got my clients in.  By 2034, they were at

$120.  I wonder how many of the folks I made wealthy would be

watching me buy it for the last time tonight....

It’s been four long years in this facility.  Assault with intent to disre-

spect supervisory authority.  I was among the first 10,000 to receive

automatic life sentences under the anti-class warfare legislation.  Who

knew you weren’t supposed to question an executive vice-president’s

investment strategies?  When he called me ‘mulinya’ at the end of his

tirade, I just lost it.  Grabbed him by his jacket lapels and started to

shake him.  How much money had I made for him and his?  Didn’t

matter anymore.  I had the audacity to raise up in a management meet-

ing.  Security tore through me like a finish line ribbon.  I had thought I

was lucky they didn’t pitch me off the 40th floor.  It reminded me of

Dad’s favorite Kool G Rap song.  I didn’t know that toss would have

done me a favor.

“Up, up, up and away / cuz I don’t play, clown / buck, buck, buck /

take that with you on the way down / I’m hopin’ you got springs or

wings on those shoes / cuz you lose / when I got the ill street blues.”

I dragged myself up the long staircase onto the arena floor.  I took the

baton-spear from the shelf at the left of the doorway and stepped into

the light.  The two guards outside the door stepped into the stairs, and

the metal door slammed shut and bolted behind me.

The crowd booed and threw garbage down at me.  I was the challenger.

I never paid much attention to Death Row matches.  It was hard

enough trying to keep my mind on the basketball I’d been playing for

so long.

It used to be so simple when I was a kid.  The NBA, NFL, MLB and

the rest gave the major opportunities for wealth to dark-skinned people

like me.  Then, somebody at Disney had a wild idea for late night

entertainment.

It was supposed to be a one-shot deal.  Oakland Raiders vs. San

Quentin Penal Lords in an exhibition of American football.  2030 —

late night airtime on ESPN ... lumberjack competitions couldn’t cut it

anymore.  I watched the game, along with 2 million other people.  And

the Lords won.

It seems so many quality athletes were warehoused in prisons over the

first twenty years of the 21st century that even a professional team

couldn’t compete.  With the huge ratings, there was a new market to be

capitalized.  Even I invested in the various Penal Leagues.

No more huge player and coach contracts.  Minimum funds for front-

office management and privatized ownership of the prisoners’ labors.

Professional leagues didn’t have a chance.  Soon, the arenas and sporting

continued on page 6

WE PLAY EVIL GAMES
(a vision of the future prison-industrial-entertainment complex)

(c) the UJIMA Collective 1999
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Last October, a symposium was held at Stanford University called “Making the Spirit of 20th and 21st Century Culture: Placing Black

Popular Culture and Performance.” It presented scholars, researchers, and artists whose work is inspired by popular culture. The central

premise was that Black popular culture icons and expression permeate every aspect of American culture. The symposium is still available

for viewing at http://stanford-online.stanford.edu/spirit/.

The submissions in this edition of the BAQ all relate to the symposium’s themes and focus in on our vision of Black contributions to

popular culture in this new century. Dennis Tyler (‘02) is the only Stanford contributor this time and his poem accompanies several other

poets, writers, and scholars from the United States and abroad. We are pleased to print an essay on Ghanaian drama by John Djisenu, a

professor in the Department of Theatre Arts at the University of Ghana. Thanks to all our contributors, Phyllis Graham , Jay Sylmar ,

E-K Daufin, Chant Griffin, Paul Andrew Wandless, and particularly previous contributors Dasha Jackson, James Cherry and David

Greason.

To the readers of the Black Arts Quarterly, this is my final editorial as I graduate this June with a bachelor’s degree in communication.

I hope you’ve enjoyed reading the BAQ as much as I’ve valued putting it together. I’m confident the new editor will continue to provide

you with quality reading from writers on the subject of Black performance and the arts.

solange jacobs

outgoing editor
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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 guarantee 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.

BAQ Visual Arts Submissions Information
We encourage visual submissions: photographs, scannings or high quality photo-
copies of original work, and visual illustrations that accompany written submis-
sions.  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 special-
ization.  If your visual submission accompanies 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. 

Please visit our website!   www.stanford.edu/group/CBPA/BAQ.html

We’re Hiring
an Editor

We are looking for an undergraduate or grad-
uate student at Stanford to direct and shape the
future of our publication. To apply, you must have
a distinctive writing and editing style, and a gen-
eral knowledge about and interest in Black and
African popular culture, performance, and the
arts. You should be able to commit to sporadic
bursts of intense work that you will complete
independently and with minimal supervision. We
want someone who can interact  successfully with
a range of talented individuals, from the BAQ
coordinator and staff of the CBPA  to our contrib-
utors. Sometimes this entails making the tough
publication decisions.  

An aesthetic sense is important as  you will be
expected to aid our graphic designer with place-
ment and layout. You should also be familiar with
e-mail and the Internet; basic web design and
HTML is a plus.

If you have read the Black Arts Quarterly and
have the skills we desire, please send  your cover
l e t t e r, resume, and two or three writing samples as
attachments to:  CBPA, 561 Lomita Drive–
Harmony House, MC-4009; or e-mail
l e n o c h k a @ s t a n f o rd.edu by May 22, 2000.  Please
include a telephone number and or  e-mail addre s s
w h e re we can contact you. An interview will be
re q u i red of successful applicants.  Only serious
candidates who are smart, creative, savvy, decisive,
a little eclectic, have excellent communication abili-
ties and are connected to groups on other
campuses, and understand the importance of
adhering to deadlines need apply.
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(continued next page)

By: Dennis Tyler

When I ran away from slavery, it was for myself; when I advocated
emancipation, it was for my people; but when I stood up for the
rights of women, self was out of the question, and I found a little
nobility in the act.

—baldwin

#1
I am the black beast caged in white Amerikkka 

and no one wants me.

Blue in the face, sauntering down the unfamiliar streets of my home, my
ghetto, forever traveling with two pairs of eyes: one in the front to
be mindful of my future (what future?), one in the back to be haunt-
ed by my past.

Washed by fire hoses, massaged by nightsticks, my body bore the burden
of brutality once again 

Walking with the wind upon my neck . . . fearing the noose
Faces of children crushed into the wire fences arms stretched behind

their backs
with no joy in their bewildered eyes on display for the world / the
camera never stops . . . no, the camera never stops

Grazing the marshland drowning in the quicksand kicking up the dirt
despising the 

Moloch who breathes atop the crown of my head searing my scalp
— boiling my blood

Flesh eaten—dogs bite—clothes ripped—dogs bite—loose limbs—dogs
bite—smashed jawbone—pigs bite.  This ain’t no fuckin’ tokenism!
Don’t outlaw the segregation of the my school, outlaw the segrega-
tion of your mind.

I, teetering on the edge of madness, must be lifted from the trenches of
Birmingham 

only to return after its rebirth: never
I, verging on reactionary suicide, must cross Meridian Hill to get to the
mountaintop  

where the wisps of fresh air can brush my face and faith can be
restored
I, blinded by the cultural genocide, shout the Dream, recite the Dream,
preach the

Dream, dream the Dream, but do I believe it?
I, functioning under the ideas of Black Nationalism, must take care of
mine own.

1 quarter, 2 dimes, a nickel and ten cents won’t buy you a cheeseburger,
won’t pay the

rent.  I don’t want to buy your food, I want to buy your acceptance
— fool
That’s wishful thinking gone wrong
My people? my race? my country Balkanized, divide and conquer is the
rule of the game,
Where are the other alternatives?  Who is going to defend me?  Why am
I being

pigeonholed?  What is at stake?  How will I achieve freedom?
Where are the other alternatives, who is going to defend me, why
am I being pigeonholed, what is at stake, how will I achieve
freedom . . .  

where are, 
who is, 
why am, 
what is,
how will. 
What!Where.How?Why: WHO AM I????
(The repetition is killing me softly.)
Gimme a M, Gimme a I, Gimme an A, Gimme a S, Gimme a C, Gimme a
L, Gimme a C, Gimme a S, Gimme a N, Gimme a C, Gimme a C, Gimme
a Beat, Gimmie a 

C-H-O-I-C-E, choice
Excluded from the Singleman Party with tea time and wine and caviar
and chandeliers,

Included in the strip club with dimly, neon red lighting and shaded
nipples and polluted air regurgitated as smoke.

Watch out Benny, the Boogieman Carl is gonna get ya’
Gazing at the fiery tomb of Malcolm, and the cradled grave of Martin,
remembering the

when’s and whys and what ifs, shaking off the branch of courage,
picking up the leaves of despair, sailing the sea of hope, 
contemplating a Revolution.

Poisoned in the summer of sixeight, not by the sweat, but by the tears of
monumental

usurpations of R!a!g!e!
Berkeley without Bancroft, Strip(ped) from the hut of political activism,
snatched from the

grasp of Left hands
No more dillydallying, no more pussyfooting, black power is in the bullet, 

gun = freedom, or is it, freedom = gun?  
Conner beware, 
I said Conner beware.
Fooled by ideas of participatory democracy and beloved community, yet
I have no

participation in the nation, and definitely no damn love
Agape meet my heart, clear my mind, redeem my soul, I been locked
down for 77 months

and I need to be unlocked so that I may not forever be . . . 
unloved.

#2
I am the counterculture, the hippie, and the bourgeoisie in america

I hope to understand you and I hope that you hope to understand me

From hallucinatory dreams bottled in pills,
I remember the bright rays of the sun glistening my blond hair, soothing
my outer being 

— then there was the tingling sensation. (Purely orgasmic!) smil-
ing faces of the huddled masses surround me.

I remember peach colored cheeks, the smell of rosemary piercing the air,
gleaming blue 

and green eyes, warm skin, and nakedness
I remember patches and swirls of psychedelic orange and pastoral blues
and peacock

greens all embroidered (or should I say smeared) on the bus: on
the road to an unforeseen journey, on the road, on the road . . .

I remember cups of grass and saucers of speed (dinnertime) like
Clockwork, Orange 

juice on the side to quell the parched throat.  AH!  I remember
climbing the mountain, the continual climb, the continual remount-
ing, the illumination, the illumination.  Herbert HELP!  Is this the
happy consciousness or am I held by the claw of repressive desub-
limation. (if so, I think I like it — for now!) 

