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SUMMARY

This thesis seeks to demonstrate that there is a direct relationship
between the emergence of poetry as a performing art in the English-
speaking Caribbean and phases of nationalist agitation from the uprisings
against unemployment, low pay and colonial neglect during 1937-8 to the
present, Though the poetry has many variations in scope, ranging from
light-hearted entertaimment, its principal momentum has been one of
protest, nationalism and revolutionary sentiment. The thesis seeks to
relate tone, style and content both to specific periods and cultural
contexts, and to the degree of engagement of the individual artist in the
political struggle against oppression.

Frequently theatrical, the poetry has commanded a stage and a
popular audience. Though urban in style, it is rooted in older, rural
traditions., Creole, the vernacular of the masses, is a vital common
denominator. The poetry is aurally stimulating, and often highly
rhythmic. The popular music of the day has played an integral part, and
formative role in terms of composition.

The fundamental historicsasl dynamic of the English-speaking Caribbean
has been one of violent imperialist imposition on the one hand, and
resistance by the black messes on the other. Creole language, with its
strong residuum of African grammatical constructs, concepts and
vocabulary, has been a central vehicle of resistance. It is a low-status
language in relation to the officiaslly-endorsed Standard English. The
thesis argues that artists' essertion of Creole, and total identification
with it through their own voice, is a significant act of defiance and
patriotism.

Periods of heightened agitation in the recent past have each led to
the emergence of a distinctive form of performance poetry. Chapter two
examines the role of Louise Bennett as a mouthpiece of black pride and
nationalist sentiment 1largely in the period preceding independence. Her
principal aim is the affirmation of the black Jamaican's fundeamental
hunanity. She uses laughter both as a curative emotional release and as
an expression of mental freedom. She lays the foundations of a comic
tradition which does not fundamentally challenge the contradictions of
the post-independence period. :

Chapter three relates the emergence of the Dub Poets of Jamaica to
the development of Rastafarianism into 2 mass post-independence
nationalist revival, and to the contribution of intellectuals, most
symbolically Walter Rodney, to the process of decolonization. Reggae
music, the principal creative response to the dynamics of the period both
in terms of lyrices and rhythmic tension, infuses the work of Michael
Smith, Cku Onuora, Mutabaruka and Erian Meeks examined in this study.

Chapter four illustrates the development of performed poetry in the
context of periods of insurrection and revolution in the East Caribbean.
It examines the Black Power movement as a stimulus to cultural
nationalism and revolutionary sentiment, and its transcendence to
internationalism and socialism in the context of the Grenada Revolution.
Abdul Malik straddles and exemplifies the creative dynamic which exists
between urban, industrial Trinidad and its tiny, rural and poor
neighbour, Grenada. :



The highly sophisticated work of Edward Kamau Brathwaite is compared
and contrasted with the other performance poets 1in chapter five., His
theoretical contributions on the role of language and sound in Caribbean

cultural expression, and the ways in which he puts theory into practice
in his own work, are assessed.

A persistent concern throughout the study is the nature of orality -
the experience of 1language as sound tied to a particular context and
point in time - as opposed to literacy - the perception of words as
objects which can be seen. The comparative media approaches of McLuhan
and Ong have been seminal in this respect. Reflecting the language
situation of the region, performance poetry occupies an intermediate role
between oral and scribal modes. The critical approaches of Brathwaite and
Rohlehr, who highlight the 1literary significance of populer and oral
traditions in the context of history have been inspirational. Studies of
popular culture helped to locate symbtols and styles. In the absence of a
given set of appropriate criticel tools, a synthesis of approaches from
oral studies -~ folkloric, ethnological and 1linguistic - has been
attempted, combined wherever useful with more orthodox (text-oriented)
analysis.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

i) Performance Poetry: the parameters

Travelling through the Caribbean, if one asked the question, 'Do you
like poetry?', a common response would be, 'Poetry for them intellectuals
up at UWI'. Teachers, even of English, often seemed to regard poetry as a
chore, something that was difficult and had little to do with them. And
yet if one asked, 'Do you enjoy a '"dialect", or dub poetry?', the
question was often greeted with pleased amusement, relaxed
acknowledgement. Almost every West Indian enjoys "a dialect". Pleasure is
taken in hearing or seeing natural speech idioms portrayed. A performance
of this kind of poetry is associated with recreation, with laughter and
entertainment. Alternatively, delivered in a sterner form, dub and other
kinds of vernacular poetry provide a focus of 1identification, an
expression of militant nationalism, or a channel of protest for the poor
and alienated youth. Despite first appearances, therefore, poetry exists
as a vibrant part of the popular culture of the region.

Performance poetry, as we shall call it, properly has its beginnings
in 1938, when Louise Bennett emerged into the public arena with stage
performances of her ‘'dialect poetry'. It 1is fundamentally an urban
development and thrives in a context of modern technology; amplification,
lights, media, etc. Creole, or ‘'dialect' 1is almost 1invariably the
language medium. The language identifies the poet with a mass audience
and helps make the poetry accessible to them. It also imposes certain
qualities and contraints on delivery. Poems tend to be highly rhythmic
and immediate in their impact.

Performance poetry can be seen in a very wide range of venues and is

1
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highly varied in its range of presentation. At one end of the scale is
the little-known dub poet, performing at a local meeting, or humble open-
alr free concert. There will probably be some kind of staging, and the
only prop will be a microphone. The poet will need arresting phrases, a
good voice and powerful message in order to command the audience's
attention. Somewhat more elaborate will be presentations (often a single
performance) put on by cultural and political groups, usually to mark a
special day, or to honour someone. These will take place in a hall or
community centre. The cultural programme will consist of a number of
items including music, especially drumming, and probably dance. Being in
an enclosed space, the focus on artists will be more intense. The poet
may have musical accompaniment. The politically oriented performance poet
may provide a welcome relief from/complement to speeches at a rally.
Established dub poets have often performed at major open air reggas music
festivals in front of thousands of people. Here they will have all the
benefits of modern sound technology, including the special effects
associated with reggae and dub music, accompaniment by live or recorded
music, 1lights if it 1is at night, and all the glamour and excitement
attached to a major commercial 'gig'.

Theatricality, to a greater or lesser degree, 1is associated with
performance poetry 1n the Caribbean. Some performers of poetry are very
minor poets but are adept in theatre skills. Some have received extensive
drama training. Some perform the poetry of others, and combine it with
jokes, narratives, songs and dance. Such performances often take place in
established theatres, are regarded as popular forms of entertainment, and
may tour the region. Some poets conceive of their own work within an
extended theatre setting. In Trinidad elaborate performances with sets, a
full steel orchestra, or band or choir have taken place quite frequently.

The post may take on the entire responsibility for raising the necessary
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finances, administration and artistic direction, and still put on

virtually a 'one-person-show'. At its most theatrical, poetry can form

part of a variety show, framed by a proscenium arch, in which changing

sets, costumes, makeup and orchestra play an integral part.

Despite strong opposition amongst conservatives of all kinds,

performance poetry has been increasingly recognised for its educational

and cultural value. Many of the poets are regular visitors to schools,

institutes and community centres, where they use their poetry to provoke

discussion and debate around language, cultural and social 1issues. They

seek to make young people more conscious of their history and cultural

heritags. In Jamaica reforms within the penal system led to the emergence

of poetry as a channel for protest and creative expression in the

prisons. In the context of the annual Jamaica Festival, performance of

poetry by members of the community 1is encouraged. Workshops are

established around the country for training and an anthology of 'sst

poems' 1is produced. Heats and then a final are held in order to judge the

best performances. Amongst ths most popular choices for many y=2ars now

have been poems by Louise Bennett and, more recently, by several dub

poets. The ability to 'do a dialect' well is a popular skill.

Acceptance within some sducational institutions followad acceptance

and praise by established artists and intellectuals. An historic

performance took place in 1977 when Orlando Wong (Oku Onuora), at the

time an inmate of St. Catherine's Prison, delivered his posms at the

headquarters of Jamaica's Library Sesrvice to ths Jamaican s=ction of

P.E.N. International. A campaign by some of the country's bast-known

artists later sescured his release. Grass roots and established poets

deliver their work side by side on university campus2s and select

cultural centres.

Louise Bennett, as the major entertainment p2rsonality in Jamaica
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outside the reggae field, has played a significant and formative part in
Jamaican radio, particularly the shift in accents from 'BBC' to the
entire range of Jamaican speech styles which can be heard today. She also
has a weekly television programme for children. Paul Keens-Douglas,
commanding a comparable, although less deep-rooted, position in Trinidad,
is also a regular radio and television personality. All the well-
established performance poets have made records, some with, some without
musical accompaniment. Some have held their own within the reggae market.
Much of this poetry exists in print, in book or pamphlet form. Very few
people can afford to buy books of any kind, however, hence the importance
of other media.

Some of the most popular and commercially successful entertainers in
the English-speaking Caribbean are poets, even 1if this does not
constitute the whole or major part of their appeal. Because of the
popular nature of 'dialect' poetry, wide sections of the population are
encouraged to try their hand. It 1is a highly participatory form. As

Mutabaruka, an established dub poet, commented: "Postry pass a elite

stage."

ii) Forms and sources

There are three main typss of performance poets in the English-
speaking Caribbean: a) the Bennett tradition b) academics and c¢)
grassroots activists and revolutionaries. Louise Bennett begins the whole
tradition of performance po2try, and in this sense she is an inspiration
to all who follow her. However, w2 can distinguish strong Bennett
characteristics in terms of philosophy and style which some have followed
more nearly than others. Although the urban milisu has been vital to
Louise Bennett's development and success, her work is embedded in rural,

more purely oral, traditions. She comes from a line of strong Jamaican
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women who were very proud of their heritage. One of Bennett's most

formative influences as a child was her grandmother's storytelling. They
were Anancy stories, which had originally travelled with captives brought

from what 1s modern-day Ghana. Anancy, the trickster hero, always

triumphs over friend and foe alike because he is sharp-witted and knows

what he 1s about. A great deal of humour and charm is embodied in this

all-too~-human character (who most often manifests as a spider). The moral

order remains complex; the ultimate triumph is that the slaves who bore

the stories handed down the secret of laughter as a means of maintaining
mental freedom and sanity. To Bennett, laughter is sacrosanct; it is the
root of her 1independence and pride of self. Satire is also a powerful
inherited weapon which she directs against colonial bureaucracy and the
false values regarding colour and national identity which are a legacy of
colonialism. The Anancy story is full of sharply-delineated characters;

all animals, but clearly representing human types with very obvious

weaknesses. They are all ‘'little people', 1like those who told the

stories, and are consequently handled with affection. Bennett's poems are

full of such characters.

The habit of relieving sorrow through laughter 1s maintained in

rural Jamaica through a kind of waks called a Dinkis Minni2. The aim is

to console the bercaved by maintaining absolute cheerfulness. Laughter,

music and dancing carry on all night. The calypso is in the tradition of

greeting negative situations with laughter (in this case satirical).

Bennett frequently points to this approach with approval. Her position is

one of reslstance to all negating forces and a positive assertion of

identity. Her vision is not escapist, but the omotions of anger or

despalr do not dominate her work.

In terms of finding a form her principle model was Claude McKay, an

.

earlier composer of ‘'dialect verse', who in turn got his formal
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inspiration from Robert Burns. McKay wrote mainly in ballad quatrains.

Bennett may also have been influenced by Slim and Sam, a pair of 'Wayside

Minstrels' who roamed Jamaica singing topical ballads and selling printed

versions on colured pieces of paper. Like Slim and Sam, she uses her

ballad quatrains to make topical comments. She was also thoroughly

exposed to English ballads while at school (Morris in Bennett 1982,

Nettleford in Bennett 1966).

The story-telling tradition is dying out (Rohlehr in Keens-Douglas

1979, p. v) and Louise Bennett has become a repository of inspiration for

younger artists. In the post-independence period, pride in the spoken

idiom became more pronounced, and many individuals sought to adapt or

imitate this aspect of her work as well as, in many cases, 1its comic

tona., Bennett was also highly skilled in terms of theatre, having been

trained at RADA and now a veteran of varisty performance, repertory and

the annual Jamaican Pantomime, and many writer/actors looked to the kind

of performance possibilities she had opened up. Amongst these were the

Guyanese group based at the Theatre Guild in Georgztown, including Ken

Corsbie, Marc Matthews, John Agard and Hsnry Muttoo. During the late

1960's and early 1970's they toured variocusly as 'He-one', 'Dem Two' and

'All Ah We'. There was also the 'Is We' group formed by Christopher Laird

in Trinidad. At this stage most of the members were stronger on

performance than on composition, and presented material by authors from

all over the region, thus helping to popularise the general concept of

performance poetry. Paul Keens-Douglas was Bennett's closest disciple in

terms of composition and performance.

The Bennett tradition specializes in the dramatic monologug. The

performer assum2s a character or p=rsona, who 1s often gently mocked in

the course of the performance, while there may well be some wider object

)

of satire also. The character 1s often in the middle of some highly
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dramatic incident, or in an emotionally-charged state narrating a vivid
experience, which allows for a high degree of body movement, use of space

and facial expression. Exaggeration and hamming are a temptation for the

less skilled.