I remember many, many hugs coupled with many, many kisses, creating
lots and lots of 

sex.  
My generation, like no other, had good times and good fun.    
We, who, sanctioned the laws and visions of our democratic society.
Who stormed through the drought of gloom and early mourn with a
breath of

rejuvenation at a time when ideologies emerged and failed,
attempts at heroism were made and abandoned, but the belief in
the beliefs remained paramount.

Who forged forth as the Original Sixteen leading Stern to a new 
awareness
Who danced from dawn till dusk on the bare dirt and patchy grass of
Altamont rolling

with the Stones’ Under My Thumb, hearing the cries of the Devil.
Who gathered at the be-ins of Golden Gate Park with hair straddled on
their waists

(yes, everyone had hair to the waist, except, of course, Allard)
being “human” and “real”, conspicuously at odds with the social
norms,

Who lived communally smoking dope on the streets sweeping down the
mightiest walls of oppression standing up for an ideal
Who moved to the drum of their own beat, the rhythm of their own soul.
Who blazed into Mississippi with pickets in their left hands and the SDS
flag in

their right, 
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Who have formulated brilliance on Cooley Street.
Who were blasted out in McComb tossed from their beds onto the floor
because

the vision softly creeping  left its seeds while I was sleeping . . .
Within the sound of silence.   
Who stood up and said No More!!  I’’ll fight! against shale colored
brick walls that

soaked in the words but did not get the message,
Fuck the draft!! - No NO NOOOOOO  No! shit for nothing draft none-
ofthatshit  No way!
No fighting for a country that will not listen to me—to us—to anyone—
Who lifted eyes to the heavenly skies in prayer letting their voice ring
true,
Who plunged into the whirling pool of disgust, drifting idly along the
realm of reality, 

hiding behind a Helpinhand, ending up an Alfa Romeo turned
bus that leads to nowhere except a beginning that was left behind
in the first place,

Who experienced the orgasm of jazz, the tantalizing vibrations that
cork the spine,

transcending the racial barrier because it spoke — although, in
soft tones & smooth rhetoric— it spoke. . . in words unspeakable.

Who opposed the pineapple bomb and the guava bomb and nuclear
bomb and all the

bombs, the bombs, the bombs, the bombs, the bombs!!  
A child with no arms is too much to bear.
Who pissed in the sewer because they couldn’t get no satisfaction.  I
want some

satisfaction, I want some satis . . .
Breathless, mouths full of jargon and slang, eyes starving for light,  
Who looked black shiny shoes in the face and laughed and feared the
doctor-disease of white smocks.
Who tuned in too late and turned on too early and inevitably dropped
out  

(to be none other, than a stockbroker)
Who cranked their motorcycles for the Hell of it, leaving angel dust in

the air (for five hundred bucks and a can of beer)
Who were Truemen, livening things up! diggin the Diggers sharing the
wealth
Who slid into Zen and Buddhism and Judaism and every other another
other THING

that raises precellular consciousness (LSD is much quicker guys!)
Who soak in the Day-Glo, waiting for a Redemption in the days of
rage, shedding quiet

tears for Ms. Hunter in the clouds of fog, shunning the
Weatherman and the draft it blew, shaking the mess out of misery
in ‘Nam and waiting waiting for waiting waiting for waiting for
waiting for

an answer??
#3
I am two tits and no head; I am superwoman in a mini-skirt; I am
mama in the kitchen

And no one knows me (or, at least no one knows the real me)

Legs spread, mouth closed, eyes shut, chest out, head down, arms up,  
WE ARE NOT ON DISPLAY!!!!!!!
The “woman question” has begun. 
Blinded by our awful mirrored reflection in America, seasoned by the
nasty

comments of men, Noah has given us the fire this time, last time,
every time, time and time again,  

Burdened by the insensitiveness, we have hardened our souls to stone
while retaining the

brilliance of the jewel beneath.  However, the sharp tongue has a
mind of its own. 

Let’s run it on down:
We are not the handmaids of conspirators who have oppressed us, that
is the white male

majority,
We are tired of the machismo attitude that permeates the male hegemony.
We are more than products or produce dressed up in high boots and
transparent makeup,

goodbye to objectification,

We are not the fuck buddies for all to choose at will, our bodies are
sanctuaries

for us to adore and appreciate not sanitariums to release your
loaded deposits. Remove your sweaty palms, Eddie! NOW! 

We are no one’s BIG PIECE, you bastard,
Let’s run it all the way down:
We are collectively the sisters who walk hand and hand, side by side—
hopefully white,

black, brown, and yellow faces together, hands together, voices
together 
hopefully — hopefully.

We are the pregnant ones not by choice but by chance because our
mothers left us in the

dark
We are reevaluating our sexuality by what defines us and not what
defines men. (Note: I am a clitoris, not a vagina)
We have stood by our men in their trials and triumphs, through the
Freedom Summer and

Resistance, through teeth and no teeth [Mary, girl, how did you
do it? how did you do it?]

We are setting the night air afire with our bras
We are a magnolia tree, forever growing, forever screaming (the
truth), roots firmly

planted, yet yearning to be pulled up
We are the dancing limbs on a quest for first class humanism
Tall stalked and limber
We are clad in simple black frocks (no ornamentation) with real Afros
sprayed until they

have a sheen like acrylic wall to wall.
We are chic Chic CHIC,    and radically so
We are the lonesome spirit, the gracious heart, the unsung soul, the
contented smile

caked in salty sands and wind burned palms.  
Never giving up always fighting harder
Never giving up always fighting stronger 
Never giving up, Never giving up
Not until the sun rises and the dirges disappear.

WE are the sixties:
wrapped in a quilted blanket of love and hate and everything in
between
speaking in symbols and languages that only we can comprehend
Screaming like panthers, trying to be heard, strutting around the world
with a trigger finger and a shot gun because Whitey! Whitey! Whitey
on the Moon
When will my revolushun be televised????
Singing chants of Penny’s farm to keep the tears aback, to keep the
frustration within
Reverberating, Regenerating, Rejuvenating the system (Is this your
first time?)   
the damned system!  Let’s just call it by its real name — America!
Recreate America, Reinvent America, crack open its ugly head and
pick out the fecal matter that is clogging its central passageways, eat-
ing away at the memory!
Are we a democracy or not?  
Yes! Angry!
Yes! Happy!
Yes! Pissed!
Yes! Smiling!
Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
No!
We will not bow down to racism; We will not bow down to injustice;
We will not bow down to exploitation; We will not bow down to sexism;
We are gonna stand!; We are gonna stand!! 

No foreign sky protecting us,
no stranger’s wing shielding our face.
We stand as witnesses to the common lot
survivors of that time, that place. ▲

Dennis Tyler is a sophomore majoring in English and Drama at
Stanford University.  He is a Coordinator for the Black Community
Services Center and a Contributing Writer for the Stanford Daily. He
plans to be an actor, producer, director, and writer.
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(continued from page 3)
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(continued next page)

By: Kamilah Moonpoet

At times like this my pen is useless

And I feel like a coward on a fruitless search

For healing words

Stanzas fast enough to capture the justice

That always eludes us

My Bic can’t extract 19 of 41 bullets (3 in the soles of his feet)

Or resurrect an innocent man

My metaphors are no match for the

Cancerous racism that mutates every institution,

Every mind to some degree in this nation

Dispatching legal assassins trained to 

Sniff our scents

Shoot first, make up answers later

I believe they were following orders

We were never meant to survive and

Sometimes they succeed

Wiping Amadou’s blood off their semi-automatics

Then going home to kiss their wives and 

Tuck their kids safely in bed

While we count our dead

But they were afraid

Afraid of perceived spooks

Not in sync with fake fairytales

Those people in the street

Black arms, brown arms, yellow arms, red arms, white arms

Waving wallets like flags at half-mast

Are tired of dying, of their friends dying

Because of racist hysteria

What about their fear?

In the streets scared that Amadou will join the 

Ancient debt of this land

Easily buried with the cops’ crimes

And they will eat bullets 

Tomorrow

Once again expected to turn natural, righteous rage

Into sunshine

Accept carnage like communion and sing sweet spirituals 

America mistakes as forgiveness

For apologies never received

THIS IS NOT OK

Being massacred on your doorstep

For having black skin

Police brutality is the sin
Courts lying by omission is the sin

Sabotage by moving the case to Albany from the Bronx is the sin
Apathy and lack of outrage from all people

Who consider themselves human is the sin
Excuse me for being fresh out of solace

For his mother

I don’t want to tell her 

It will be ok, we shall overcome someday

I want to tell her the killers will pay

But I can’t

None of us can

2000 and the truth is STILL denied with

a riddled body right before our eyes 

He had a name 

a heartbeat 

dreams

This limp, impotent pen

Is worthless

And until these slayings cease

So is the pen

That wrote the constitution ▲

NOTE: Originally from Nashville, TN, Kamilah Aisha Moon cur -
rently lives in Baltimore, MD.  Her work appears in several regional
publications, most recently in “Bittersweet”, an anthology of contem -
porary women’s poetry edited by Karen McCarthy and published by
The Women’s Press in London, UK.  Ms. Moon has performed at
various poetry venues in Tennessee, Georgia, Maryland, DC, and
NYC.

Twice Murdered
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venues were converted into prisons and jails.  TV contracts came in to

broadcast the ‘games’ — faster, stronger, smarter, more cunning, and

more aggressive athletes.  Ratings went through the roof.

When I got sent in, it was 2034.  With my college basketball back-

ground, I was playing for the Graterford Slashers.  I came off the bench

and did okay.  Mostly, I just thanked God for not being assigned to the

rougher sports where you could lose a limb in any given game.  Even

tennis had moving landmines in the court.

But then the geniuses got to work again.  They devised a penalty-and-

reward system to further motivate players and stimulate ratings.  At the

top of the rewards system were jobs as surfing coaches in Hawaii or

scuba trainer in Florida.  At the bottom of the penalty system, there were

the Death Row matches — public executions, gladiator-style.

Multiple murderers, international terrorists, political prisoners, two at a

time, face to face, deciding who would live another day through armed

combat.