The Bennett tradition has been maintained by actors and poets who

have never espoused revolutionary sentiments or politices. Their

strongest responses have been to Bennett's nationalism and humanism.

The work of Edward Kamau Brathwaite (now Professor of Social and

Cultural History at U.W.I.) differs profoundly in terms of style and

content from that of any of the other poets in this study. The majority

of his work is in standard English (though the proportion is constantly

diminishing). It is learned in scope and quite often opaque or dense in

meaning, by no means giving up all 1its possible riches at a single

hearing. However, that percentage of his work which is directly in the

performance tradition (i.e. written in Creole, or nation language, as he

prefers to call it, and with its own compelling rhythmic impetus) has had

an immense impact on the development of performance poetry as a whole,

Between 1967 and 1973 Brathwaite's reading of his long trilogy, The

Arrivants came out on Argo Records. These and 1live readings caused

unprecedented excitement, as he had achieved a breakthrough not only in

terms of his comprehensive portrayal of the Caribbean complexity but in

terms of his capture of music and speech rhythms and idioms. He had also

once and for all released Creole poetry from the need to be funny (he was

not the first, but he was the most comprehensively  successful,

particularly 1in his portrayal of peasant manners and philosophy in 'The
Dust'). The impact also went way beyond the usual circle of poetry
lovers. The mood of Black Power was sweeping the Caribbean and for many
the trilogy was an entry into much-needed wunderstanding about Africa,

about slavery, about Black America.
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Brathwaite has been an important modernist influence on Caribbean
poetry. From his youth he was attracted to the poetry of North Americans,
both black and white - Eliot, Pound, Hughes - and to jazz and other forms
of Afro-American music, in revolt against the English tradition in which
he had been thoroughly tutored. Langston Hughes' vivid capture of the
mood, rhythms and ambiance of jazz and blues, his quotes from song, use
of black 1diom, and skill at encapsulating and releasing energy within
the line through line-breaks and by repstition have had a powerful

influence on Brathwaite's style; likewise Pound's typographical

experiments and elements of Eliot's philosophy. Brathwaite's experimental
approach offered many alternatives to the ballad quatrain and formal

metre 1n general. He helped to democratize poetry 1in the region,

encouraging many who had been alienated by the old-fashioned, excessively
formal, Eurocentric approach to poetry followed in schools (sse Searle
1972). It became possible to search for one's own forms, one's own voice.

None of those who followed the Bennett tradition in terms of dramatic

approach and philosophy adopted her use of ballad form.

For many the trilogy was a first introduction to African history,
philosophical outlooks and elements of language. It was an endorsement of

performance and a communal approach to poetry from a different

perspective. It gave the use of Creole a new dignity. The wide

geographical and historical distances and general complexity of themes in

The Arrivants demanded epic¢c form, an ancient oral poetry form. It is the

first time that a poetic work of such magnitude has been attempted in the
English-speaking Caribbean.

Even if the poetry 1is more complex than that of the other
performance poets, it requires performance to be fully appreclated.
Brathwaite has reciprocally drawn from the early Rastafarian poets 1like

Bongo Jerry, whom he helped to inspire. Many of his techniques,
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especially his improvisational response to the phonology of individual

words, have been 1inspired by Rastafarianism. In spirit he remains very

close to the other performance poets. He has campaigned and propagandized

ceaselessly on behalf of performance poetry and the oral tradition, and

has had to pay certain penalties. For years he has been regarded by many

academics as unacceptably unorthodox and eccentric.

Bruce St. John, a fellow Barbadian, is Professor of Spanish at the

Cave Hill campus of U.W.I. He trained as a singer in the operatic

tradition and frequently sings in public. He was stirred into writing in
the Barbadian Creole when Stokely Carmichael was prevented from speaking

in Barbados. He clearly felt the need to answer what he felt to be a

manifest absence of black and national pride at government level. His

Creole verse 1s widely appreciated in the East Caribbean as authentic¢ 1in

detail and spirit. On the whole composition has been accompanied by

careful and self-conscious analysis. He 1s a traditionalist. Unlike

Brathwaite he has not been at all experimental in form. Like Bennett, he

employs the dramatic monologue, or dialogue. Almost invariably his

personae are old people ( a touch of realism since it is only the elderly
who still speak Creole in Barbados). On several occasions he has used the

antiphonal qualities of grassroots church worship-(call and response) as

a basic form in his poetry. His tone is whimsical or heavily satirical in
contrast to the humanist comedy of Louise Bennett. St. John, 1like

Brathwaite, reads his poetry sitting down, or at a lectern. We could say

that the academics differ from the other performance poets in the degree

of self-consclousness they bring to thair work.

Grassroots activists and revolutionariss constitute by far the

largest category of performer posts. All in fact espouse a revolutionary

vision; the distinction is simply made in terms of the degree to which

they have a clear model or programme by which they hope to achieve the
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desired end. Their first motivation is the unacceptability for them of
present circumstances. In many cases the first poems begin as howls of
protest, or growls of anger, with little consideration given to form and
presentation. The inspiration to write poetry at all came from American
Black Power poets like Nikki Giovanni, Le Roi Jones and Don L. Lee whose
poems were appearing in West Indian radical newspapers and magazines in
the late 1960's. Poetry became an urgent and popular medium for protest.

The most distinctive group of grassroots activist poets are the Dub
Poets of Jamaica. Several have become internationally known, but they
have continued to function actively within their communities. This
involves a high element of risk as their views are hardly popular with
the present ultra-conservative government, and political violence is a
brutal everyday occurrence in Jamaica (Pearn 1983a, Koslofsky and Wilson
1980). Michael Smith paid the ultimate penalty, being stoned to death in
1983 after heckling a politician at a meeting.

The Dub Poets are linked together more by their style and stance
than by formal similarities in their poetry. Early influences were Louise
Bennett in terms of wuse of Creole, Brathwaite in terms of black
conscilousness and rhythm, and above all the American Black Power poets
from whom both Oku Onuora and Mutabaruka probably developsd the short
line and a tendency to minimal expression. This side of their poetry 1is
somewhat page-oriented. Both poets have written a good number of intense,
reflective 1lyric poems. On the other hand, and more fundamentally, the
Dub Poets were steeped in reggae music as it developed in the ghettoes,
and the Rastafarian philosophy which increasingly influenced the music.
Two major figures of inspiration were Bob Marley and Pster Tosh of The
Wailers. Both brought into their music a Rastafarian and Garveyite
consciousness of history; slavery and the African heritage. Their 1lyrics

also expressed identification with African national liberation struggles,
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and generalized revolutionary sentiments:

Slave driver, the table has turned
Catch a fire, so you can get burned
(Wailers, Catch A Fire, 1973a)

In terms of developing a more expansive and relaxed approach to
performance, the D.J.'s who lmprovised between and through records to

bring more excitement to the outdoor sound system dances were

influential. In order to keep their verbal rhythms and rhymes going, they
would clutch at any material that came to mind, including nursery rhymes
and children's clapping games. As performance opportunities increased,
the Dub Poets developed the ability to produce powerful rallying phrases
which, repeated, were both rhythmic and significant. The poems became
longer, 1line-length 1increased and the rhythmiec refrain became an
important factor. Reggae rhythms were also consciously or unconsciously
incorporated in the poetry.

The revolutionary poets can be viewed in two categorizs; visionary
and pragmatist. Abdul Malik from Trinidad is an example of a visionary.
He uses concrete examples of revolution, particularly Cuba, in detailing
his vision. He was a founding member of the Black Panthers in Trinidad
and is a former member of NJAC, a national Black Power coalition.
However, for at least ten years he has not been involved in party
politics. He sees his role as to invoke, praise, envision and describe
revolution and 1liberation of the masses. As a poet he drew inspiration
from Brathwaite, both in terms of historical vision and attention to
detail on the printed page. Like Brathwaite, he employs word-breaks to
emphasise 1internal contradictions in words, or puns. His work is
meditative and grand. His poems are often 1long, including an.epic
sequence in praise of the steel pan. His poetry is filled with a sense of
the grandeur of two grassroot impulses; the steelband and 1labour

movements (which are not exclusive of each other). In performance, at
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moments of heightened emotion and tension, his movements, voice tone and
rhythms are reminiscent of an inspired preacher.

The pragmatists have all been engaged with the Grenada Revolution
and are/were members of the New Jewel Movement, a revolutionary party. In
the pre-revolutionary situation the poetry 1s direet and agitational,
anticipating the vietory of the working class over the dictatorship of
Eric Gairy and the implementation of a socialist programme. It 1is also
rather clumsy, as poets struggle with archaic vocabulary, rhymes and

traditional English metre. There was clearly little modernist influence
in Grenada before the revolution, illustrating the widely-held view of it
as a neo-colonial 'backwater'. During the revolution, the use of Creole
encouraged a general freeing of expression. Poetry became highly
functional as a means of education and encouragement, and the demands of
performance determined that rhythms became more aligned with natural
speech, There was very probable inspiration 1in terms of imagery and
philosophy from the revolutionary poems of Mozambique and Central

America. Subsequent to the defeat of the revolution, most Grenadian poets

mentioned in this study are either in prison in Grenada, or in exile.

iii) History, literary form and content

Literary content and form is not an arbitrary choice by the artist,

it is determined by the artist's place 1in history. It would be as

impossible for a modern writer to write about politics in the manner of
Edmund Spenser as it would have been for Spenser to write science
fiction. The novel could not have developed without industrialization,
which both gave birth to a large and literate middle class and furnished
the technological capacity to fill their leisure hours with a literature
which 1n turn reflected the upheavals in perception occasioned by massive

economic and imperialist expansion.
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Capitalism and slavery by Eric Williams details the high degree to

which that expansion was directly built on the suffering and exploitation

of the West Indian slave. Selwyn Cudjoes (1980) writes that all of

Caribbean history, from 1500 to the present day, has been "characterised

by violence perpetrated against Caribbean peoples and their political

resistance” (p.19). In this statement he includes the genocidal wars

against Caribs and Arawaks, the enslavement and forced labour of millions
of Africans, Maroon wars throughout the region, the Morant Bay rebellion

of 1865 and its brutal suppression by Governor Eyre, the wave of riots

which swept the British West Indies in 1937-8, the Cuban Revolution of

1959, and successive United States attempts to reverse it (ibid. pPpP.7T-

55). In the British Caribbean, there was no development of bourgeois

nationalism, as in Cuba during the nineteenth century (Brathwaite 1970a,

Lewis 1983). In a context of unmitigated violence and aggression,

perpetrated not only from without but by the almost all white and brown

ruling class within, a black identity has been a vital focus of

resistance in the Caribbean, and culture has been a constant

manifestation of that resistance. From a Black North American

perspective, Stephen Henderson (1973) writes: "the great overarching

movement of consciousness for Black people. must be called, in

contemporary parlance, the idea of Liberation...™ (p.18). The will to

freedom, as Brathwaite has noted (1967/8, 1984) can be heard in the

'breaks' of jazz music, the powerful 'engine' of gospel singing. Only

rarely do circumstances allow resistance to take a revolutionary form

(Haiti 1791, Cuba 1959). In the English-speaking Caribbean, the struggle
by the black masses to throw off all forms of imperialist control reached

its high point to date in the Grenada Revolution (1979-83).

Caribbean literature is deeply embedded in this historical dynamic.

Reinhard Sander has observed: "the preoccupation with the underprivileged
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West Indian, whether city-dweller or peasant, is a continuing feature of
West Indian literature" (1978, p.9). This has been true even of writers
like V.S. Naipaul, who rejects the concept of Caribbean resistance,
cultural or political ("History is built around achievement and creation;
and nothing was created in the West Indies.” 1969a, p.29). A House for
Mr. Biswas portrays the comic but heroic struggle of the Indo-
Trinidadian protagonist out of the ignorance, poverty and drudgery of the
Caroni canefields to a (precarious) position of identity, creativity and
self-respect as writer and property-owner. George Lamming (1960)
identifies the West 1Indian novel as an essentially peasant creation.
Samuel Selvon (again, Indo-Trinidadian) and V.S. Reid (particularly in
New .Dax) are, he says, employing "the people's speech, the organic
music of the earth." This irresistable tendency in West Indian literature
is an illustration of what Amilcar Cabral has called the "return to the
source" (1973, p.63), when the petit-bourgeois artist is compelled to
turn from the culture of the colonizer to that of his dominated people
"by the i1nescapable contradiction between the colonized society and the
colonial power" (ibid.). The "source"™ is a more complex 1issue 1in the
Caribbean than in West Africa, because the people are of more diverse
origins. Brathwaite has acknowledged and struggled with this factor in

his Contradictory O(Omens (197l4a). However, "the people's speech" is to a

large degree rooted in the peasant expsrience of all the non-white
peoples of the Caribbean. Jan Carew, of Guyana, maintains that many Indo-
Guyanese workers in the rural areas speak more authentic 'black English'
than the urban Afro-Guyanese because they have maintained the language
their ancestors 1learned on the plantations (Searle 1984, p.241). The
overwhelming African cultural presence as a determinﬁg factor in the
development of national consciousness in resistance to colonial

*

domination should never be underplayed.
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Nationalist or anti-colonial feeling has frequently been associlated
with the assertion of Creole. J.J. Thomas, a proud Trinidadian
nationalist, refuted the Oxford hlstorian Anthony Froude's condescending
arguments for increasing the Imperial grip on the West Indian territories
(Froude 1888) in Froudacity (1889). Thomas had published the first major

linguistic study, The Theory and Practice of Creole Grammar, in 1869. The

very title illustrates the positive attitude Thomas had towards a
language form which was generally dismissed as 'bad English'. Donald Wood
writes, "To discern order and internal logic in a type of speech that
most Trinidadians then - as some indeed still do - dismissed
contemptuously as a degenerate patols was a fine intellectual advance."
(in Thomas, 1969 edn., p.13).