So how did I end up here?

Simple.  At my last basketball game, both teams tried to break out.

SpectraGuard was everywhere, immediately.  All of us were sent down.

They have plenty more athletes where we came from.  Attempted escape

mandates one step up in punishment.  Since we were all lifers, that meant

death.

I’m the last of ten ballers to come into the ring.  Everybody else made a

quick exit.  I won’t be any exception.  Over the surround speakers, an old

rap song pumps ...

“Nigga, touch me, you betta bust me three times in the head, or motha-

fukkas dead ...”

and then the crowd chimes in, ...

“Fuck the world, don’t ask me for shit/cuz everything you get, you gotta

work hard for it/Honey, shake your hips, ya don’t stop/nigga, pass the

clip, keep on!”

They continued singing as my opponent entered the ring.

She’s over six feet tall with long straight black hair.  I’d seen her picture

before.  Joanna. Cuban, I think — out of Bedford Hills.  On Death Row

for killing her husband, sister, and children.  Easily an athletic 175

pounds, she had survived six previous matches.

I have no chance.  Her axe probably weighs more than I do.

She sees my unease and smiles a tiger-toothed grin my way.  The floor is

divided into four elemental zones — earth, air, fire, and water.  She

approaches me from diagonally across — fire. (It gives me the advantage

because she had to be careful crossing the lava pits on flat, stone

islands.) Seizing the moment, I charge forward and the crowd roars.  I

intend to stab her with the sharp edge of my spear, or maybe get her off-

balance enough to push her off the rocks.

WHACK!

In a blur, she spins around on the last rock island before my zone and

smacks me with the axe-handle.  My vision clears just in time to see the

blade whistle down, across, and through my neck.

The strange thing about being decapitated is that you can still see for about

a half-minute.  Seeing my own headless body lay on the ground leaking

from the neck is horrifying enough.  What happens next is worse.

As the crowd’s din echoes in my ears, Joanna falls to her knees, grasping

her stomach.  Her howls momentarily silence the crowd, as my last

sights slow in a strobing, stop-action sequence.

She. Pain. Rips. Pants.  Screams.  Silent.  Tears.  Blood.  Head.  Drops.

Pregnant.  Was.  Child.  Is.  Stop.  Don’t.  Please.  Roars.  Crowd.

Flashing.  Picture.  Giggles.  Panting.  Sweating.  Breathing.  Legs. Pop.

Man.  Child.  Warrior.  Death.  Birth.  Hate.  Love.  Anger.  She. Faints.

Exhaustion.  Child.  Cries.  Crowd.  Wild.  Celebration. History.

Scoreboard.  Ratings.  Highest.  Ever.  No.  No.  No. No. No!

My final thought shrieks from absent lungs given voice by chords torn

asunder.

NOOOOOOOO!

And the crowd’s stunned silence awakens a small hope in my soul once

again. ▲

This story may be reposted and/or distributed in its current form as long

as the by-line and copyright notice are kept intact.  Any other use with-

out the written consent of the UJIMA Collective is prohibited.

Walter David Greason is a Future Faculty Fellow and Ph.D. candidate
in the History Department at Temple University.  In 1998, he founded
the UJIMA Collective, an organization dedicated to multicultural polit -
ical and economic organizing in Philadelphia.

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

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

WE PLAY EVIL GAMES
(continued from page 1)



7

By Dasha Jackson

The plot of Nella

Larsen’s P a s s i n g is full of

intrigue, suspense, and

twist. The story contains

various issues and themes

which center around the

characters of Irene

Westover Redfield and

Clare Kendry Bellew.

These characters shape the

plot and through them the

action in the novel

unfolds.  

P a s s i n g engages the

reader immediately

through its flashback at

the novel’s beginning.

Irene Westover Redfield

is remembering the

encounter she had had two

years before with Clare Kendry Bellew.  Clare is a childhood acquain-

tance of Irene’s who had been part of the Black working class.  Her

father had been a janitor and was killed in a saloon fight.  After his

death, Clare went to live with her White great aunts on her father’s side.

Her aunts forced Clare to earn her keep through arduous house work

and they forbid her to speak of her race or her Southside roots.  Obeying

their instructions made it easy for Clare to pass for White when she

finally decided to.  There were no questions about her ancestry since her

aunts were respectable White people and no one knew her to be other-

wise.  For Clare, passing was her ticket to all the economic advantages

she had never known.  She tells Irene, “You had all the things I wanted

and never had.  It made me all the more determined to get them, and

others” (Larsen 159).  Later she asserts, “Money’s awfully nice to have.

In fact, all things considered, I think, ’Rene, that it’s even worth the

price” (Larsen 160).  

Irene does not believe that passing would be worth the price.  When

Clare asks her why she never passed she quickly answers with disdain,

“Why should I....  You see, Clare, I’ve everything I want” (Larsen 160).

And that she does.  Irene grew up in a middle-class Black society and

carefully orchestrated her life in order to maintain this status.  To do so

meant insisting that her husband Brian, “stick to his profession right

there in New York” instead of fulfilling his dream to go to Brazil.  Irene

was adamant that Brian pursue his profession as a doctor in New York.

She recalls how, regarding going to Brazil, she “had so firmly opposed

him, so sensibly pointed out its utter impossibility and its probable con-

sequences to her and the boys, and had even hinted at a dissolution of

their marriage in the event of his persistence in his idea” (Larsen 187).

As a result, Brian stopped speaking of his desire to go to Brazil, but it

“yet lived within him” and Irene’s fear of his longing stole “away the

sense of security” (Larsen 187).  She was afraid because Brian had

recently had renewed feelings of restlessness and she did not know how

these feelings would effect the life she had created for them.

Similarly, Clare is also getting restless.  She is growing tired of the

White life she has chosen.  So when she reunites with Irene at the

Drayton restaurant, Clare sees in Irene an outlet from her life.  She is

anxious to re-establish a relationship with Irene, and insists that Irene

visit her house.  Irene tries for days to avoid Clare’s invitation, but she

is so persistent that Irene eventually acquiesces.  When Irene arrives at

Clare’s house she finds that Gertrude Martin is also present.  Gertrude,

while not quite passing, looks White and has married a White man.

Gertrude and Clare together make Irene uncomfortable during their

meeting.  “Later, when she examined her feelings of annoyance, Irene

admitted, a shade reluctantly, that it arose from a feeling of being out-

numbered, a sense of aloneness, in her adherence to her own class and

kind; not merely in the great thing of marriage, but in the whole pattern

of life as well” (Larsen 166).  While Irene is ill at ease with the other

two women, she becomes even more so once Clare’s husband, John

Bellew, arrives.  He is not only White; he is also a racist.  He calls Clare

“Nig” and explains that he does so because, “‘when [they] were first

married, she was as white as —as—well as white as a lily.  But [he]

declare[s] she’s gettin’ darker and darker.  [He] tell[s] her if she don’t

look out, she’ll wake up one of these days and find she’s turned into a

nigger’” (Larsen 171).  While the irony in this comment is so obvious

that it is humorous, it also reveals the depth of racist hatred Bellew has

for Blacks.  He goes on to call Blacks “‘The black scrimy devils’” and

to say that though he does not plan to ever meet a Black person, he had

“read in the papers about them.  Always robbing and killing people.

And....  ‘worse’ ” (Larsen 172).

Needless to say, Irene and Gertrude both are appalled that John

behaved as he did and that Clare would knowingly subject them to his

behavior.  But Irene feels that Clare’s act was  “exactly like Clare

Kendry.  Taking a chance, and not at all considering anyone else’s feel-

ings” (Larsen 175).  Irene is thoroughly disgusted, and wants no more

contact with Clare.  Clare sends Irene a letter in which she says, “‘It may

just be, that after all, your way may be the wise and infinitely happier

one.  I’m not sure just now.  At least not so sure as I have been’” (Larsen

178).  This letter does not appease Irene, but it does illustrate that Clare

is seriously reconsidering her life as a White person.  She is becoming

increasingly restless in her present situation.  She later says to Irene:

It was that [the meeting at Clare’s house], partly, that has
made me want to see other people.  It just swooped down and
changed everything.  If it hadn’t been for that, I’d have gone
on to the end, never seeing any of you.  But that did some-
thing to me, and I’ve been so lonely since!  You can’t know.
Not close to a single soul.  Never anyone to really talk to
(Larsen 196).  

Her interactions with Irene have caused her to realize her dissatisfac-

tion with her life.  Her letter is an attempt to maintain contact with

Irene and symbolically her Blackness, but Irene rebuffs her.  So intent

is Clare to establish ties with Irene that she writes another letter to her

two years later.  And again, Irene does not respond.

Clare does not desist and instead she finally comes to Irene’s

house unannounced.  In the course of the meeting, Clare artfully insists

that Irene allow her to go to the Negro Welfare League (NWL) dance.

After Irene agrees, she notes that:

Clare, it seemed, still retained her ability to secure the thing
that she wanted in the face of any opposition, and in utter dis-
regard of the convenience and desire of others. About her
there was some quality, hard and persistent, with the strength
pass and endurance of rock, that would not be beaten or
ignored. (Larsen 201).  

Clare’s insistence pays off, and she goes to the NWL dance where she

dances “frequently with Brian” (Larsen 204).  It was this dance that

“marked the beginning of a new factor in Irene Redfield’s life, some-

thing that left its trace on all the future years of her existence.  It was

the beginning of a new friendship with Clare Kendry” (Larsen 208).

Clare makes frequent visits to the house and Irene “could never be sure

whether her comings were a joy or a vexation” (Larsen 208).  Clare

totally infiltrates Irene’s existence including her family, servants, and

social engagements.  

During one of these frequent visits Clare tells Irene, “‘Can’t you

realize that I’m not like you a bit?  Why, to get the things I want badly

enough, I’d do anything, hurt anybody, throw anything away.  Really,

’Rene, I’m not safe’” (Larsen 210).  Irene sees just how true this state-

ment is the evening she is preparing to have a tea at her house.  Shortly

before the event, she discovers that her husband is having an affair with

Clare.  Irene had noticed changes in Brian, but she could not identify

what they meant.  He went from the restlessness that he exhibited

before he met Clare to behaving like “a man marking time, waiting....

It was as if he had stepped out beyond her reach into some section,

strange and walled, where she could not get at him.”  
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Upon realizing that he and Clare were having an affair, Irene under-

stood the “intense secret satisfaction” (Larsen 214) that Brian had been

demonstrating.  Even though the realization hurts her, Irene is not willing

to let her knowledge destroy the life she has so vigilantly designed.  She

continues to dress for the function that she is having at her house.  And

she even tells Brian to go and entertain Clare until she is ready.  At the

tea, Irene plays her role as a hostess and tries desperately not to appear

desperate.  When she perceives that one of her prominent guests, Hugh

Wentworth, might know that Brian is involved in an affair with Clare,

Irene attempts to at least prevent him from knowing that she knows.  She

thinks, “she could bear anything, but only if no one knew that she had

anything to bear” (Larsen 221).  Irene survives the tea having kept the

appearance of normality basically intact.

Irene’s only hope for even a semblance of true normalcy, however,

is for Clare to leave New York with John Bellew.  Irene soon realizes,

though, that Bellew might not be enough to keep Clare out of her life and

marriage.  In fact, Clare says about the possibility of Bellew discovering

that she was Black, “‘I’d do what I want to do more than anything else

right now.  I’d come up here to live.  Harlem, I mean.  Then I’d be able

to do as I please, when I please.’” “A conviction that the words were

intended as a warning took possession of Irene” (Larsen 234).  

Irene, then, has to guarantee that Bellew did not discover Clare’s

racial identity or else Clare would be free and “if Clare was freed, any-

thing might happen” (Larsen 236).  That “anything” might include

destroying Irene’s secure, middle-class life.  “She was aware that, to her,

security was the most important and desired thing in life” (Larsen 235).

Irene determines to fight to keep Brian by her side in New York.  She

insists, “She would not go to Brazil.  She belonged  in this land of rising

towers.  She was an American.  She grew from this soil, and she would

not be uprooted.  Not even because of Clare Kendry, or a hundred Clare

Kendrys.”  Rather than relinquish Brian or the life she has known, Irene

prefers to “hold fast to the outer shell of her marriage, to keep her life

fixed, certain....  Better, far better, to share [Brian] than lose him complete-

ly” (Larsen 235).  Irene knows that Clare is the most detrimental threat to

the security she so desires, thus Irene is intent that Bellew must not know

Clare’s heritage in hopes that they will both leave her life in March.

But at Dave and Felise Freeland’s party all Irene’s hopes to be rid

of Clare via Bellew vanish.  Bellew breaks into the party and discovers

without a doubt that Clare is Black.  Irene notes that:

[Clare] seemed unaware of any danger or uncaring. There was
even a faint smile on her full, red lips, and in her shining eyes.  

It was that smile that maddened Irene. She ran across the
room, her terror tinged with ferocity, and laid a hand on
Clare’s bare arm.  One thought possessed her. She couldn’t
have Clare Kendry cast aside by Bellew. She couldn’t have
her free  (Larsen 239).

Irene had hoped that Bellew would deliver her from Clare and thereby

remove the threat to Irene’s present existence.  But in actuality, Bellew

provides the means for Clare to be freed from all ties that would keep

Clare out of Irene’s life.  This realization dawns on Irene the moment

she sees the smile on Clare’s face.  And Irene’s response is to lay a

hand on Clare as she sits in the window sill.  There is little ambiguity

that Irene frees herself of Clare by pushing her from the window.

This act is the last and climactic twist in the novel’s plot.  Irene is

somewhat confident that the onlookers would think that Clare either

fell or committed suicide.  “Certainly one or the other.  Not—” (Larsen

239).  Not that Irene had murdered her.  Irene’s belief appears to be

correct.  No one suspects her of foul play. In fact, someone “official

and authoritative” (Larsen 241) even asks Irene what happened in order

to get the accurate story.  Hence, the story ends with Irene having liber-

ated herself permanently of Clare without any external consequences.

Since she is not implicated, she does not have to forfeit her middle-

class standing and can avoid any embarrassing social implications.  

This last twist in the plot is made even greater because through it

Irene has proved Clare wrong.  She has shown that unlike what Clare

had told her earlier, Irene and Clare are similar.  Like Clare, to get what

she wants badly enough Irene will “do anything, hurt anybody, throw

anything away” (Larsen 210).  Irene proves in the final pages of the

novel that she too is not “safe.”  In addition, there is evidence that at

the end Irene regains Brian’s allegiance.  As she faints at the end of the

story “she was dimly conscious of strong arms lifting her up” (Larsen

242).  These arms probably belonged to Brian since he was standing

beside her.  And where as before when she cried after Clare’s death he

“made a slight perfunctory attempt to comfort her” (Larsen 241) this

time he lifts her up.  It seems that through the tragedy, Brian has

reclaimed his role as a dutiful husband that supports his wife in creat-

ing and maintaining a secure middle-class life. ▲

A native of Chapel Hill, NC Dasha Jackson attended Duke University
for undergraduate studies. There she majored in English and
African-American studies. She received her M.A. from NC A&T
State University in Greensboro, NC. Presently, she is a dual law and
Ph.D. student at Vanderbilt University. She has had papers accepted
in eight conferences and has had one article published.
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Passing Into Middle Class
(continued from page 7)

What is Ebonics?
By: Chant Griffin

It is a language by the people, for the people, to the people.  Or should
I say:
It is a language by duh peeps, fo duh peeps, to duh peeps.

It is what’s crackin, what is up, what’s happening, and what’s goin on.

It is Colored.  It is Negro.  It is African and African American.  It is
American.  
It is Black, White, Right.  It’s how we fight.

It is Political.  It is Powerful.  Unmistakable.  Unshakable.

It is the “Yes Lawd!” and the “Hey!”  It where the church meets the club, 
Where the light meets the dark.  It’s where the old school meets the new
school.  
It’s a little sumptin sumptin for the soul, spirit, heart and mind.

It is slammin and jammin.

It is in the ghetto, out of the ghetto, from the ghetto.  It’s ghetto
fabulous.

It’s all that and a bag of chips.

It’s my boo, my girl, my girlfriend, and my baby’s daddy combined.

It’s my dogg, my homey, and for some—my nigga, wrapped up in one.

It’s a language where there is no lack of Nubian Princes or African
Queens.

It’s a world where your grill is your teeth, a crib is a house, 
and your ride—well that’s your car.  And your gear—it’s gotsta be tight.

It has sistas and brothas, play mamas, and plenty of play cousins.

It’s a place where BeBe’s kids act like they aint got no home training.

It is when ladies are lookin fo fellas with A-P-Ts, J-O-Bs, and C-A-Rs.

It’s when everybody and dey mama wants a hook up and wants to hook up.

It’s when “Hey!” is a greeting and an indication that yo song just came
on.

It’s a place where flossin and chillin are a way of life and getting
digits is a 24-7 job.

It’s when “hood” refers to the top of your automobile and your community.

It is a source of pride and a source of pain.

It is me.  It is we.  It is be. ▲

Chant Griffin is a student at Pomona College, a small liberal arts
college in Claremont, California. There, she has worked with numer -
ous organizations, including the Office of Black Student Affairs and
the Pan-African Student Association. As a media studies major Ms.
Griffin has focused on how women, Blacks, and other minorities are
portrayed in the media.  This piece is based on a study that she
conducted on African American speech communities, including those
presented in the media.
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Movie Madness or:
Best Man not Better than
Home Alone

© 1999

By: E-K. Daufin

“Home Alone,” 

is not a horror story,

But rather the 

Blar(ing) Witch Project hunt comes 

when I go out,

Reach out,

Water leaking lonely,

looking for its own level.

Lucky to finally be semi-invited

to meet my aerobics instructor

and her friend Frieda,

to see “The Best Man,”

Because previous cinematic partners have repeatedly 

pooped out

and I’m tired 

of going everywhere, every time

alone,

when I venture out of my home.

“What could keep a Black film in the top five for three weeks?” 

we wondered, 

Feeling more like

The Cable Guy than Sisters,

With these two fools 

who think they foolin’ me,

trying to fool themselves,

Like Life is Beautiful,

Like they can breathe just fine,

and are not emotional asthmatics

Waiting to Exhale like three-fifths of all straight and bisexual 

American Black women,

Because even before the coming attractions commence,

the aerobics instructor — despite her cool political comments in class,

between the lifting 

and the lunging,

is already, 

on a different wavelength.

She defends the lovely-faced, 

long dreadlocked, Jungle Fever stricken brother in the lobby with his

(no longer) Single White Female and their 

(Cablasian—like Tiger Woods or just white and black . . . wi-acked?)

son,

And says married, 

or otherwise committed men,

never approach her

(But she don’t ask ‘cause she thinks that’s being “too hard on a brother,”

And if he says he’s married,

he may just be lying 

— like that makes sense to someone other than her friend Frieda, 

Need to free her mind from whatever she on,

Freak mama, one calorie,

logic-free),

(Perhaps it is the roll around my middle, 

that she does not have,

that magnetizes men with wives but without wedding rings — 

But at any rate, 

I do not eat the snacks I brought to quell the pangs of my dinner-less

round belly,

hoping to be invited to get some Soulfood with them after the flick,

Feel maybe my munching my way out of a hypoglycemic coma may

fuel her condemnation of my speaking my experiences,

That if I shut my mouth, 

all together,

maybe I’ d have

more movie buddies,

a man,

and be thin

and maybe there’s more than a 

slim connection between the three, She would say 

all in a look

everyone would see in the dim theatre light.)