In 1912 two volumes of dialect verse appeared in Jamaica, Songs of

Jamaica and Constab Ballads, written by Claud= McKay, a young well-

educated policeman of peasant background. The poems extolled p=asant
farming methods over European ones ('King Banana'), expressed a s2nse of
delight in a black skin ('Sukee river', 'My pretty Dan'), and a rootad

love of Jamailca:

Jamaica is de nigger's place,
No mind whe' some declare;
Aldough dem call we "no land race",
I know we home 1is here.

You give me life an' nourishment,
No udder land I know;
My lub I neber can repent,
For all to you I owe.
('My native land, my home', Songs of Jamaica, pp.84-5)

In strong contrast were the patriotic poems composad by members of the
Poetry League of Jamaica during the 1920's and 30's which celebrated
Jamaica's ‘'membership' of the British Empire in verse reflecting the

worst of Viectorian hymnody. The Poetry Leagu2 was numerically dominated

by white Creoles and expatriates, '
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V.S. Reid's New Day (1949) was inspired by the establishment of a
Parliamentary system in Jamaica in 1944, the first stage towards self-
rule, which was finally completely achieved in 1962. The novel looked
back to the Morant Bay rebellion of 1865; a nationalist and anti-
colonialist wuprising by the black masses provoked by oppressive taxation
and landlessness. New Day was written in the aftermath of the riots which
shook the entire West 1Indies during 1937-8, reflecting the seething
discontent within the islands one hundred years after Emancipation. Reid,
looking back from one semi-revolutionary situation to another, and
forward to independence and constitutional government, which he sees as
the antidote to riot and rebellion, celebrated the dawn of the 'new day’,
composing his entire narrative in a stylized form of Creole.

Lamming himself captured the dynamic relationship between the slave
plantation past, the riots of 1937-8 and the evolution of a national

consciousness in his first novel, In the Castle of my Skin (1953), in

which Creole played a central role as the medium of consciousness. The
novel also examines the forces impelling the emergent scholar to leave
the islands for the metropole. The novels of the 1950's were essentially
a literature of -exile, through which artists and intellectuals sought
primarily to explain themselves to themselves and.- to a metropolitan
readership. The novel was not the best medium through which to make
contact with the masses. The identification was not total. Even though
several of the writers had become 'middle class' through education and
had quite humble origins, the 1lower sections of society were being
written about rather than to.

It is Louise Bennett who makes that breakthrough in the modern
period by performing in Creole. Writing in the language 1s one thing;
adopting it as part of oneself through the voice is another. As Bennett

+

herself has said:
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When I went on there, I was that person, ha ha! I wasn't going

on and taking off anybody. I was just being natural ... 'But
this is what we are', you know. (1982Db)

Loulse Bennett reflects the stage which national conscilousness, at

least at one 1level of the society, had reached. Her emergence onto the

stage coincided with the region-wide riots against unemployment and

colonial neglect. One outcome of the rebellion was the establishment of a

modern trade union movement, which formed the basis for anti-colonial

agitation. At the heart of this renewed militancy was Marcus Garvey.

Richard Hart (1965) writes:

Garvey gave to the down-trodden and dispirited Negro in the
western world the encouragement and the will to respect himself
as a man at a time when he had come to believe that he was an
inferior being. After the millions had heard Garvey's eloquent
and inspiring oratory, they were no longer ashamed to be black.
And it is only upon this foundation of racial self-respect that

any militancy and determination to improve their conditions has
been possible. (p.28)

One of the objects of this thesis is to demonstrate that the development

of performance poetry has been integrally related to periods of

heightened agitation and struggle in recent Caribbean history. Fanon

(1967) writes:

+..the progress of national consciousness among the peoplz
modifies and gives precision to the literary utterances of the
native 1intellectual...the native writer progressively takes on
the habit of addressing his own people... On another level, the
oral tradition - stories, epics and songs of the people - which
formerly were flled away as set pieces are now beginning to
change. (pp.192-3)

Brathwaite and the early Rastafarian poets are inspired by, and infuse,

the agitation sparked off by the exclusion of Walter Rodney from Jamaica

in 1969, Abdul Malik is a central actor in the 1970 Black Power

insurrection in Trinidad, and writes some of his major poems 1n, or 1in

the aftermath of, prison. The Dub Poets articulate the hunger of the

Jamaican masses for social justice which stumbled towards a degree of

progress under the Manley government (1972-80). In Grenada, poetry of any

quality at all is born in the context of the revolution which, with its
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promise of a new dawn, drew poetry from unexpected quarters.

The more purely grassroots poets draw their main inspiration from
indigenous and popular forms -~ riddles and games, proverbs, Biblical
imagery and Rastafarian metaphor, the oratory of preachers and 1labour
mobilizers, the tense but affirmative rhythms of reggae music. In so
doing they reinterpret popular tradition itself and bring a revolutionary
impetus to the development of Caribbean poetry as a whole. The
performance poets draw wide audiences because their work is authentic and
relevant to them.

Directness 1s a general quality which 1s more marked the more
intensely the poet is engaged in struggle. (Cudjoe 1980). Louise Bennett
1s clearly established in the mainstream of modern Jamaican nationalism.
She speaks directly to the masses through her language and idiom, but the
objects of her satire are relatively diffuse and her tone is goodhumoured
and conciliatory. Brathwaite has not chosen an easy path, but he doces
enjoy the security of international acclaim and academic status. He is
thus freed to take a more metaphysical approach to the concept of
liberation than the poets facing daily pressure on the street. He also
engages 1n a far higher degree of aesthetic and formal experiment. Abdul
Malik, on the other hénd, while not lacking a metaphysical, meditative
dimension, is more expliclit in terms of the objects of protest and his
allegiances. The Grenadian revolutionary poets saw their work in entirely
functional, organic terms. Poetry was only worthwhile if it contributed
to the revolution. Poems praised the CPE (adult education), exorted
people to take pride 1n working the 1land, or sought to rgise
consciousness on issues like women's liberation.

Implicit in the work of the dub poets 1s the idea that creative art
1s crushed out of existence in the context of human deprivation and

injustice. Thus Oku Onuora malntains his poems can only be "ecries" from
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the ghetto. A recurrent theme in Third World 1literature 1is the
abandonment or murder of babies by their mothers, driven to despair by
poverty, alienation and abuse. Such desperate acts are the ultimate
indicator of social sterility; the antithesis of 1life and creativity.
Wanja, the central female character 1n Ngugi wa Thiong'o's Petals of
ElEQQ (1977), murders her new-born child, product of unprincipled
seduction by her father's wealthy friend (pp.38-41), in a latrine
(pp.291-2). Oswald Mbuylseni Mtshali, the black South African poet,
writes of "scavenging dogs/ draped in red bandannas of blood" as they
nfought fiercely/ for a squirming bundle™ ('An abandoned bundle' in
Royston (ed.) 1973 p.85). Malik has his own version of the story:

and motherhood knows

a touch of madness

as babies are thrown

into cesspits

('Fire flies ...for Beverly', Revo p.2l)

This coincidence of theme is not the result of literary influence but the
pervasive and predictable real-life consequences of dispossession,
urbanization, unemployment and official indifference or repression.

Bearing witness to such horrors has convinced many Third World
writers that their commitment to creativity must be a commitment to
revolution. Ngugi wa Thiong'o of Kenya writes (1981): ",..free unfettered
human intercourse 1s 1impossible within capitalistiec structures and
imperialism...true humanism is not possible without the subjection of the
economy...to the total ownership and control of the people...for as long
as there are classes...a truly human contact in 1love, Jjoy, laughter,
creative fulfilment in labour, will never be possible.™ Alex La Guma of
South Africa, in an essay, 'Culture and 1liberation' (1979), maintains
that "art cannot be separated from the desire for liberation", and must

play an integral part 1n the "struggle to reach higher 1levels of

civilization, of socilal, economic and cultural status." Qusmane Sembene
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(of Senegal) and Ngugl are amongst the writers who have reached this
conclusion. They have sought to communicate widely with their people by
revolutionizing the form as well as the content of their work - Sembene
through film and Ngugi through community theatre. Because theilr success
challenges the status quo by raising consciousness and encouraging the
open volecing of discontent, both have faced constant harrassment from
their governments. Ngugl has finally been forced into exile after a term
of imprisonment. Neo-colonial governments constantly reveal themselves in
opposition to indigenous and popular creativity because so often it
threatens to disturb existing relations with the metropoles upon which
they are dependent for their survival. The Haitian government represses
popular theatre in Creole, for example (Rajab 1979, Walmsley 1984); while
the theatre developed by Ngugli with peasants and workers from Kamiriithu
Community Educational and Cultural Centre in Limuru was forecibly closed
by government authorities and all future theatre activities banned (Ngugi

1983, p.83).

iv) Creole and cultural resistance

According to Cassidy (1961), Jamaican Creole (and this would go for
all Caribbean English creoles) is "an English learned incompletely in
slave days, with a strong infusion of African influences, and continued
traditionally 1in much the same form down to the present." (p.2). The
exact sequence of the development of creole languages in the Caribbean is
a matter of considerable debate (Hymes (ed) 1971). Sidney Mintz
speculates: "One may suppose that, initially, pidginization of the
master's language would be part of the process of mutual adjustment
necessary to carry on plantation operations. In some cases...pidgin
languages must have evolved into creole languages."™ (ibid. \p.48u). His

emphasis 1s that the Standard English model is "the master's language"
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and that interaction took place under "the unhampered use of force" by
the slave masters. That a rigid caste system 1is necessary to the
maintenance of a creole language is illustrated by the fact that in the
Spanish-speaking islands, where Spanish settlers quickly 1identified
themselves as Cubans or Puerto Ricans, there is no creole. In the French
and British islands, the reverse situation applied (Brathwaite 1970,
Lewis 1983). This has a distinct bearing on the issues both of national
consciousness and 1language. Mintz argues that "the more a Cuban slave
were to ldentify with his master, the more Cuban he became; whereas the
more a Jamaican slave were to identify with his master, the less Jamaican
he would become." (Hymes (ed) 1971, p.488). The standard language is
assoclated with status, and is an essential requisite for career success.
Conversely, Crecle has been despised, called 'bungo talk' and associated
negatively with Africa, poverty and ignorance (Cassidy 1961, p.18).

The school system has played an important part in the development of
values around language. Cassidy (1961) writes of the "nervous conformity"
of the "parvenu in education" (p.3). It has also been the instrument of

Imperial indoctrination (as Lamming detailed graphically in In the Castle

of my Skin, 1953). Fanon (1967) writes: ™"Colonialism 1s not satisfied
merely with holding a people in its grip and emptying the native's brain
of all form and content. By a kind of perverted logic, it turns to the
past of the oppressed people, and distorts, disfigures and destroys it."
(p.169). As Brathwaite says: "...we never mentioned the word [Africal] in
our ten years of schooling." (Perrier 1973, p.18). We get a clear picture
of the view of evolution that was being promoted around 1912 through this
poem of Claude McKay's:

Talk 'bouten Africa, we would be deh till now,

Maybe same half-naked - all day dribe buccra cow,

An' tearin' t'rough de bush wid all de monkesy dem

Wile an' uncibilise', an' neber comin' tame.
('Cudjoe fresh from de lecture!)
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Cudjoe has 1learned he must be grateful for slavery, because at least it
rescued him from 'uncivilized' Africa. This poem is full of ironies, not
least because the poem 1s in Creole, one of the areas where the African
heritage persisted most strongly. As Cassidy says, Creole became so
firmly established that it functioned adequately "even in defiance of"
British English (Hymes (ed) 1971, p.205). Walter Jekyll (1907) recounted
correcting his plantation workers' (mis)pronunciations, only to find
that, though they demonstrated they could accurately reproduce the
standard version, they immediately went back to their own, preferred,
version.

Standard English has historically been associated with the
imposition of European domination over the black, African-originated
population of the West Indies. Its manner of transmission in the schools
has been authoritarian; beatings for speaking Creole have been a frequent
occurrence. Jean Creary, a Jamaican linguist, wrote:

in areas of great stress West Indians either revert to dialect,

or find themselves without a language for the situation. Their

use of Standard English is formal and non-emotional. It 1is

external to their deepest feeling and thinking... (James 1968,

p.18).

Louise Bennett also points to the authenticity and lack of constraint of
Creole when she describes it as "a manner of speaking unhampered by the
rules of (Standard English) grammar, a free expression..." (Bennett
1949)., Marc Matthews, actor/poet from Guyana, has spoken of the creative
significance for him of adopting "the language I spoke in the schoolyard
and not in the schoolroom" (Matthews 1984).

Cassidy (1961) demonstrates that the African input into Jamaican
Creocle (JC) 1s strong and pervasive. As Loulse Bennett cried exuberantly
in a London performance: "De basic thing we derive from is Africahn - koo

yah poopah!"™ (1983). Cassidy observes how fundamentally intonation varies

from Standard English, with far greater variation of pitch, which
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accentuates individual syllables. He also notes that in some cases
homonyms are entirely dependent (like West African tonal languages) on
intonation to fix meaning (pp.26-30). In addition, as in "a typical
language of the West African coast"™, the syllable after a stress is
pitched high, rather than on the stress as in Standard English (p.32).
Some English words are 'Africanized' by adding a vowel; e.g. rata for
rat; rakatuon for rock-stone (p.U47). The most fundamental influences from
African languages are in the grammar. As with some Niger-Congo languages,
a demonstrative is used to indicate a plural; de gal dem - the girls. In
Twli, ©ne language of the Akan peoples, the first person singular pronoun
is me. This "was surely a factor in the preference for me over I in
Jamaican folk speech."™ (Cassidy 1961, p.54). Unu, the JC second person
plural pronoun, has an Igbo equivalent. Sentence structure becomes
condensed in 1line with the Niger-Congo languages: 'De man owe me money
gone a Cuba'! - 'The man who owes me money has gone to Cuba'. (See
Dalphinis 1985, pp.88-9, 160-161). Fe is used to form an infinitive: 'Me
come fe see you!'. This, says Cassidy, could be an abbreviation of
archaic English, 'I've come for to see you', or from the Twi and Yoruba
fa which forms an infinitive with another verb. Where English and African
forms parallel one another, their function is reinforced (p.67).

Distinctive to JC 1is the possessive form fe me/my; fe im/his, her; fe

we/our.

Iteration is typical of Niger-Congo language structure (p.6l4). One
example 1s the anticipation and then repetition of a verb for emphasis:
'Is gone I gone". There are about 250 pure African words in the JC
lexicon. Some take an iterative form. It 1ls sometimes said that the
dominant and warlike character of the Akan ('Koromanti') peoples ié
responsible for the preponderance of Twi words in JC. Leopard Barrett

(1976, pp.17-24) and Cassidy (1961, p.70) detail a number of iterative JC
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words with their Twi equivalents. These include kaskas, JC 'an argument'/
kasakasa, Twi *to dispute'; puttaputta, JC 'mud'/ potopoto, Twi ‘'muddy';
susu, JC ‘'whisper'/ susuw, Twi *tutter a suspicion'. Many food names are
identical in JC and Twi (Barrett 1976, pp.21-24). The word nyam - JC for
food or eat - comes from the Twi e-n;m» Barrett demonstrates that many
Jamaican proverbs are a direct translation of Akan proverbs (pp.35-37).
He also informs us that the Twi custom of assigning names to children
according to the day on which they are born still persists, although it

is dying out (p.18). The Jamaican and their Twi equivalents are as

follows:
JC TWI

Male Female Male Female
Sunday Quashie Quasheba Kwesi Esi
Monday Cud joe Juba Kod jo Adwoa
Tuesday Cubennah (Beneba) Yaw/Ebow Yaa
Wednesday (Quaco) (Cuba) Kweku Ekua
Thursday (Quao) Abba Ekow Abena/Iaba
Friday Cuffy Pheba/Ef1 Kofi Efua
Saturday (Quamin) (Mimba) Kwame/ Ama

Kwamena

JC names in brackets are given by Long (1774), quoted in Patterson (1967)
p.174. Others are quoted by Barrett (1976) as still current. Comparative
studies, such as those done by Abrahams (1983) illustrate the strong
parallels in linguistie prgctice amongst all Afro-Americans, arguing that
this 1is conclusive proof of underlying African structu;es (which would
extend to many areas of behaviour and thought). The retention of
tradition, in other words resistance to imposition, has probably been as
vital to the survival of black people in the New World as their
adaptability.

The language situation is usually represented as a continuum between
the most Africanized forms of Creole, the basilect, and Standard English;
In pure linguistic terms, it is only this basilect which 1is ‘'true
Creole'. However, as Bailey (in Hymes (ed) 1971, p.342) concedes,

applying the word Creole "to the entire language specfrum as it exists in
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Jamaica, including even the form of Standard English peculiar to the
island" does make sociolinguistic sense. For the purposes of this study,
Creole will be wused for all distlnctively Caribbean speech forms,
excluding West Indian Standard English. Maureen Warner Lewis (1979)
refers to the terms basilect, mesolect and acrolect to mark the two
extreme and median points of the West Indian language continuum. The term
basilect will be used to refer to those variants furthest away from
Standard English.

Two firmly-established language systems have co-existed and
symbolically interacted in a context of struggle. R.D. Abrahams (1983)
gives us many examples throughout the Caribbean of ritualized
dramatizations of the bilingual situation, such as the tsa meeting and
other speech-making events. At such occasions there is a contest between
two different kinds of language and language skills. On the one hand
there are the speech makers, who are judged for their eloquence and their
elaborate use of 1long, 1latinate words. This language and delivery
Abrahams designates 'performance H' (using terms originatsd by Ferguson,
1959). On the other are hecklers within the audience who seek to
undermine the poise and authority of the speech maksr. They spscialize in
wit and derision, and their medium is Creole. Their integral contribution
to the proceedings 1is ‘'performance L'. Creole is therefore identified
with rebellion against decorum and authority. The ritual is one which
embraces complexity, however. Abrahams writes:

The ascendancy of H...should not be read as total acceptance of

H values and norms. Rather, the existence of both codes is

attested to, the strengths and weaknesses of both systems fully

demonstrated. These oratorical contests, then, are not simply
demonstrations of the ability of the community mambers to speak
performance H effectively. It is a community c2léebration of

speech of all sorts, a revelry of talk in which the entire
range of speaking acts and events are put on vi2w and enjoyed.

(p.38)

[

Brathwaite's concept of nation language is rooted in the sanse of two
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language systems, with all their historical implications, in conflict. In
a lecture delivered at Yale University (1979, published 1984 as History

of the voilce) he connected nation language to Dante's argument in De

vulgari eloquentia (1304) in favour of the Tuscan vernacular (his nation

language) to replace the colonial language, Latin. Brathwaite's
conception of nation 1language implies submergence under colonial
domination; survival; and increasingly assertive re-emergence. It 1s the
"natural patrimony", the "recovery of our selves through our voices: of
our voices through the discovery of ourselves"™ (Brathwaite 1978b). The
concept of nation 1is drawn from a close identification with the North
American Black Power movement. 'The Nation' was a rallying call to all
Blacks to unite under a single African identity. This in turn comes from
one of Garvey's slogans: 'One nation; one destiny'. Imamu Amiri Baraka
(Le Roi Jones), for example, brought out a pamphlet of poems called It's
nation time (1970). In the title poem he exorts:

Time to get

together

time to be one strong fast black enrgy [sic] space

one pulsating positive magnetism, rising

Stokely Carmichael and Charles V. Hamilton (1968) perceived the black
American population as colonized within their own cogntry, beseiged by
the white majority. In the Caribbean during the same period a sense of
seige, 1if not numerically, then culturally and econcmically, manifested
itself in the Black Power upheavals of 1968 and 1970. The common roots of
identification in slavery and dispossession are overwhelmingly clear. A
problem with making the parallels too absolute was illustrated when
Carmichael visited Guyana in 1969 and deeply offended the Indo-Guyanese
population by what they saw as his racist attitude. Brathwaite's term ié
resonant and potentially inclusive, embodying a powerful sense of

cultural resistance and nascent ‘'national' identity. However, it 1is

important that that potential be made explicit. De%ining .the nation
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remains a central Caribbean problem.

Language in the Caribbean is rooted in the context of struggle; a
struggle between a language forged in blood, sweat and tears on the land,
infused with African sensibility and idiom, and "the 1language of the
master", For the East Indian, Creole 1s the language of belonging. Mr.
Blswas and Shama gain a foothold in the society not only through their
house but through their adoption of the English idiom of Port of Spain.
(Naipaul 1969b). In other words, they become 'creolized'. Finally,

perhaps, we must return to Lamming's concept of Creole as "the people's

speech".

v) Performance in the Caribbean

Performance holds a central place in the traditional rural societies
of the Caribbean. As Abrahams (1983) writes, it plays a central
functional role "in the stylization of 1individual and group
relationships” (p.45). In his study of performance roles within the La
Rose society of St. Lucia, Douglas K. Midgett (1977) illustrates how
performance both emphasises loyalty to the group and at the same time
reflects public approval of kare (flash), m"evidenced 1in highly
individualistic, flamboyant behaviour™ (p.69). Both Midgett and Abrahams
illustrate the degree to which performers earn high prestige in their
societies through their eloquence, their inventiveness, and other
performance skills.

Storytelling involves a high performance component, requiring
characterization with different voices, sound effects and intermittent
songs, as well as an overall sense of timing, dramatic suspense, and so

on. Tea meetings frequently include variety concerts, as well as the

speechmaking events referred to in the previous section. Brathwaite

quotes a Reverend G.W. Bridges who, writing in 1827, .observed a highly-
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developed oral art in the sermons of black Jamaican preachers. "Every
good speaker, independently of the softness of his tones, raises and
lowers them in striet musical intervals™ (1970, p.238). Bridges noted
that their congregations were "naturally most extraordinary Jjudges"™ of
this art. Because the sermon persists and thrives as an art form in the
New World, we may safely assume that an acute ear for tonality and
phrasing continues to exist also.

Preaching, or speechmaking at tea-meetings, wakes, weddings etc.
belong to the realm of 'decorum'. At the other end of the scale is
'talking bad or broad'. A form of ritual abuée known in the United States

as playing the dozens 1is known as rhyming in the Caribbean (Abrahams

1983, pp.60-73). It is a verbal improvisation in which adolescent boys
try to outdo the obscenity of the last, mainly about each other's mother.
Wit, verbal agility and a repertoire of rhymes are requisites. The sans
humanite calypso 1s an improvised contest in which two or more
calypsonians try to put each other down through satire, called picong, or

insults (giving fatigue), and by outwitting their opponents so that they

stumble (bust or burst) over a rhyme. Out of the reggae tradition has

come a contest between D.J.'s who sesk to outdo each other, not only
through wild flights of verbal improvisation but also through their
ability to select music to challenge and overshadow the previous
selection.

Abrahams in his important study (1983) concentrates exclusively on
male-dominated areas of performance. He has even coined a phrase, 'man-
of-words', to connote the recognised oral performer. While it may be true
that the majority of performers are men (this study of performance poets
will confirm that), his exclusive orizntation to the male domain distorts
the total reality of oral traditions in the Caribbean, where women have

played a vital role. He identifies play-and-performance with ™the male
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street-corner way of life" and contrasts work and respectability as the
domain of the female-dominated household (p.51). That would identify
women entirely with the realm of decorum (if they performed at all) and

not at all with the realm of talking bad or foolishness. The truth is

nowhere near so simple. Louise Bennett, with her choice of language,
personae and use of satire and derision, cannot be a model of decorum. On
the other hand, she totally rules out "forty shilling words" (swear

words) or any other form of obscenity. The mainly female chantouelles of

St. Lucia maintain oral traditions and reinforce a sense of cohesion as
well as relaying the local gossip. There have been memorable women who
have carved out an identity for themselves in the male domain of play.
Bodicea was a famous calypsonian of the nineteenth century in Trinidad,
and a leader of the 'disreputable! jamette carnival. Calypso as a vehicle
of wit and topical commentary continues to thrive at the centre of many
people's 1lives 1in Trinidad and the East Caribbean. For most of this
century it has been monopolized by men, but since the nineteen-seventies

women have been a growing presence in the tents. (Warner 1982, pp.105-6).

vi) Orality and literacy

Marshall McLuhan (1964) pointed out that the impact of writing as a
medium on human consciousness only came to be examined as it was
beginning to be challenged by electronic media. Up until then, and to a
large degree still, writing was regarded as the norm, with a tendency to
look down on oral societies as 'pre-literate' (Ong 1982). It is possible
to examine the significance of literacy now that we are moving 1into a
condition of ‘"secondary orality" (ibid.). "Because of its action in
extending our central nervous system, electric technology seems to favour
the inclusive and participational spoken word over the specialist written

word." (McLuhan 1964 p.82). McLuhan argues that literacy made it possible
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to organize more efficiently; particularly in terms of military
effectiveness. The possession of literacy therefore brought power over
others. He also maintains that the literate person drew away from the
clan, became more of an individualist. Writing allows for the enormous
expansion of vocabulary; the subsequent "grapholect™ is able to
superimpose its status over other, oral, dialects (Ong 1982, p.8).
McLuhan (1964) argues on the other hand that the phonetic alphabet had a
particularly alienating effect. It T"sacrifices worlds of meaning and
perception that were secured by forms like the heiroglyph and the Chinese
ideogram" (p.82). Perception is conditioned by "the cool and uniform
visual medium" (ibid.).