She asks my age,

(Which I consider my private business in The (conservative) South

where someone’s always 

wearing me out, 

beatin’ me down,

for acting inappropriately 

young or old, 

according to their foreign yardstick, 

that they whack my open palm with,

like the Sisters of Saint Joseph 

used to, 

wasn’t none of them no 

“Flying Nun,” nor “Sister Act,”)

Unanswered, 

the aerobic instructor assumes 

I’m just old and bitter 

but her young lithe behind 

will be filled with love,

as soon as one of the 

(2) 

available, good men she knows,

is “ready,”

And she finds her good men in 

“chu’ch,”

which she (this time correctly) assumes my dashiki wearing, dread-

locked, ganja-less Rastafarian acting ass

ain’t attending,

And there were a lotta men in the chu’ch she used to go to but,

no,

she couldn’t name me a single one who was not taken, gay, gaming, 

old as Methuselah, or playing  every tight end in the very wide fornica-

tion field,

And no,

there weren’t many men in her new chu’ch, 

but they were coming in

(being prayed up,

was sure would show up,

like I ain’t spent light years on 

my mortal knees, 

in church and

alone in the Star Trek(ed) night,

wet cheeked,

asking for the same sacred

sookie sookie).

Then we watch a movie where ALL the women who get to say any-

thing, or even be foreground extras,

top out at a svelte size six and

the “good” women are

undereducated, flighty ditzes; 

ready to calf, domesticated virgins; or thonged strippers who rub off a

strange man with their bare behinds at bachelor parties for pay, 

Parties that are supposedly innocent fun, 

no un-ball breaking woman 

would want to keep her man from,

But the bad women are 

demanding bitches to be dumped rather than dealt with, or 

promising professionals dubbed - “one step from lesbian,”
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which probably leaves me no step to stand on in their eyes,

‘cept I don’t sex women,

or men either evidently,

if the last decade is any indication,

Diamonds — these larger than life men on the screen—

scream “damn near dyke,”

who hasn’t gotten any for six months and even I want to slap her and

say, 

“Try six years and counting,

Walk a non-fucking marathon in my celibate-by-default slippers, 

see if, 

even as an actress, 

you can still play that part,” 

Play all the sisters in the audience who are workaholics because over-

time fills up some of the dateless time all the time, 

especially on holidays,

Who tells the sexiest, most-suited-to- her man she’s ever known that

the ditz is The One for him and dances off nobly with the badly-

dressed, booty-grabbing, 

elder uncle of the groom.

And the football star supporting man groom, 

is not Unforgiven for all his lying, cheating, deleting hearts, repeatedly

breaking most of the 

Ten Commandments,

beating his long time buddy twice, 

wrecking the reverend’s office — because he wears a big cross, 

quotes bible bites 

and drops to his knees to pray, 

as often as he’s had Octopussy/mouth on her knees, 

fulfilling his needs,

And no one asks 

his HIV-incubating behind for 

an AIDS test, 

assault and battery alibi, 

or any kind of accountability.

The fact that I went Home Alone without dinner and 

those two women will probably never talk to, 

for them, 

my horror flick self again, 

And I didn’t sleep well after, 

And it cost me almost $7, 

only proves I should have been Home Alone, 

Because maybe

the only bridges over this troubled water are in Madison County, 

where even a happily married, skinny, blonde, white woman,

may be bored to death, 

see passion only once in a lifetime, 

over a long weekend,

and again in hell,

the eternal home 

for women who want too much 

from a messed up world and probably do everyone,
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Movie Madness 
(continued from page 9)

Blue Intrusion

24”x19”x8”

clay/nailsNite Walker

37”x17”x20”

clay/mixed media

Holding On

27”x23”x8”

clay/nails

The work created and the mediums used reflect my mood and personality at the time of constructing the piece, conveying a
sense of urgency or spontaneity. Images are a result of my reactions to personal relationships, indelible events and my everyday
surroundings. The use of the mask as a point of departure allows me to put a face on my personal concerns. The torso work uti-
lizes the body as a tablet or canvass to paint personal images, symbols or forms reflecting my perception of my place in the world. 

These images, filtered through my cultural experiences, make my voice unique. The issues are personal, but manifest them-
selves as universal themes seen through the eyes of an artist with a different view.

—Paul Andrew Wandless

Art Gallery Work by Paul Andrew Wandless
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Things Don’t Add UP #1

28”x12”x5”

clay/mixed media

Yes, Yes, Yes

24”x16”x16”

clay

Ravenous

26”x20”x16”

clay

but the box office, 

a humongous favor, 

if they just keep their big 

“(S)he’s Got Game” butts

Home Alone.

EPILOGUE:

In the movie of my life,

I want The Bachelor/Best Man to 

pursue and get the Bubblin’ Brown Sugar, fat, sincere, sepia-skinned,

Got Smart, kinky-haired, professional,

Drop Squad member, Five on the Black Hand Side,

gorgeous girl with glasses,

In Seven decades of,

surprisingly fresh,

critically acclaimed sequels,

the dynamic duo 

wrestle with worldly evil, 

and overcome a portion of it, repeatedly saving Gotham City. 

Flying, 

The King and I, 

African Queen-sized cape flapping, Bantu barrette Gone With the

Wind,

To hang together in the Bat Cave, Where the outside World (not

According to Garp) sometimes seems upside down to both of us,

Where the Best Man only drinks my Koffee,

drops to his Superman praying Mantis knees nightly, 

to thank Oh God! for this 

Pretty Woman who was never a whore,

Except for the director’s cut,

lying on the editing room floor with my 36K/L bra and 

size 8 panties,

for about Nine and a Half Weeks, 

for the love of him when my pocket pager told me “You’ve Got Mail,”

after he made that speed dial 

Booty Call that’s only got my number programmed

and ratings went from GP to 

“Gee puleeeze

close those curtains baby, 

What will the neighbors say?”

Well Malcolm what did you X-pect in an American film but another, 

now more for real,

Happy Ending?

ROLL CREDITS. ▲

E-K. Daufin teaches communication at Alabama State University and
does cultural, as well as music programming for WVAS-FM,
Montgomery. Co-founder of the Southeast Poetry and Jazz
Connection, Daufin is a popular performance artist.
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By: John K. Djisenu

Introduction
I have set out to examine two main schools of thought that have

emerged through the smoke screen of controversy surrounding the defi-

nition of Drama in Ghana.  The first one, which I refer to as the ritual

school, classifies rituals, rites or ceremonies in indigenous Ghanaian

societies as Drama or theatre, and usually applies to such labels as:

“ceremonial-drama,” “ritual-drama” or “magical-drama.”  I prefer to

refer to the second one as the “festival-school” in that it defines

Ghanaian festivals as drama.

A careful look at indigenous Ghanaian societies reveals a life style

that is integrated with their religion and beliefs as well as their rites, rit-

uals, ceremonies and festivals.  What is observed is that because their

lives are inseparable from their rites of passage, any attempt by both

schools of thought to label any of those rites as Drama leads us into a

pointless debate about where the scope of Drama begins or ends.

This paper brings out the fundamental flaws inherent in both the

ritual and festival schools of thought and suggests a new approach

through a re-definition of Drama as an art form that reflects creatively

any aspect of life, including even social life in the indigenous setting.

THE RITUAL SCHOOL
The ritual school defines Drama as being “associated with social,

ritual or ceremonial occasions.”1 This sets off a controversy as the def-

inition widens the scope of Drama to include the following:

1. Birth, outdooring and naming rights;

2. Circumcision and puberty rites as well as other initiation rites;

3. Enstoolment, destoolment and ancestral stool rites as well as oaths of

allegiance;

4. Marriage and divorce rights;

5. Funeral rites and their associated occupational and memorial dances;

6. Acts of worship, possession dances and libation;

7. Rites of ancestor worship and festivals.

The above list of rites of passage forms the basis of life in Ghana

and, indeed, the whole of Africa, particularly within the traditional or

indigenous setting.  They are the life cycles around which all social,

religious or political occasions revolve.  There is no doubt that cele-

brating them tends to be action packed, spectacular, colourful and sym-

bolic, but my contention is that classifying them as Drama is controver-

sial.

Joe de Graft, for instance, makes his membership of the ritual

school clear when he declares:

…To me, theatre, at its most beautiful is ritual. It’s closely
related to religion. To put simply, theatre at its centre is reli-
gion and ritual…2

No doubt, in his article “Roots in African Drama and Theatre”3 de

Graft describes a voodoo ritual of initiation4 as magical-drama.  He

identifies the roles played in it as impersonation even though in that

performance there was a transmigration of spirits through spells that

made the goat sick and the girl docile and entranced.  They were con-

strained and became like automatons in the hands of the voodoo priest.

The girl was placed face-to-face with the goat, and after an elabo-

rate ritual of invocation of powers was held that both of them had been

spiritually transformed: the girl into a goat, and the goat into a girl.

Soon, the girl began to bleat like a goat and nibble at leaves while the

goat cried like the girl.  At this point, the goat’s head was severed.

Instantly, the girl collapsed only to be carried away unconsciously for

another voodoo rite of revival.

There are a number of spiritual elements that make the art of

Drama incompatible with such rites of passage as the initiation into a

voodoo cult described above.  Some of these are the use of spells and

invocation of powers that control or transform the objects of the ritual.

There are also other spiritual connotations like animal sacrifices and

the use of blood.  

Again, in de Graft’s example above, where does the actor, the

Drama scholar or researcher draw the lines between the voodoo reli-

gion, its magical aspects and the use of sorcery?  All these mean that

we cannot easily classify indigenous rituals as Drama.

RITUAL OF WORSHIP
A second proponent of the Ghanaian ritual school is J.H. Nketiah,

as can be seen from his article on “Possession Dances in African

Societies.”5 In the article, he gives a classic description of a typical

indigenous ritual of worship, which he describes as folk drama, and

from which some lessons will be drawn to illustrate some facts.

First, what is noted from Nketiah’s ritual of worship, like most rit-

uals, is a performance with formal, rigid scheme: the drummers come

first, followed by the singers before the senior priest consecrates the

worship circle.  Also, the ritual order requires that the senior priest

must dance before all the others do.  Second, there are libations,

prayers and spiritual possessions that reach climax with the “medium

of the chief god of the town.”  Third, once the worship circle has been

consecrated, those who become possessed cannot enter unless they

have taken off their earrings and blouses.  The noteworthy fourth point

is that a message is communicated by the gods or the objects of wor-

ship through the senior medium to the people to live peacefully.  It is

only after these “sacred” phases of the ritual are over that the worship

circle is declared open to general audience population.

To be able to describe an indigenous ritual as Drama, such as the

example given above, one must first clarify a number of knotty reli-

gious controversies.  Any typical act of worship has religious functions

as one may observe in Ghanaian traditional societies where gods, spir-

its or supernatural entities are worshipped in addition to dead ancestors,

chiefs and kings who may be enshrined in stools and fed with food and

liquor periodically.6 One thing that underpins the ritual of worship is

the “sacred” religious element.  The dancing priest in the traditional

worship is translating his faith through movements or dance, and

embodied in that are rituals of thanksgiving, reverence, breaking of

eggs and sacrifices of ritual animals, some of which may not be open to

the public.  Thus, the element of faith is paramount in all these, an ele-

ment that is not a necessary ingredient in Drama.  One writer echoes

the same sentiments when he states:

Drama, it might be said, began when seeing was freed from
the shackles of believing: when understanding became possi-
ble without an immediate interior change of heart.7

Secondly, the possessed priest, unlike the actor of Drama, is spiri-

tually transformed because he cannot make absolute, conscious choices

in the use of his body and voice.  What is, in fact, presented is the

physical and vocal manifestation of a spiritual entity that has entered

him.  Once possessed, he becomes the medium of the god he worships

who influences or even constrains his jerky movements, gyrations and

gibberish manner of speech.  He may exercise some amount of control,

in order not to hurt himself, but he is still largely ruled and controlled

by unseen forces to whose will he is subject.

Thirdly, the possessed priest communicates a message from the

gods to the people usually through a fetish linguist.  Thus, the priest

serves as the mouthpiece of “his god in order to offer advice to peti-

tioners and to prophesy events.”8 The priest cannot be said to be acting

because he becomes a spiritual middleman; an intermediary between a

god and the worshippers or his audience.  What he communicates is

from a god to man.  An actor, on the other hand, is an intermediary

between an imaginative creative art and an audience.  What he commu-

nicates is from man (a creative piece by man) to man (audience).  It is

difficult to see how the ritual school can label the Ghanaian traditional

act of worship as folk drama, or even suggest that spiritual possession

within the same context is impersonation and therefore, a form of act-

ing.  Clearly, the issues involved in traditional worship relate to the

spiritual realm in which rituals and possessions are geared toward a

ESSAY o n  G h a n a i a n  D r a m a
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spiritual communication between man and the gods.  Thus, the indige-

nous worship is a spiritual communication between the man and the

gods while Drama is a creative communicative art between man and

man.

THE FESTIVAL SCHOOL
The second controversial school of thought, the festival school,

widens the scope of the definition of Drama to include festivals and

applies the label: “festival-drama.”

The foremost Ghanaian exponent of this school is Agovi who stud-

ies the Kundum festival of Ahanta-Nzema people of the southwest and

observes:

Of all the diverse forms of drama in traditional Africa, the
most popular and widespread is that of the festival.9

The classification of festivals as a form of Drama raises a number

of contentious issues.  First, festivals generally have two levels of secu-

lar and religious activities or what Cole describes as two complemen-

tary types of behavior: intensity and elaboration of public display and

spectacle on one hand, and the flow of ritual intensity in ceremonies

either public or private on the other.  He goes further to explain that

“ritual intensity and display elaboration are sometimes discontinuous,

simultaneous and interdependent.”1 0 In other words, our festivals have

open public celebrations going on at the same time as public or non-

public rituals that are both complementary and inseparable.  In fact,

like a building, the substructures of most festivals are the rituals that

carry the superstructure of the open social and political celebrations.

That is why Cole concludes:

Despite the varied non-spiritual embellishments of the festi-
val, it remains a sacred performance rooted in and dependent
upon, ritual.  Thus the festival, a holiday, is also a “holy day”
when gods and ancestors are invited to partake in this blessing
which people may enjoy only through their beneficence.1 1

Second, the rituals found in our festivals are deeply rooted in reli-

giosity.  There are consultations of oracles that may prescribe specific

modes of observances such as periods of silence for meditation when

drumming or any form of general noise making is banned for a period.

There is also pouring of libation to the spirits of dead ancestors as well

as cleansing and “feeding” of the family and royal stools, and other

thanksgiving rites such as offering the first fruits of the harvest or com-

munal food to gods, spirits and ancestors.

Agovi, for instance, observes Ewudole and Apatwa rituals that are

reminiscent of the oracle consulted when famine threatened the Ahanta

people whose “natural reaction to the appearance of food once again

was to give thanks for this unexpected benevolence.”1 2 Similar rituals

are also observed in festivals such as Homowo where the communal

food, kpekple is first sprinkled “for the spirit of the departed.”1 3

The point to remember from the above is that our festivals abound

in a multiplicity of public and non-public religious rituals.  Unlike

Drama, the non-public rituals attract no audience and are usually

shrouded in secrecy for only persons qualified by birth, age or hierar-

chical status in society to attend.  Even the so-called public rituals may

have limits placed on those that can attend and may exclude children

and some “unclean” people. The rituals affirm the belief of indigenous

societies in dead ancestors, gods, spirits and other supernatural entities.

That also explains why traditional priests and priestesses feature promi-

nently in festivals.  These intermediaries are indispensable because

they are said to understand the ways of the gods and spirits, and are

able to renew the community’s ties with the spiritual realm for the peo-

ple’s continuous strength and survival.  Threats of communal catastro-

phe like famine, curse, diseases or deaths loom ominously over the

people if the rituals are ignored.  It is untenable to classify festivals

with all these rituals as Drama.

Third, the public activities in the festivals that are open to every-

body else require the playing of different roles which cannot be

described as acting.  Those who perform various activities - ordinary

people, priests and priestesses, chiefs and government representatives -

cannot be described as actors even though Agovi, a festival theorist,

holds a contrary opinion:

Our concept of an actor is largely that of a person who acts his
life-role in a dramatic setting.  Although he is influenced in
his role fulfillment by a number of factors, acting for such a
person is synonymous with life or real life as lived by human
beings.  Role fulfillment, therefore, is fundamentally a realis-
tic enterprise.1 4

The public activities in our festivals usually include dances, songs,

feasting, political and social activities such as colorful processions and

durbars as well as speeches and other forms of oral artistry.  These

open displays are commemorative of the collective experiences and

consciousness of indigenous people and so may involve the whole

society playing roles which can appear to be extraordinary with a bus-

tle of spectacular events that have a “play element” or seem like Drama

as Cole notes below:

It is as if a community becomes a stage set and its people
actors with a battery of seldom seen props and costumes.
Meals become feasts and greeting, normally simple, becomes
ceremonious.1 5

Festivals need not be labeled as Drama simply because they have

some elements of Drama like performers, impersonation, audience par-

ticipation, music, spectacle, props, costumes, crises or conflicts.  These

elements only make the festivals dramatic.  What is dramatic is not

necessarily the art form of Drama.

Fourth, a disparity exists between Drama and real life.1 6 Drama is

life-like because it draws its raw materials from life through the use of

imitation, but people who play various roles in festivals do so in an

actual like setting.  Drama aims at creating an illusion of reality: an

imaginary world with its own time, space and circumstances.  Thus, an

actor in the world of Drama does not act his own “life-role.”  He takes

on a different identity and that is why the character he impersonates

may suffer some physical defect, disgrace or even die but he still lives

on.  This is not so with our festivals where the people maintain their

own identities.

ANTHROPOLOGICAL VIEWPOINTS
Some anthropologists also acknowledge such a disparity between

traditional life and Drama by applying terminologies to differentiate

the two forms.  Victor Turner’s concept of “social drama” is an exami-

nation of indigenous life in its crisis or spectacular moments.  The con-

cept is based on what he observes as “something like drama constantly

emerging from the surface of normal social life.”1 7 In spite of that, he

identifies Drama and labels it “cultural performance.”  Turner’s “social

drama” concept is based on his study of traditional Ndembu society of

Zambia yet it may well illustrate the same point in indigenous

Ghanaian society.  One can distinguish a similar trend of traditional life

(“social drama”) from Drama (“cultural drama”) within the same

indigenous setting.  Thus when he claims, “the roots of theatre are in

“social drama”,”1 8 he is only reiterating a fact already stated that

Drama draws its material from life.

The “social drama” as identified by Turner may apply to action-

packed moments of Ghanaian traditional life such as funerals, festivals

and rituals of worship.  At the same time, there are Drama perfor-

mances such as Anasegoro (narrative or story-telling drama), or dance-

drama such as Atsiagbekor which dramatise, through movements, the

history of the migration of the Ewes.

CONTROVERSIES ARISING FROM COMPARISON WITH
CLASSICAL GREEK DRAMA

It must be noted that the controversial classification of, particularly,

our festivals as Drama is partly due to what some writers have erroneous-

ly observed as “festival-drama” revealing “remarkable similarities with

the Greek festival of the City Dionysia.”1 9 It is true that both drew inspi-

ration from myths and legends, but the treatment of the material drives

them far apart.

Among the ancient Greeks, a distinct Drama emerges from the fes-

tival of the City Dionysia where competing playwrights - Aeschylus,

Sophocles, Euripides, Aristophanes and Menander - used traditional
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mythology as their reference in commenting, severely criticising or

poking fun at their own societies.  This type of Greek Drama is missing

from our festivals where one observes two main levels of activities:

public and non-public rituals, and socio-politico-cultural celebrations.

One thing our festivals share with the classical Greeks is an ele-

ment of ritual, including ritual of worship.  The Greeks were polythe-

ists and the Drama was done in honour of their gods, Dionysus (some-

times referred to as Bacchus and known as the god of wine and fertili-

ty) whose image was placed in the open-air theatre.  Their perfor-

mances of plays were not a substitute for the rituals done as part of the

worship of the god, which was a separate and more elaborate activity.2 0

Though the Drama performances were partly a religious activity

because it was done to honour a god, it was mainly a civic and secular

event open to the general public (including women and children and

even sometimes prisoners and slaves).  During the performance, prizes

were awarded to deserving playwrights and others who had distin-

guished themselves in different areas of public life.  In ancient Greek

mythology, the gods became involved in the affairs of men and

women, which were sometimes portrayed in the Dramas as conflicts

between spiritual entities and humans.  The Drama performed at the

City Dionysia, on the other hand, was a creative communication

between man and man: one from live human actors, not possessed by

any spiritual entities, to a live human audience.