Ong, however, illustrates how an "oral mind-set™ stubbornly persists
(1982, pp.93-101). In Renaissance Europe, few people wWere aware of the
year's date, or that anyone had assigned one for that matter. Time for
most people was elther the perpetual present, the remembered past, or the
realm of tradition. In the Caribbean oral modes of consciousness are
prevalent, desplte widespread literacy and schooling. Interestingly, a
lively ‘'residual-primary' oarality, drawn from non-literate traditions,
co-exists with and informs the "secondary orality"™ born of electronic
media. Traditionally the mass of the people get much of their information
from sermons, political speeches and calypso or other topical songs. The
Dub D.J.'s have continued this tradition. The radio is the most powerful
modern medium, with the radio phone-in performing a vital function in
Jamaica as a source of information, advice and reassurance. There is also
a close interelationship between orality and literacy. Amongst
Rastafarian groups, for example, biblical texts act as a starting point
for extended and elaborate reasoning. |

Ong suggests that the distinction often made between 'wgstern' and

other perspectives is fundamentally the difference "between deeply
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interiorized 1literacy and more or 1less residually oral states of
consciousness™ (1982, p.29). In an oral culture a word is a sound which
takes place at a particular time in a particular context. According to
Ong (p.31) it is an occurence or event. He points out that the Hebrew for
'the word', dabar, also means event. By contrast, in a literate culture,
words are things that can be 'looked up' (ibid.). "Oral folk have no
sense of a name as a tag, for they have no idea of a name as something
that can be seen." (ibid., p.33). In oral cultures, therefore, there is a
much closer identification between the name and the thing named. Oral
utterance 1is dynamic; the sounded word is "power-driven" (ibid. p.32).
Edward Kamau Brathwaite, deeply impressed by eight years' experience in
Ghana, was drawn to explanation of the spoken word and its power by the
oral philosopher Ogotomm;li from Mali quoted by Jahn (1961); the concept
of nommo. The 1life force is water and heat together. The word and the
breath are one. The word/breath issues from the mouth as a water vapour,
water and heat. The word is therefore the life force itself (p.124). The
dynamic quality of the spoken word has an important bearing on the
meaning and impact of performance.

Ulli Beier, quoted by Jahn, poilnts to a feature of the Yoruba
language which illustrates that it 1s strongly embedded in orality.
Individual words, Beier says, are fluid in meaning because significance
is attached to each phoneme, which can be a word in itself. (Jahn 1961,
p.152). Thus the word does not have a fixed, abstract meaning. It finds
its particular nuances of meaning in context, in utterance. This is
further demonstration of the word as event in an oral cul ture, as opposed
to a fixed visual entity, which can be seen ahead, or considered
retrospectively.

The spoken word has an enveloping, inclusive quality. ‘The sound

proceeds from one human interior to other human interiors, and this
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creates a sense of relationship. Ong gives a graphic example:

When a speaker 1s addressing an audience, the members of the

audience normally become a unity, with themselves and with the

speaker. If the speaker asks the audience to read a handout
provided for them, as each reader enters into his or her own
private reading world, the unity of the audience is shattered,

to be re-established only when oral speech begins again (1982,

p.74).

Writing breaks down the "dense continuum of experience"™ into "meaningful
segments" (Ong 1982, p.104). This is vital of course for the development
of abstract thinking or scientific analysis. It encourages detachment and
introspection. A writer's audience must be imaginary, not immediate.
Writing has been an essential tool in the development of human
understanding and consciousness, but not without losses (ibid. p.14).

The performance poets are dotted along the scale betwesen orality and
deeply interiorized literacy. Michael Smith's poetry is towards the oral
extreme, with Brathwaite at the opposite end. However, all engage in
abstraction and introspection. All draw to a greater or lesser extent on

written material. But all regard oral delivery to a live audience as of

paramount importance.

vii) The aesthetics of oral performance

The most important criterion in evaluating a performance must be the
quality of the relationship between artist and audience. The artist aims
to win the support and approval of the audience, creating an envelope of
unity in which all are at some level participating. Caribbean audiences
feel little sense of duty to be polite to an artist who is not commanding
their involvement (Midgett 1977, p.62). Arresting d=livery, the interest
of the theme, ingenuity in composition are of vital importance. Body
movements may help to set up rhythms to which the audience can respond
(Scheub 1977). Oral performances are emotionally charged. Facial and body

movements help to invoke laughter, or graphically .illustrate anguish.
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McLuhan (1964) comments:

Many a page of prose and many a narrative has been devoted to

expressing what was, in effect, a sob, a moan, a laugh, or a

plercing scream. The written words spell out in sequence what

is quick and implicit in the spoken word (p.80).

An element of trust may be vital. Audiences frequently surrender their
emotional reserve to Loulse Bennett, for example, who takes them through
a cathartic experience of curative laughter. In African and Afro-American
tradition, a rhythmic relationship 1s established between artist and
audience (soloist and chorus) through call and answer. This pattern is
marked in the grassroots churches. Bennett establishes this dynamic by
throwing questions at her audience, picking on things she hears, or
pretends she hears, and engaging the audience in song and chorus in a
traditional manner.

The image of the artist 1s significant, both as a fellow human
being, and as a particular human being. The image of the Caribbean
performance poets 1s to some degree an adopted persona. Most of the well-
known poets are extremely striking in appearance, and convey information
about what they represent through the way they look. Loulse Bennett has
always been large, and projectad a motherly image. A nationalist who has
dedicated her life to nurturing pride in blackness gnd in a Creole
identity with African roots, she has always performed in traditional
Creole dress; head-tie, large hooped earrings, long frilled or flounced
skirt in check or plaid. Mutabaruka, the picture of vitality and good
health, projects his Rastafarian philosophy of natural 1living through
going barefoot at all times and wearing minimal clothing. By contrast
Michael Smith, his gaunt angularity emphasised by a jerky limp,
epitomized the pain and deprivation of which he invariably spoke. Thé
exceptionally tall and bearded Abdul Malik embodies both the prophetic
zeal and revolutionary rage of his poems. Paul Keens-Douglas, on the

other hand, conveys agility; like Anansi, he suggests not the. conquering
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hero, but an 'average kind of fella'. Brathwaite's thick hornrimmed
glasses and beard convey learning, while the dashiki and knitted cap he
habitually wears suggest identification with the youth and the ghetto.

The degree to which the artist can manifest identification with the
material also has some bearing on the quality of the relationship with
the audience. In the case of performance poetry, detachment is rare. Even
when the poet takes on a dramatic persona, s/he 'becomes' that person, in
many cases exhibiting an even greater intensity of involvement. Oku
emphasises that his poems are not individual creations. He 1is just ‘'a
voice, echoing the people's wailing'. The character of the audience will
determine the impact which this identification with the poor and
oppressed may have. It will increase the engagement of a ghetto audience,
but possibly make a 'middle class' audience decidedly uncomfortable.

The quality and suitability of the setting is also important in
determining impact. An enclosed space is sometimes preferable to the open
air, but a good political rally may provide the electric atmosphere on
which the radical performance poets thrive. Louise Bennett thrived and
made her name in variety concerts, while Mikey Smith's agonised intensity
floundered in the lighthearted and superficial atmosphere of a student
talent night. The more complex the setting, the more important becomes
the technical quality of sound, lights, and musical accompaniment. The
relationship of poets to musicians is also vitally important. For music
to work well with the poetry it needs to be the product of a close
understanding, carefully worked out.

The degree to which the audience 1identifies with the poet's themes
is important in determining the quality of the performance. The poet will
invariably give more of him/herself if s/he senses sympathy and
recognition. It 1is important therefore that the themes reflect common

+

experiences and preoccupations. Themes are given extended consideration
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in the body of this stud§ for what they reveal of the concerns and
sensibility of the creative West Indian masses. For a high quality of
engagement, it 1s wvital that the poet should encapsulate an area of
experience in an intense and arresting way which the audience responds to
deeply. A presentation from Mother Poem by Brathwaite (Warwicks, England
1980) clearly moved many, particularly the black women in the audience,
both because of 1its sensitive exploration of the Caribbean woman's
experience, and the kinetic energy evoked by elements of the delivery. A
pungent phrase will delight a Caribbean audience. The best dub poems
contain a phrase or refrain which is redolent with significance and lends
itself to a rhythmic and dramatic delivery. The repetition of these
phrases will engage the continuing participation of the audience.

Voice quality is also a significant attribute. Michael Smith had a
particularly fine, musical intonation and good command of volume and
pitch. Mutabaruka, Brathwaite and Malik also have voices which it is a
distinct pleasure to listen to. The sounds which Louise Bennett makes are
rarely sweet but suggest freedom, a total lack of inhibition. Her hoots
of laughter and the dissonance of her ‘'market woman talk' bear some
relation to the unrestrained and experimental sounds of jazz music. Merle
Collins of Grenada delivers in a dynamic chant with a high degree of
pitch variation.

Kinetic energy can also be created by the use of multiple rhymes, a

technique used by Brathwaite throughout The Arrivants. D.J.'s provide a

grassroots example of the practice:

Your life depends on how yu corporate...Dam right...You always
ever make things great yu pop on thru the gate...True
true...Pay the musical rate an take a pop on thru de gate with
a smile upon your face...Heh heh... Das what I appreciate
yeah... (Michigan an Smiley, 'Nice up the dance', 1979, quoted
in Davis & Simon 1983, p.111).

The D.J.'s were in turn 1inspired by the signifying style adopted by their

United States counterparts, and epitomised by H. Rap Bréwn:
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Man, you just don't know who I am.

I'm sweet peeter jeeter the womb beater

The baby maker the cradle shaker

The deerslayer the buckbinder the women finder

('Rap's poem', Henderson 1973, p.187)

Assonance and alliteration are also 1liberally used by Brathwaite to
enhance the semantic meaning. Okpewho (1979) demonstrates the high degree
to which African oral poets enjoy sound for its own sake. For example, he
singles out Akoma Mba (Awona 1965/6) for its wuse of ideophones
(onomatopoeic, or sound-symbolic words): "The sound Yaaaaannnng is
frequently used in denoting the infinite stretch of a scene or an object
in motion" (p.223). In Kambili (Bird, Kortia, Soumaoro, 1974), clumsiness
of movement is illustrated thus: "A 1little old lady came forward,

gwiligigwologo™ (ibid.). Okpewho also expresses approval for J.P. Clark's

translation of this following phrase in The 0Ozidi saga (Clark 1977)

which, he says, conveys the evocative quality of the original:

Endoubo wo,wo, wWo... kene yereke yereke

Her bosom was full and large, all yearning and yielding

(quoted in Okpewho 1979, p.222)

Brathwaite has pointed out that in the poem as performance; "...the noise
that it makes is part of the meaning." (1984, p. 17). Examples of noise
in performance poetry would include Louise Bennett bawling her favourite
abuse word "boogooyagga" (low-down), or laughing entirely without
restraint. Both sounds come straight from the belly. Brathwaite points
also to the "decorative S90 noise", "lawwwwwwwwd" which Michael Smith
employed in his two best-known poems, 'Mi cyaan believe it' and 'Roots!'.
(1984, p.U6). A vibratory groan, again emitted from the belly, Brathwaite
ldentified it with the sound of the Honda S90, a small but prestigious
motorbike in Jamaica.

The pun is a common feature of oral delivery. This is because of the

potential ambivalence sSurrounding homonyms. The ambivalence 1is not

present to nearly the same degree in the written word, because most
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homonyms are spelled differently. Ambivalence of meaning makes possible
assoclation by sound rather than sequential logic, and this expands the
possibilities for the poetic imagination. We have, for example,

Brathwaite's use of the eye/I ambivalence, which is of deep significance
to the Rastafari:

hump-
backs out of the eye
lands, my is-
lands
('Dawn' from Islands, Arrivants p.236)

Distance 1s 1ndicated by the fact that the islands streteh "out of the
eye", reinforced by the repetition of "lands". The same phrase
simultaneously conveys an ‘'inscape': "my is-/lands" (my I-/lands). The
close relationship between seeing and inner being is played upon here.
Malik and Louise Bennett are also prolific users of the pun.

Music is frequently incorporated in performance poetry. Such density
of experience 1is embodied in most black music that this introduces
vibrant new dimensions of its own. When Michael Smith performed for the
first time in London, he framed his entire performance with verses from
Marley's 'Redemption Song', and entered, dragging himself by a scarf
knotted round his neck to symbolize bondage. Thus he placed all his work
within the context of the struggle against the dehumanizing heritage of
slavery. Malik evokes a sense of the grandeur of working class and black
struggle through his use of the steel band. Brathwaite has wused train
rhythms and the train-based boogis woogis to evoke the great will for
freedom which has one of 1ts profoundest symbols in the Underground
Railway which bore escaped slaves to the northern United States.
Sometimes the rhythms and melodies are conveyed on the printed page but -
more often their presence is dependent on performance. Music is a
traditional part of oral performance in the Caribbean. The stories in

Jekyll's Jamaican song and story (1907) all had their special songs, and
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frequently contained other musical interjections, while for Claude McKay
composition 1in Creole was inconceivable at first without melody. Many of
Mallk's poems have tunes.

Writing increasingly brought with it an appreciation of novelty over
tradition. The permanence of writing made the need to recall through
repetition redundant. Habitual phrases are described negatively as
cliches. In oral cultures, on the other hand, the familiar and
traditional are marks of authenticity. An oral consciousness is
sufficiently pervasive in the Caribbean that the repetition of certain
words or phrases can cause continual delight, or evoke a deep response of
recognition. Rex Nettleford (1978) has pointed to the power and aptness

of the Rastafarian word-symbols; words which have accrued a complex of

significances, which are never diminished, no matter how many times the
words are used. In fact, repetition in different contexts increases
significance and complexity. Henderson (1972) gives us a hint that such
word-usage may be a pattern of Afro-American culture. He i1dentifies
certain words like "rock", "roll", "jelly", "bubber", "jook" as carrying
"an lnordinate charge of emotional and psychological weight" which seems
"to go back to our earliest grappling with the English language in a
strange and hostile land". He calls these words "mascon"AWOPds, by which

he means "a massive concentration of Black experiential energy" (p.44,

Henderson's emphasis). The ability to evoke such concentrations of
experiential energy is one of the highest achievements attainable by the
performance poet. The dub poets concern themselves little with personal
novelty, their object 1s representativeness. Their poems are full of

meaningful (and less meaningful) fragments which have become a part of"

the collective consciousness.

The fact that performance poems are generally written down means

that the words have a fixed form. Only very rarely does a poet make any
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alteration to this form once it 1s fixed on paper or in performance.
There remain many variables within actual performance, however, such as
have been outlined above. Emotion or dramatic tension may demand a
greater number of repetitions than indicated by the printed page. They
may be an interjection of grunts, cries, hoots of laughter, or a rhythmic
pulse beaten by the poet. The comic poets are inclined to improvise
interjections to underline jokes, according to audience response.

The functions of performance poetry are variable. A performance
always gives a sense of unleashing what is often suppressed: the Creole
language; the experience, attitudes, aspirations, creativity of the non-
privileged; unrestrained, 1instinctive behaviour. In this respect it
performs a cathartic function for the audience. It is also a medium of
protest for the oppressed; an opportunity to gain a public hearing for a
representative voice from the ghetto. It may be celebratory, aiming
principally to induce laughter and pleasure. Or it can be revolutionary;
sometimes agitational, seeking to arouse indignation to the point where
action will be taken, or educational, offering new perspectives on a
situation. In the context of the Grenada revolution, performance poetry

was often both agitational and celebratory.

viii) Performance poems as texts

We return to the fact that writing 1s the essential tool for
analysis, and analysis is the activity in which we are presently engaged.
This study is to a large degree depsndent on the existence of performance
poems as texts. At one end of the scale, E.K. Brathwaite's work appears
at regular intervals, published by one of the most prestigious
multinationals; at the other, Michael Smith's poems were written down by
hand "for documentational purposes™, with no fixed form so far as the

page was concerned. As Michael's prestige grew, particularly 1in Europe,
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the demand for a published collection of his poems became more pressing.
Mervyn Morris, an established poet and university 1lecturer 1in English,
was working with him on satisfactory printed versions at the time of his
murder (Morris 1985).

Morris has been actively interested in performance poetry for more
than twenty years now - from a largely text-oriented perspective. His
argument, from his first analysis of Louise Bennett's art (1964, 1967),
has been that a performance poet, to be taken seriously, should be

accorded the same kind of attention as an established, recognised writer

poet. There was a legitimate argument in the case of Miss Bennett, who
has published her written work throughout her career, and always sought
recognition on that basis as well as her performance skills. On the other
hand the approach co-operated with the generally imperialist tendencies
of writing (Ong 1982), which has grown out of orality, yet denies any
value to orality on 1its own terms. When the same kind of attention is
accorded the performance poet as the print-oriented poet, the performance
poetry may stand up to scrutiny on the basis of imagery, wit, technique
and so on, but whole dimensions of the poetry are left out. Nevertheless,
the power of writing cannot be denied, nor the significance of writing
and publishing poetry in Creole with a strong performanée orientation.
Print accords prestige in a way that oral performance still does not.

An interest 1in Creole in print is likely to be accompanied by an
interest in orthography. Morris has emphasised ths 1mportance of easy
readability, has rejected the use of apostrophes (present in Bennett's
poetry, not in that of the younger poets) and argued for the use of
standard spelling where the pronunciation is Caribbean, but not radically -
different from the standard (Bennett 1982). Most of the performance
poets, on the other hand, use a densely non-standard orthography, amongst

other things to signal resistance to the standard form. On the whole
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Morris' approach makes good sense for the reader with less intimate
knowledge of the poems and poets. His versions of Smith's poems are
without doubt the best which have appeared.

Books of performance poems apparently sell well, especially in the
wake of a performance. Often, therefore, the reader 1is recapturing an
actually witnessed performance. Alternatively the reader will require a
good knowledge of "the oral and other cultural contexts the words imply™
(Morris in Bennett 1982, p.xi) in order to recreate an ideal performance

in the imagination. Both approaches have been used in the course of this

study.

ix) Critics and issues of Caribbean identity

The majority of important critical analyses of West Indian
literature have come from Caribbean creative writers. From within the
Caribbean perhaps only Kenneth Ramchand, Gordon Rohlehr, Edward Baugh and
Mark McWatt have made a substantial contribution almost exclusively as
critics. The critical debate has been polemical, and deeply bound up with
personal, racial and class ldentities. This was an inevitable consequence
of the colonial legacy, which, particularly at its more ‘'cultured' end
(the University College ‘of the West Indies) had promoted an artificial
sense of cool consensus, bound up with the supposed humanism of the
Western tradition. West 1Indian scholars were encouraged to think of
themselves as 'citizens of the world', which was progressive-sounding,
but which was based on the virtual smothering of the Caribbean's
particular history.

The Islands in Between (1968), edited by British critic Louis James,

was the first book-length published work of criticism of Anglophone
Caribbean literature. About half the contributors were from the

Caribbean. It met with an almost unanimously hostile response from the
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Caribbean 1itself (Baugh 1968, Wynter 1968/9, Brathwaite 1969). It was
felt that "West Indian literature was being rapidly annexed to English
literature" (Allis 1982) and that, in critical method 1little
consideration was being taken of the Caribbean's particularity.
Brathwaite commented that, 1in order to truly assess the Caribbean
writers' artistic skill and significance, the critics needed to consider
"not only their authors' use of European elements, but their use and
transformation of their own material." He continued, "It is not what Mais
got from Turgenev or Conrad that is finally important, but what he got
from the people of Kingston and the way he was able to use it." (1969,
p.7). However, West Indian literary criticism was at a very early stage,

and The Islands in Between provided ‘'grist to the mill' of several

Caribbean critiecs, provoking important statements on Caribbean culture
from Wynter and Brathwaite. More Caribbean critics set about the task of
describing and defining the Caribbean cultural matrix. There was general
concurrence with Brathwaite's view of West Indian artists "exploring the
communal nature of their environment, attempting in doing so, to liberate
the consciousness of the submerged folk." (ibid.). Kenneth Ramchand
(1968) offered some insights into different states of consciousness
reflected in variations of language use by Caribbean writers and noted
particular qualities of Creole which required analysis from an aesthetiec
perspective: M"improvisation in syntax and 1lexis; direct and pithy
expression; a strong tendency towards the use of image especially of the
personification type; and various kinds of repetition of syntactic
structure and 1lexis combining with the spoken voice to produce highly

rhythmic effects" (p.36). Ramchand's Ths West 1Indian Novel and its-

Background (1970) placed initial emphasis on the wider social and
historical context, with significant space devoted to the development of

Creole 1n the context of slavery, and the role of British colonial
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education. Gordon Rohlehr, the only contributor to The Islands in Between

to escape censure at home, was delivering a lecture entitled 'Sparrow and
the language of calypso' (published 1970) in which he sought to
demonstrate the rhythmiec flexibility with which the calypsonian used
English, and argued that the established poets had much to learn from the
calypso. Brathwalite in response (Brathwaite/ Rohlehr 1968) maintained
that the critics had not caught up with what the artists were already
dolng.

Meanwhile Brathwalte established the journal Savacou, which combined
creative and critical work with historical and social analysis. The third
issue (1971), an anthology of creative writing, provoked another major
controversy in West Indian criticism. The anthology reflected the upsurge
of grassroots creativity stimulated by the Black Power and Rastafari
movements and the rapid development of reggae music as a powerful new
focus of Caribbean i1dentity. The work of Anthony McNeill reflected a
strong attraction to and sympathy with the Rastafari, while the poems of
Walcott which were 1included revealed a tragic and angry sense of the
pitiful waste of poverty, and an 1increasingly flexible use of speech
idioms. It was the work of two Rastafarian poets, Bongo Jerry and Ras
Dizzy which provoked the outrage of an older poet, Eric Roach from
Tobago. Bongo Jerry's poems are expansive, full of violent energy,
flashes of arresting insight, and imagery drawn from reggae and a
Rastafarian sense of Apocalypse. The poems were a foretaste of much that
was to come. To Roach, who had no contact with the Jamaican popular
traditions from which they emerged, they were "claptrap". Roach resented
the new poetry because it challenged the coolness and order of the -
particular English tradition in which he had been schooled. He also

reveals the attitudes towards his African heritage which such a tradition

had instilled in him:
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Colour, trumpeted on so many pages, gives the 1mpression that
one 1s 1listening to 'Air on the nigger string', or to the
monstrous thumping of a mad shango drummer on his drum 'in
sybilline frenzy blind'. (Trinidad Guardian 14/7/71).

This was a remarkable outburst from a poet whose sensibilities had always
been closely tied to the Caribbean 'folk'. Gordon Rohlehr responded with
'West Indian Poetry: some Problems of Assessment' (1972), the first
extended attempt to relate the new poetry to developments in Caribbean
popular culture and popular consciousness. Rohlehr also pointed out that
Europe (reflecting on the barbarisms of slavery, colonialism and naziism)
was less wunanimously certain than Roach in its appraisal of culture as
'the best that has been thought, said or done'. He maintained that
Caribbean criticism was suffering from naivete.

Derek Walcott responded negatively to the militant postures and
angry tones of the new, consciously black poetry. In 'What the Twilight
Says: an Overture' (1970), Walcott defended his sense of identity as a
"neither proud nor ashamed bastard"™ (p.10) and hit out against
"reactionaries 1in dashikis" (p.27). Four years later in 'The Muse of
History' (1974), he voices a suspicion that the warm response from the
"liberal™ (presumably white critics in Britain or the United States) to
the "speech of the ghetto" (in Brathwaite's poetry pgrticularly) is
simply a patronizing new form of apartheid (pp. 18-19). The implication
is that the use of Creole in poetry could only reinforce racist ideas of
black people, "the old separate-but-equal argument". Walcott, both of
whose grandfathers were white, and who "belonged to the brown
bourgeoisie™ (Baugh 1978b, p.9) not only failed to identify with the
'raucous' protest coming from the black lower levels of the socizty, but
felt profoundly threatened by it.

The bitter exchanges which characterised this period have
undoubtedly left their scars, but the entrenched ‘'either/or! 'dichotomy

has since mellowed into a more creatively fluid situation. We find
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Brathwaite (1984) praising Walcott for his fine "mation language" poem,
'The schooner Flight'. Edward Baugh (1982) surveyed the "important and
growing body" of Brathwaite's 1literary criticism. He speaks of
Brathwalte's strong emphasis on the African roots of Caribbean culture as
a "corrective imbalance" in response to the former neglect and ignorance
of the African heritage. He nevertheless remains critical of
"Brathwalte's relatively clear line between categories of
black/African/folk/ jazz/oral/communal etc. on the one hand, and
white/European/elite/scribal/individualistic on the other". (p.70). The
question of class, which might mix these categories up quite
considerably, rarely enters into West Indian literary criticism as a tool
of analysis. Baugh particularly appreciates Brathwaite's perspective for
"his faith in the role of literature to body forth imaginative models of
community" (p.69), in which he has shown remarkable consistency. His
critical work has a "seminal quality as an imaginative construct in its
own right" (p.T4).