The Greek playwrights, especially Aeschylus and Sophocles, may

have generally portrayed a god-centred society in which the power of

gods could not be devalued and challenged by human ingenuity (i.e.

Oedipus Rex).  There was, however, no indication of actors, chorus or

the playwrights and the audience showing “a common act of devotion”

to the gods.  A case in point is Euripides’ Bacchae which shows the

god Dionysus as vindictive, and questions, through sophistry, the basis

of the worship of such a god.  The playwrights did not see themselves

as writing liturgies or rituals for the worship of Dionysus.  Neither did

the actors in the ancient Greek plays see their roles as an act of worship

nor as a translation of their faith to make Dionysus intervene spiritually

on their behalf, nor were they the mouthpieces of the god.  The actors

were not possessed spiritual mediums or intermediaries communicating

messages from the Greek gods or Dionysus.  They were flesh-and-

blood men performing artistically to a human audience who did not see

themselves as worshippers in a Greek temple, but as a civic audience in

an open-air theatre.

CONTROVERSY ARISING
FROM SOME COMMON ELEMENTS

The controversy arising from the erroneous classification of ritu-

als, rites or ceremonies and festivals as Drama may result from the

presence of certain common elements they share with Drama, like the

following:

1. Language, words or symbols.

2. Action, impersonation or performance.

3. Audience, crowd or onlookers.

4. Movement, dance, posture or gesture.

5. Music or sound.

6. Spectacle, visual arts or impressions.

7. Use of props, costumes, masks, make-up, food, liquors and so on.

The above elements make all the rituals, rites or ceremonies and

festivals have a quality of performance that is live and experiential

though, as already argued, they are not in themselves Drama, but mere-

ly contain some of its elements and are still part of indigenous

Ghanaian life.

CONCLUSION
The arguments outlined above exclude rituals, rites, festivals and

other traditional ceremonies from the scope of the definition of Drama.

I contend that it is untenable to classify them as forms of Drama

regardless of their full integration with indigenous Ghanaian life or

religion.  It is maintained, though, that these phenomena may serve as

the sources of creative inputs, but they must first undergo the creative

process of conscious selection of material, re-ordering, re-shaping or,

in some cases, complete metamorphosis with inessential details

stripped off for effective creative communication to an audience.  The

rites of passage are not Drama in their present form.  Instead, they are

the indispensable hubs, around which the cycles of traditional life

revolve, and are meant to perform specific religious, social and politi-

cal functions.

Drama is defined more efficiently by J.R. Djisenu, I believe, as:

A creative communicative art, text-based or not that takes
place in space, time and rhythm, and is done by performers
who use the creative techniques of voice and movement to
affect an audience.  The creative communicative art is usually
rehearsed and performed over a period of time.  Drama is,
essentially, a creative work of performing art.  It is not just
mere lifting of life onto a performance base.  That raw materi-
al from life undergoes a creative metamorphosis in order to
become an art form.2 1

This definition applies to both the traditional and contemporary

settings.  It means, for instance, that indigenous forms of narrative or

story-telling Drama that may be derived from myths, legends and other

oral traditional sources are embodied in this definition.  The scope of

the definition also includes non-worship or non-ritual forms of dance-

dramas that narrate stories or histories like the creative Atsiagbekor

dance of the Ewes that recount part of their history of migration.  It

also includes syncretic and eclectic forms such as the concert-party

Drama and other song-based cantatas.  The contemporary forms

include radio and television drama as well as puppetry and numerous

text-based or improvised forms of Drama that abound in the country.

The challenge for creative artists in the third millennium will be

their ambidexterity in tapping creative inputs from both the contempo-

rary setting and the vast raw materials found in indigenous rites of pas-

sage for use in the art of creative communication known as Drama.

Certainly, a few playwrights and other artists have already done some

pioneering work, but a lot more lies ahead.

Rituals or rites, festivals and other traditional ceremonies are very

controversial to define as Drama in their present form when they are

still encapsulated with the religious, social and political life of indige-

nous societies.  Drama does not simply reflect any form of life, con-

temporary or traditional, without any conscious creative selection and

re-ordering of its original sources of material. ▲

1 See "Elements of Traditional Drama," Legon, Accra: Publications Unit, Institute of
African Studies, P. 11. This is a very influential paper with no  author or date on sale at
the Publication Unit.
2 See de Graft's (1980) interview in Mazumgumso No. 4. A publication of Ohio
University Centre for International Studies (Africa Programme).
3 See de Graft's (1976) " Roots in African Drama and Theatre" in African Literature
Today, No. 8.
4  For details, read Chapter 5 of Seabrook, W.B., The Magic Island, 1929. New York,
Harcourt Brace and Company, Inc. Illustrated by Alexander King.
5 Nketiah, J. H., "Possession Dances in Africa," Legon, Accra: Publications Unit,
Institute of African Studies. Another influential paper with no date, though the date of
the events described is noted as July 3, 1955 in Gold Coast (Ghana).
6 Spirits of dead ancestors or chiefs and kings are worshipped in indigenous societies in
Ghana. They are usually enshrined in stools, fed with food and drinks, sacrificed to, and
consulted for spiritual reasons. These practices are based on the belief that life continues
after death.
7 See Wicker, B, 1973, The Roots of Ritual, p. 18-19..
8 See Swithenbank, M., 1969, Ashanti Fetish Houses, p. 11.
9 See Agovi, J. K.,1980, Presence Africaine, No. 66, p. 144.
10 See Cole, H. M., 1975, African Arts, Vol. 8, No. 3, Spring, p. 12 
11 Ibid., p. 60.
12 Agovi, J. K., op. cit., p. 145.
13 See Opoku, A. A., 1970, Festivals of Ghana, p. 54-56 
14 Agovi, J. K., op. cit., p. 158.
15 Cole, H. M, op. cit., p. 12.
16 See Jones, R. E., 1941, The Dramatic Imagination: Reflections and Speculations on
the Art of the Theatre, p. 93-94, 115.
17 Turner, V., 1982, From Ritual to Theatre, p. 8, 10-11.
18 Ibid., p. 11.
19 Agovi, J. K., op. cit., p. 157.
20 Mitchell, L. L., 1977, The Meaning of Ritual, p. 55.
21 See Djisenu, J. K., 1995, Legon Journal of Humanities, Vol. 8., p. 58. Read also the
whole article from p. 55-62 for the full discussion of the elements and other characteris-
tics of Drama as an art form.
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or been involved in nearly thirty productions; and has published arti -
cles in The Journal of Modern African Studies, Legon Journal of
Humanities, MATATU: Journal of African Culture and Society, and
Journal of Performing Arts, Legon.

o n  G h a n a i a n  D r a m a
(continued from page 13)
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POETRY
Spotlight on 

M a k i n g  t h e  S p i r i t . . .

INVISIBLE MAN 

You can’t see me,

Because I am not one of the stereotyped images

That you see on television or in the movies

I am a man of substance

And have been hardened

By many generations of character

I have a mind that works and heart that feels

You can’t see me

Because I am real

Theme poem for the Million Man March,

Captioned October 16, 1995

THE ADVERSARY

I silently walk among you,

Attempting to block your path

I can promote divine forgiveness

Or provoke deadly wrath

Unafraid of the changing seasons,

I mix fear with logical reasons.

I am not here or there,

Yet I am everywhere.

If I chose to,

I can bring you to terms with the Illuminati,

Or create the illusion of a social body,

I can impact the mood of virtual reality,

Or alter the course of financial destiny.

My actual age remains a scientific mystery,

But I am a part of your personal history,

I was there when you shouted,

“Give Me Liberty Or Give Me Death,”

“Free Mandela,”

And “We Shall Overcome,”

I was there in the Aftermath, even before the deed was done.

Nations have been destroyed by me

And the best laid plans have gone to waste

Because of me.

I can make you powerful

Or rob you blind,

Because I am the greatest of all adversaries,  

I am Time…

AWAKENING

I am awakening

and admire the flower

that blossoms without fear.

I am living a new beginning

As I defy the odds

and win against the obstacles.

I see a lovely smile

and it awakens my sleeping memories

of a secret dream

that unfolds itself each night

as sincerity loosens the bonds

of my fulfillment and purpose.

I am real and in search of depth

I live and breathe within the blood streams

of higher truth.

I see time as my friend

and doubt as my enemy

Because within the span of time

resides a new awakening and if used wisely,

will determine my destiny.

I seek the song of sensuality

and the music of reality

I am inspired by tenderness, kindness

and the faithful heart

that burns like a fire

Deep within the soul

of a good woman’s

endless love.

Jesse “Jaye” Symlar is an I T Program Management
Analyst, Business to Business developer, futurist, award win -
ning writer, editor and publicist.  He was the recipient of the
1995 President’s Award for Literary Excellence, through the
National Authors Registry, received the Barrister Award in
1996 for writing “Invisible Man,” the poem that is credited
with launching the Million Man March, received the
Randolph & Weiss Fellowship as International Artist of the
Year in 1998, and was nominated for Poet of the Year in
1999 by the National Library of Poetry.  He lives in Upper
Marlboro, Maryland and enjoys mentoring youth.

By: J. Sylmar
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Phyllis Graham (Gigi) resides in Norcross, Georgia.  Her earliest
memories of writing begin at the age of thirteen and she is currently
working on her first work for release, including short stories and
poetry. The name of the project is “Butterfly Dreams”.  Phyllis works
full-time as a Documentation Specialist, but writes poetry, sonnets,
plays and stories all day and night...even in her sleeping hours.

PASSION 
Passion be the one
make you say
whatever
and make you mean it

Not the one get your
emotions tangled
dancing salsa
at the house party

Passion be a man
make you say 
whenever
and make you believe it

Not the one confuse
Affections
with infatuations of his
sister

Passion is the girl
make you say forget it
then make you forget
deus

Passion be not the one
make you cover your
mouth
and close your mind

Passion not that.