Work towards developing an aesthetic relevant to the performance
tradition in the West Indies is still at an early stage. Brathwaite's
'The love axe/l: developing a Caribbean aesthetic' moved away almost
entirely from the discussion of 'texts' to detail the history of mass
turbulence and the parallel intellectual movements of 1968-72; an
"implosion" which, he says, "brought us ... to our senses™ (1977/8, part
3, p.185). He emphasises the value of contributions like Sylvia Wynter's
'‘Jonkonnu in Jamaica' (1970), which focussed on the process of

"indigenization™ at a folk level, and Marina Maxwell's yard theatre which

sought to bring together university and grassroots intellectuals in a -
yard setting. Brathwaite has offered the first exploratory book (1984),
with an extensive discography. Gordon Rohlehr has applied scholarly

methods to researching the history, themes and significance of calypso as
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oral poetry (1970, 1971), as well as unearthing the musical background to

Brathwaite's trilogy, The Arrivants (1981). Maureen Warner-Lewis, a

linguist and 1literary critic who has lived in Nigeria, has combined her
skills in two disciplines to offer important insights into features of
oral performance common to West Africa and the Caribbean and these
characteristics as they appear in Brathwaite's poetry (1973, 1977, 1979).
Velma Pollard, a 1linguist and poet has 1likewise concentrated on
Brathwaite's language use rather than, exclusively, his thematic
concerns. She has also produced two original and insightful papers on the
verbal creativity and 1mplicit perspectives of the Rastafari movement
(1980, 1983a), and another which suggests that JC speakers make regular
use of metaphor constructed fundamentally out of riddles (1983b). Mervyn
Morris made a seminal contribution to the field with his 'On reading
Louise Bennett, seriously' (1964, republished 1967), which first made the
suggestion that Bennett was one of Jamaica's better poets. 'He has
subsequently offered the first extended consideration of dub poetry as a
form (1983) and edited a selection of Louise Bennett's poetry (1982),
which contains much of his thinking on the poems as texts. Keith Warner's
study of the calypso as oral literature (1982) and Kole Omotoso's study
of the development of West Indian theatre (1982) are also valuable

contributions.

x) Selection and research methods

The distinctness of each island's popular traditions means that each
requires detailed knowledge and understanding. For this reason the thesis
only covers material produced in islands visited by the writer. Extended -
stays which permitted the gathering of information on the broader
cultural context as well as specific material and observation on

performance poetry were made in Jamaica, Trinidad and Grenada. This was a
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limited field, but it was found to be representative and coherent. A
natural connection between Jamaica and Trinidad exists through the comic
work of Loulise Bennett and Paul Keens-Douglas. The three 1islands were
also linked by the chain of events sparked off by the Walter Rodney
Affair (1968) in Jamaica, leading to Black Power revolts in Trinidad and
Grenada (1970) which had far-reaching political implications and also
precipitated the emergence of grassroots poets and cultural activists.
The histories, economic and cultural 1life of Trinidad and Grenada are
inseparably bound, while two of the major poets considered in this study
have dual Trinidadian/Grenadian identity. Finally, Grenada has a
mountainous terrain which is like Jamaica in miniature. Both countries
have small but strong pockets of vestigial African culture, established
either by escaped slaves (maroons) or slave communities abandoned to
their own cultural devices by absentee landlords. These factors may have
contributed to a common resourcefulness and rebelliousness.

The limits of fieldwork were also reinforced by the availability of
material in Britain. Barbados was also visited, but during Carifesta, a
'feast! of pan-Caribbean culture. There was 1little opportunity to
identify much of the distinct Barbadian cultural heritage with so much
untypical activity going on in the island. Bruce St. John, whose dialect
poems made a great impact during the late 1960's and early 1970's has
thus unfortunately been excluded from this study for the reasons cited
above. In the case of Brathwaite, although his Barbadian context is
vitally important, so too are his Jamaican, European and African
contexts. In hils case there 1s also a good deal more biographical and
critical material to draw on, while Brathwaite himself has comment?d
articulately on his own relation to the submerged oral traditions of
Barbados. The decision was also made to confine discussion to those poets

who had a substantial body of known work rather than attempt a survey of
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the entire field. This emphasis on prominent individuals obscures the
fact that there are poetry collectives and other groups developing
arresting and popular work 1n Barbados, Trinidad, Jamaica, and
undoubtedly throughout the rest of the English-speaking Caribbean.

Preparation was undertaken, formally and informally, over a number
of years. Talking with friends from the Caribbean was a constant learning
process, which stimulated the reading of works of literature, history,
language studies and cultural analysis. Caribbean writers who were
resident in Britain were consulted and had a seminal influence on the
direction of studies followed. Performances by Caribbean artists visiting
or resident in Britain were observed as often as possible. These included
performances during 1979-82 of Louise Bennett at the Rainbow Theatre,
Finsbury Park; the Mighty Sparrow at the Commonwealth Institute; John
Agard at The Hub, Sheffield; John Agard, Henry Muttoo and others at the
Commonwealth Institute; Christopher Laird and company at the Africa
Centre; Paul Keens-Douglas in Brixton; Oku Onuora in London, Huddersfield
and Sheffield; Michael Smith in London and Sheffield. Presentations by
Edward Brathwaite were observed at St. Matthews Meeting Place, Brixton,
Warwick University and the Guildhall, Leicester.

During 1981/2 a six-month field trip to the Caribbean was
undertaken. Three weeks each were spent in Barbados and Grenada, seven
weeks in Trinidad and three months in Jamaica. Different 1living-bases -
sometimes on a university campus, sometimes in someone's home - gave an
opportunity both for reading and information-gathering and for informal
learning about attitudes and values, cultural information that was not
available in books, and a general sense of context., Every attempt was
made to move as widely and into as many different kinds of environment as
possible. Interviews, some taped, were carried out with poetsJ musicians,

calypsonians, cultural analysts, librarians, disec jockeys, academics in
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literature, linguistics and sociology, actors, directors, Rastafarians,
teachers and students. Classes held by Professor Brathwaite were
regularly attended as well as lectures by Mervyn Morris, Gordon Rohlehr
and other members of the UWI English staff at Mona. Much of the cultural
history 1s still only recorded on fragments of paper, such as show
programmes, and wherever possible these were noted or collected. Tapes of
performances, kindly lent from personal collections, or avallable at the
Radio Unit, Mona or the African-Caribbean Institute of Jamaica, were
listened to. Live performances, both of well-known and virtually unknown
artists, were observed and recorded whenever possible. These included
performances on sSeveral occasions by Michael Smith and Mutabaruka; a
delivery by Chris DeRiggs in a Workers' Parish Council Meeting; a show by
Cheryl Byron; Paul Keens-Douglas and Abdul Malik in rehearsal; Louise
Bennett on her television programme, Ring ding; a Carifesta poetry
reading which included deliveries by Paul Keens-Douglas, Michael Smith,
Linton Kwesi Johnson, Robin Dobru, Abdul Malik; a recording session by
Mutabaruka; several free concerts in Kingston; a 'D.J. Blastoff' at
Halfway Tree, Kingston, featuring Brigadier Jerry, Toyan and Yellowman.
Traditional bele (belair) dancing and parang music were observed in
the context of a large public festival in Port of Spain. The Dimanche
Gras contest for Calypso Monarch and much of the Grenada Carnival was
witnessed and participated in. Every opportunity was taken to attend
plays and observe audience reactions -~ at Carifesta, in Trinidad and
Jamaica. Particularly significant were the finals of the Jamaica Schools

drama festival, a performance of Trevor Rhone's 0ld story time, and QPH,

a production by Sistren, a unique women's theatre collective which
originally evolved out a crash employment scheme initiated by the RNP
government, and which now represents a powerful self-sustaining force,

both for lower-class women and for grassroots performance as a whole.
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After returning to Britain further performances of Caribbean artists
were observed, including Abdul Malik at Lambeth Town  Hall. An
investigation was made of the tape recordings and non-commercial discs
relating to Caribbean culture held at the National Sound Archive (Pearn
1983b). Further interviews were carried out with visiting and resident

Caribbean performers.



CHAPTER TVO: THFE CATEARTIC FUNCTICM CF LAUGETER

PARET CME: LCUISE EFENETT

Louise fennett is one of the most successfuvl performers the English-
speaking Caribbean hes known. In Jazmaica she has teccme an important
symbol of national identity. She is regerded by £l1 generztions with love
and respect. Despite her strong Jemaican identity &nd use of the broad
Jamezicen Creole which even other Lest Indiern islcnders heve some
difficulty getting used to, she attracts capecity auvdiences zll cver the
Caribbeen, as well &as oamcng the expatriate Caribbean communities cf
Canada, the United Stztes and Pritezin. She is regarded primarily as a
comic end zn entertainer, tut muchk of her meterial is poetry. fhe tegen
her career writirg Creole poetry at 2 prolific rete and this output hes
been aveileble over the yeers throvgh the newspaper end numerctle
publications. She has elso prcduced a number of records. In the 1last
twenty yeers her nejor ccntribution to Jameicen literature has teen
increasingly recognised. 211 tre yourger generaticn of performirg poets
acknowledge "Fiss Lou" &s & prircipal inspireticrn., Ppart freom Jean
'Binte' Ereeze, a femzle Dub Poet who emerged into rprcminence too
recently to be inclided in this study, she is thke only women performing
poet of any stature, &and in her skill, rpersonelity, experience and

populerity, she towers zbove everyone else in her field,

Section one: the Fennett persona

Louise  Eernett's  extberznce and self-confidence  took her
rerformances into realms not fpreviously developed bty Jemaican poets,
actors &and entertziners. Self-zcceptence is the zbsolite core of louicse
Eennett's commitment, of bher importence as an artist, &and the deep

affection in vhicl she is held. Cn stzge, she created no disi:nce between
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herself and the characters she portrayed, who were above =211
characterised by their blackness snd crdinariness. louise Fennett invited
perticipation, drawing her audiences into sharing 2 cuvlture they held in
commen, whichk was as yet vunacknowvledged in the public domain of the
theatre. When she first begen singirg treditional songs, she was met with
silence, with audiences reluctant to stow they knew these songs, which
were not regarded as dignified or respectstle. Fut her irrepressible
menner soon broke down such tensions. Earlier performers in Creole had
made it clear they were zdopting a mask. The a2udience was thus distanced
from the Creole-speaking clarecter, who wes always cemic. This approech
reflected the prevailing sncbberies of colonizl Jemeice toth within and
beyond the tkeatre, which in turn were imported from Furope. George
Frandt, writing =&sbout 'classic' rperceptions of drzma, in which comic
characters were drawn from 'rustic, or 1low city 1life', while tregic
charecters must be kings or princes, points out that this is
fundementzlly a cless-tesed view:

This strict genre distinction reflects not  just sociel

stretification as suck tut =2 corsciousness of, a belief in,

this stretificetion. Kings and notles were relcé to te creztures

different in kind from the ccmmon herd. Tre ordinery citizen,

st leest &s stage figure, was inevitebly mezn and riciculous.

(Eowarth (ed) 1678, p.1€7)
Sucth values teke on 2 compiex significence when tke. ruvlirg cless is
exclusively white, the ordinary citizens 211 black or trown, snd this
superimposition of cless end race kes its rcots in the brutelizing
experiences of the sleve fplentation. The hierarchiczl view of thestre in
Jameica held that btcth btlzckness end crdireriness were intrinsicelly
funny or ridiculous.

Even &s & young women louise Eennett hed a mztrorly figure, whick
kelped to give her = motherly imzge, and consequently an authority and

reassuring quality rcoted in Caritbeen trediticn. Mothers eare

treditionelly greatly respected by their children because poorer
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communities have tended to be held together by a network of female
household heads (Clerke, 1¢57). Eennett's warmth of personality
encourages a two-way flow of feelirg, and hence audience identification
with her and the perspective she prcmotes. She hes been referred to as
'the mother of us 211°',

She presents en imege of stebility beceuse her feet ere planted
firmly at the bottom of Jamaicen society. She perceived colonial velues
as insubstsntial &and pretentious, and pleced her faith in the qualities
of ordinary black Jamaicans. fhe recognized 2 "wonderful sanity" in "our
people", and committed rerself to celebreting "the wonderful things that
peorle say in dislect", (EFennett, 1G€8).

Miss lou credits her mcther with teacting her the necessity to
"undignify yourself", Human dignity, she felt, did not reside in
particular socisl strata. "You can't just lock at 2 person, or et a whole
group of people, and decide that those zre low and those =are not, you
know." (Eennett, 1¢€2t). In recent yecrs she has been eccorded 2 numter
of titles, but 'The Fonourzble Mrs. Louise Eennett-Coverley M.E.E.' still
mekes audiences scream with delight £t the trcadress of her Creole &nd
the showers of colourful and elzborate =zbuse which her characters
sometimes heap upon each other: "Yul an yuh boogooyagga fren/ Dem tink me
fraid o' yuh?"; "Yuh lip dem henrg dung lacka wen/ Mule kean meck up him
mine" [You and your low-cless friends think I'm efreid of you?; Your lips
ere hanging down, like when & mule can't make up his mind.] ('Cuss-
cuss'). Respecteble peorle tried to "tehave white" (Eennett, 1S€2t);
Eennett's cheracters on the other hand, decidedly 'behave black'.
fccording to fbrahems' scheme (1¢83), Fennett is sterping outside the
femele dcmein of rperformance tehesviour, In 'telking bed' and acting
undeniebly 'tleck', she is adortirng the tone of derision. Vhile the

'sweet telking' model of decorum is not elways physicelly present in her
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poems, it is always a mental model =zgainst which the 'bad talking'
Bennett persona is pitted.