Passion is that boy
make you sing
ferrell
when you been
tone-deaf

It not be passion make you
hide your
colors
there aint no passion
in that

That passion
that real passion
make you draw
and
shape clay
make you play
and laugh
that passion make you dance
and shake

Might be not that passion make you
shakedance
make you turn tricks
not that
that not it

That passion come from
a mix called love and desire
that mix make you smile and
talk to people
that passion make you show all
you stuff
just talking and cooking
talking and writing poetry
talking
and showing your stuff

Confused/Confused
we got children starving on the sides of the streets
we got men parading in white bed sheets
we reward the strong and lock down the weak
we whisper behind closed doors about our fleets among fleets
then
we boast to the world that we’re the land of the free

but hold up/wait a minute
I’m confused/confused

they say GOD don’t give us more than we can bear 
has he turned his back on my people in South AFRICA
has he closed his eyes to what’s going on there
did he advise Clinton to engage our boys in warfare
for BOSNIA

but wait a minute/give me time
I’m confused/confused

If love in the world is supposed to be free
Why is it always costing me
pride/honor/dignity

is it me
or am I
confused/confused

NOTHING TO ME

establishments and governments

promise money in the hand
like holding water on my

palms and fingertips
it slips

associations and organizations

know royalties in the veins but
pull the reins concealing our

conquests forgetting the 
majesties

fraternities and quasi families

pledge unity and protection
disguising the true wealth

of who we are as individuals

together we stand divided we fall
all for one and one for all

the message is obviously tangled
in mission statements and policies

that don’t mean nothing to me

POETRY
Spotlight on 

M a k i n g  t h e  S p i r i t . . .

By: Phyllis G. Graham
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THE HEAD DOCTOR

Its  been  seven  shootings
In  five  days  in  my  home
town        brothers  killing
brothers
(genocide  turned  inside  out).
So  on the 6  o  klock  news  a  head-
doctor  was  telling  me  the
root  causes  of  the  causes.
Dr  Whiteman  concluded:    drugs
must  be  drugs,  implied  gotta
be  drugs  if  Black  folk  involved.
Dr  Whiteman  couldnt  see,  couldnt  say
that  white  supremacy  is  a
disease       couldnt see,  couldnt
say  that  self-hate  is  learned
behavior     and  he  be  explaining
to  me  why  I  be  the  way  I  be?
I  concluded:   Dr  Whiteman,  the head-
doctor,  need  some  help, 
QUICK!

THIRTY THREE CENTS FOR BROTHER MALCOM

First  class  letters  sent
In  red  black green  and  envelopes

Stamped  with  blood  and  truth

A native Tennessean, James E Cherry’s fiction and poetry have been
recognized by African American Review, 360 Degrees, Oxygen,
Mount Voices, Kola (Canada) Voices: Wisconsin Review of African
Literatures and Journal of Gender Studies (England), etc.  

By: James E. Cherry

POETRY
Spotlight on 

M a k i n g  t h e  S p i r i t . . .

Paul Andrew Wandless received a B.F.A. from the University of Delaware, an M.A. from Minnesota State
University, Mankato and an M.F.A. from Arizona State University. He presently teaches ceramics at the
Herron School of Art, Indiana University as a Visiting Assistant Professor. His work is ceramic wall sculpture
that incorporates found objects, metal and wood. The figure and the mask are forms of departure to invest his
everyday emotions and personal concerns through clay.

Self Portrait #2

30”x18”x5”

clay/nails

Art Gallery Work by Paul Andrew Wandless
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A Sympsium Overview  
By: Solange Jacobs

Last October, Stanford University was home to a symposium called Making the Spirit of 20th and 21st

Century Culture: Placing Black Popular Culture and Performance. Sponsored by the Black Popular Culture

Workshop and the Committee on Black Performing Arts, the event drew participants from various fields and

attracted scores of attendees from the university and beyond.

Although the symposium was held six months ago, it is still possible to see it.  An online webcast, by the

Stanford Center for Professional Development, can be viewed at stanford-online.stanford.edu/spirit/.  For view-

ing, you have to download and install Microsoft Media Player, which is freely available on the Internet.  As with

most video streaming, the picture is fragmented and a bit jumpy, but if you missed the symposium, this webcast

will prove invaluable.

The symposium began October 8, 1999, with a keynote address by Stanford’s Provost (now future Presdent)

John Hennessy.  Spoken word artist and performer Will Power, who gave an excerpt of his latest work, “The

Gathering,” followed him.  Manthia Diawara, Professor of Africana Studies at New York University and editor of

Black Renaissance/Renaissance Noir, set the stage for the rest of the weekend with his presentation, “Black

Performance as the First Human Language.”

The first panel, “Territories and Premises of Black Popular Culture and Black Performance,” started early

Saturday.  This panel focused on modes of Black performance, while examining how evolving meanings of

Blackness influence popular culture and performance.  Choreographer Donald Byrd, Glenda Dickerson of the

University of Michigan, Stanford’s Paulla Ebron, Richard Green of NYU, and former Black Arts Quarterly editor

Jacqueline Wigfall, were important contributors to this discussion.

Later that afternoon, a diverse group convened to discuss how Black performance changes when it reaches

new audiences or environments.  The question posed, “How Does Black Travel?” was well answered by English

professor W. T. Lhamon (Florida State University), critical writer and lecturer Kobena Mercer; editors Eric

Nakamura and Martin Wong (Giant Robot Magazine), Joe Nash, the nation’s foremost archivist and historian of

African American dance, and vocalist Linda Tillery (Cultural Heritage Choir).  The panel spoke of the blending of

Black popular culture and performance, and its implications for contemporary and future global development of

popular culture.

Panel Three, “Tearing Down the Fourth Wall: Culture, Performance and Community,” looked at issues sur-

rounding the relationship between community involvement and Black performing arts and popular culture.  The

panel included the Director of the Committee on Black Performing Arts and Drama Professor Harry J. Elam,

Todd Boyd (University of Southern California), actor and director Rhodessa Jones (The Medea Project),

Sociology Professor Bennetta Jules-Rosette (UC-San Diego), and Keith Antar Mason of the Hittite Empire also

presented papers during this panel.

In Saturday’s final panel, the discussion centered on the representation of Blacks in film, television, and

advertising.  Panelist Cheo Coker - a screenwriter - asserted that the typically negative stereotypes of Blacks in

media would not change until African Americans reach the executive and decision-making level in major media

conglomerates.  Nicole Hickman, Ph.D. candidate in Modern Thought and Literature at Stanford, showed a short

film she produced.  The panel also included Professor Emeritus James Gibbs (Stanford), Sociology Professor

Herman Gray (UC-Santa Cruz), English Professor Valerie Smith (UC-Los Angeles), and Byron Lewis, Chairman

and CEO of UniWorld Group.

Sunday’s first panel posed questions as to how—particularly given the developments of information technol-

ogy—market commodification, changing political dynamics, and Black cultural influences might be felt in the

future.  This discussion was moderated by Stanford History professor Michael Thompson, and included

Aboubakar Sanogo former fellow at the National Museum of African Arts, poet jessica Care moore (Moore Black

Press), Verve recording artist Christian McBride, and History Professor Kennell Jackson, author of “America is

Me.”

The symposium culminated in a roundtable discussion during which panelists discussed the involvement of

art and performance in social policy.  The audience was invited to participate in the discussion, turning it into a

lively conversation.  The six panelists were Kalamu Chaché (Young Women’s Consortium), Quentin Easter

(Lorraine Hansberry Theatre), professor Shirley Brice Heath of Stanford, Angela Johnson (Oakland Department

of Cultural Affairs), Thomas Simpson (Afro-Solo Theatre), and Margaret Wilkerson of the Ford Foundation.

The overwhelming success of the Spirit symposium is a rewarding result of the hard work by staff of the

Black Popular Culture Workshop and the Committee on Black Performing Arts, including Harry Elam, Kim

Fowler, Robert Moses and Elena Becks.  The student staff at the CBPA—Rasanah Goss, Willie Duncan, and par-

ticularly Lauren Veasey, the student volunteer coordinator—also deserve mention for their time and effort.▲
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Black Arts Quarterly
Call for Papers

DEADLINE: September 15, 2000

What is “Black” in the 21st century?  What are the implications for Black performance
and the arts?

These questions will focus our discussion in the next issue of the BAQ. Blackness has
changed throughout the many years of our experience in this country. The physical Black
face is changing, slowly but undeniably. Our professional status is also slowly evolving, as
Blacks take their place in fields from which we have been historically barred. Without deny-
ing the problematic nature of this integration, we must agree that we have established for
ourselves a permanent position within American society.  Moreover, our collective artistic
expressions and performances have been accepted and adapted in mainstream society.  

Papers and other submissions should focus on how Black music, arts, and cultural expres-
sions have altered and will alter pop culture in the 21st century. During this time, our per-
ceptions of ourselves as Black people may be changing—will our performance and artistic
work reflect or portray these changing perceptions?

What new ideas are emerging from the Black performance studies and cultural expres-
sions?  What new themes, structures, and formats will Black artists investigate in coming
years?  How do shifting concepts of race and community impact Black artistic expression?  

Unrelated to Black performance, submissions may also revolve around our relationship to
mainstream society in the 21st century.  Consider the following guides:

• the American notion of progress and human advancement: where do we fit in?
• the Internet and its influence on the way we learn, teach, discover
• the world today is globally-oriented like never before: what does this mean for our

counterparts in Africa and other parts of the Diaspora?
• American legislative policy affecting minorities today and in the next hundred

years: predictions, suggestions, considerations

Academic analyses, as well as essays, poetry, artwork, and other forms of prose will be
considered.  Please access BAQ back issues at www.stanford.edu/group/CBPA/BAQ.html

With regard to submissions, send photographs of visual submissions (and if possible, a
disk with the picture of your art scanned onto it in gif or pict format) with a self-addressed,
stamped envelope to ensure return after review. All submissions must be accompanied by a
2-4 sentence author-bio. Submit literary submissions on Mac disc in Microsoft Wo r d .
Forward all submissions, queries or suggestions to: Black Arts Quarterly, Committee on
Black Performing Arts (CBPA), Harmony House, 561 Lomita Drive, Stanford University,
Stanford, CA 94305. If you submit visual or literary text via e-mail or in attachment file, send
to lenochka@stanford.edu.

The BAQ can be reached by phone (650) 723-4402.
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