Louise Eennett both drew from and reinforced the central role which
lauvghter pleys in Jameicen thestre. In an interview with [ennis Scott
(1968) she affirms her belief in laughter, in the important role it has
played in bleck people's survivsel under adverse conditions, and her
belief that "the nature of the Jamaican dislect is the nature of ccmedy".
She also makes it clear that this lezughter has nothing to do witb a
cereless or carefree attitude to life; that laughter in the Caribtean is
often complex end double-edged.

I heve found a medivm through which T can pretend to be

lzughking. Most of the time vhen we lezuvgh it is so that we mey

not weep. Isn't that so? (Eennett, 19€8)

A prime example of this is the fnzncy story. During tke dzrk deys of
slavery the stories flourished. They were full of whimsy and verbal wit,
of funny vcices, songs and rhymes. The consistent triumprh of thke puny
spider throuvgh his sherp wit end imezgination over powerful adverseries
was é&lso profoundly affirmztive. Laughter, frcm the foundztiors of post-
Columbian Caritbeen society, has been associated with survivel ard the
will to freedonm.

Ivy Pexter ccrmented that the "theater of humour" connects more
directly with a Caritbeen zudience than the "thezter of rezlism". Che
observes a widespread resistance to "the open 2and mass display of
emotions on 2 tregic or serious note", and pointed to the common rezction
in the cinema "of sbrieks of laughter 2t the most serious and the sszddest
parts" (Eaxter, 1C7C, pp.c€€=7).

louise Fennett berself reflects this terdercy in conversation. She

laughed loudest over trings that engered or rurt her:
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You didn't heve to be white, you didn't have to look white, but

you had to behave vhite. Vhite was a certain behaviour. Holding

your mouth in a certain way...your hards, uh. Fa ha HA! Lawks,

I am telling you, that wes the tiggest joke to me. You know,

This was the wbcle thing, this business, uh. FEa Ha Fa!

(Fennett, 1¢82b)
Ivy Paxter comments: "In folk culture, the 1lowering of the spirit is
counteracted by prescribed ritual zcts. Folk theater in Jamzica employs
the remedizl catharsis of laughter to the szme end." It is surely

significant that St. Mery's parish, birthplece of louvise Eennett's mother

end grandmother, is the home of the Dinkie Vinnie. This is a2 kind of wake

which tazkes the form of a joyous celebration, with singing, dencing,
stories and rirg gemes designed to console the femily of the dezd. Miss
lou refers to the Dinkie as wunderlying the whole spirit of Jamzicen
theatre: "...you must keep joyfulness going" (tzlk =t Jzmezica Institute,
n.d.).

Eeczuse of the particuler cualities cof thre fennett persons, tre
cstharsis attazined through her performence is 2 profourd one. Firstly,
the feelings between rperformer and audierce sre reciprocecl; there is &
sense of shared self-reccgnition. fecondly, she prcvides the stzbility
and reassurance of a rcther-figure. Thirdly, her womenhood gives her 2
certein licence to show her emotions freely: she bawls and whoops and
laughs with sbandon. In tﬁis way she airs sernsitive sﬁbjects without her
audience becomirg threatened by an impendirg sense of tregedy. FPer
preparedness to "undignify" herself 1is reflected rositively in the
authenticity of rer langusge. Louise Fernett on stzge btecezme what was
most unaccertable and despised =accordirg to the preveiling tut clien
'rorms' of the society, a2nd, zlmost rituzlly, accepted that despised self
throvgt her rhenorerel lzughter. Laughter teceme thke emctionzl clannel fp
the authentic self.

The unintibited sounds thet Louise Fennett mzkes in performznce cre

inseperetle from the larguszge shke uses, Eer ccﬁplete delight in the
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Jemaican laznguasge makes it znother expression of hLer freedom from the
crippling negetive attitudes towards bleck culture imposed by the
plantation society. Far from esccepting such distortions, Pennett finds
Crecle a more powerful medium of exfression than stenderd English: "ps it
is used by the people to express their feelings, the dizlect is very
adepteble. You cen twist it, you cen express yourcself so much more
strongly end vividly then in starnderd English." (19€¢ p.97). She was
inspired to begin writing in Creole ty "the wonderful things that peorle
say" (ibid. p.99). Mot everyone azgrees with her, however. Early on in her
career a performence at the Carid Thestre was interrupted by a men who
celled out disgustedly: "Is dat yuh mother serd yuh go a school fzh?" In
1681 a prcminent right- wing politicizn was quoted zs szying te had had
enovgh of the "wasterwoman imzge of Jemaice".

Durrenmztt (1C€€, in Fowarth, 1€78) esserted: "lMan's freedom
manifests itself in laugbter..." Throuvgh the medium of lauvghter, Louise
Eennett relred to meke creole lengvage a sound signelling intellectuel
and psycholcgicel freedem. Dennis Scott, in discussion with Eennett,
suggested that the "inecbility to bte serious witlout teing funny 2s well"
was charecteristic of lew Vorld tleck rpeople. Fe identifies this quality
in blues and jezz. "Even vhen you are closecst to tezrs -there is & bit of
an ironic twist in your expression - there is s joy as well." Erathwaite
commented, with considerctle insight, thet Jjezz "is the emencipated
Negrec's music: hence its brash brass colourirg, the travado, its parade
of synccration, its emrhasis on improvisesticn, its swing."™ (Frethwaite
1067/8 pt.1, p.275). Fe noted tre improvisationel qualities of Eennett's
'Pedestrian crosses' but concentrzted on more formel and (ther) more
recogrised writers in whose rovels he identified zuthentic reflections of
llest Indien speeck as 'jazz fectures'. "Jazz ...is rlayed in eén

[y

Mricenized menner on Furorczn instruments." (ibid. p.27f). Eennett
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writes within the European constrazints of the bzllad quatrain, but her
Creole cadences and unrestrained lsughter suggest she does not accept tlre

existence of fetters.

fection two: beckground end development

Louise Fennett is becth a very excertionzl women and z product of her
time and envirorment. Fow did she emerge onto the stzge in the form that
she did, and how did she come to have such a totelly positive imege of
herself as & black woman when so many bleck Jemzicans felt ashamed of
their African origins and colour? She was born on 7th feptemter 1€19 in
Morth Street, downtown Kingston. Her stebility and sense of self-worth
owe much to the love &nd security she gct frcm ter mother gnd ter
maternal grandmother. Per envirorment was 2lso culturelly rich. The urban
stimulus was very importznt to her, but she zlso had strceng emoticneal
links through ber mother and grancmother with rurel Jemaica, altrough she
did not visit ¢the country until she was fen yeers cld. Fer wmeierned
grandfather was "quite well off", and owned a ferm in the rurel perish of
St, Mary's. then louise was seven years old, her father died, having lost
e2ll his money in an unlucky bakery business. Fer mother, Kerene,
subsecuently struggled to eaern a2 living os & dressmeker, jcired by her
mother, Mimi, now 2lso widowed, wko helped in the upbrirging of Louise.

Mimi was & treesurehouse of fnency stories, riddles, prcverts and
other folk treaditions. Pedtime was slways a treat for louise, when her
grardmother would relecte @ femilisr story. The crarecters would ell be
drematized and each story brad its own srecizl sorgs. The little girl
drifted off to sleep to the "lulleby" of these songs.

Cther early memories were of her mother's constant herd work, and of

poverty:
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the machine was another one of my lullabies. I'd go to bed with
the sound of the mechine and viake in tle morning to the sound
of the machine, you know. Ard she vorked so hard, night and day
at this mechine and a2t the cutting tetle... (EFennett, 1€82L).

The sewing parlour, as it was called, had a very formative influence on

Louise's development., It was, as she put it, a comrcn grcund where vomen

met and talked freely. It was in this envirorment that the young girl
ebsorbed the different potentiels of the Jemazican vernaculer, including
discussion, narration, insults, wit, and trosd humcur. louise was taught
by her mother to respect 11 her custcmers: "...everybody was a lady -
the fish 1ledy, the yam 1lzdy, the store 1lady, tre teecher ledy..."
(Bennett, 1076).

then Louise was not quite ten, Mimi determined to return to £&t.
Vary's. Louise cried until she was allowed to accomrpany her grancmother.
After ore ronth the grandmother died; mcther end dzughter stezyed on
for some time in St. Mery's. louise soon became familiar with the country
which had been the subject of all her mctrer's stories. louvise Eennett
has zlways meintained a rurel idicm in her roetry.

Lovise tegen rer formael educetion et Caleber Flementery School. At
fourteen she geined the zll-important scholarskhip to secondery schocl,
and entered St. Simcns College. Throughlout her sclool yeers her telents
for creative writing, for performance ard mimicry wereAencouragcd. tt the
age of eight or nine ore of her teaclrers geave rer a2 collection of poems
in Creole by Claude McKay. Fer grandmother was "quite taken with it",
This was extremely imprortant, beczuse generzlly Creole wes considered e
completely vnsuiteble idiom for poetry. Louise Fennett, on the other
kand, eerly in her life received a mcdel for her leter writing in Creole,
which was endorsed by her grancmother, & major auttority in the youﬁg
girl's world. This was yet another reecson why Iouise Fennett Prad en
tnusuelly rositive attitude towards the larguszge she heard 211 around

her.



During the time that Louise was growing up, Kingston was a 1lively
performance envirorment. Mich was going on in tre streets themselves,
louise would often come hcme with songs she had picked up from workmen,
and &ll street sellers had their own distirctive cries. Very populer in
Kingston during this period was the Vock Trial. This was a perticipatory
form of drama which cotld te almost ccmrletely sponrtanecus,
Alternatively, @ time and venue would be advertised in advance. People
would crowd into @ hall or cther suitzble space. A judge, who had already
been appointed, would then call on memters of the audience to play the
accused, a policemen, memters of the jury, and so on. The public, for one
reason or another, were only too femilier with courts. There was rlenty
of opportunity for ccmedy; the pompous tores of the judge end lewyers
would be imitated, while the defendant prcobebly spoke in Creole.

Crender events were zlso the order of the day. Marcus Carvey created
his own setting, Eidelweiss Perk in Kingstcn, where be steged nightly
rellies, offering e pletform to local gressrocts entertsiners. Eetween
1620 and 1622 he wrote and stezged four pzgeants, with cests of up to 12C.
Ranny Villiems, a comedizn 2nd recorteur who was Yo Yecm up Witk Lovise
Eennett 1in a partnership which dominzted theatre and radio entertairment
for sbout thirty years, made ris first public performences at Eidelvieiss
Park. The Garvey rellies showed that culturel performance could be a
focus for nationel end racial identity. Fernett grew up in en enviromment
infused with Garveyite bleck pride.

Ernest Cupidcn, the first Jameicen to gein & national reputation
(eard even scme internationel feme) in the theatre, made ris debut doing
comic sketches in the Christmes Morning Concert. This annual event had
begun informelly at tre teginning of the twentieth century. It was still
the custom then to told =& grand merket in Kingston cn Christmes LCay, and

everyone would dress up and promenade in tre main streets. £11 the stops
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were open, includirg Cowen's music skop on Kirg Street, where people
would gzther to sing, pley instruments znd offer cther entertainment.
This became so popular that the venue was mcved to the liard Theatre and
beceme a public concert.

Cupidon wrote his own sketches., Cften he played a market weman, who
carried a besket on ker read end cerried 2 cley pipe. During the 1¢30's
he drematized several of H.G. de Lisser's novels, including fusan

Proudleighk and Jane's cereer. Fe pleyed the lead femsle role in these

plays, so convincingly tkat meny membters of the zudience were confused as
to whick character was being played by Cupidon, especizlly &s he would
doutle up in mele roles., Cupidon was the first zrtist respected by all
classes to bring Jeamaican Creole to the stzge. Another thirg which was
significant sbout his comic performences was that he did nrot pley in
'bleck face' (a grotesque 'white' parody of the black person's features)
as was the custom among meny ccmediens and entertainers of the period,
including the 'Cudjoe Minstrels'. The Cudjoe Minstrels were a group of
uvpper-class or near-white Jameicens, (Erathwaite, A, 1¢7¢). They 'tlecked
up' crudely with chercoezl. They begen the tradition of ‘'cleanirg up’
trediticnel songs &end meking them more refined. The distznce tetveen
their true identity and the one they were portrayirg wes a messege in
itself., "It was supposed to te a tzke-cff of a type of persan that wu
wouldn't really went to be." (Eennett, 1G€2t).

The Christmes Morning Concert Leceme one of the most important
annugl culturel events under the promotion of impresszrio Eric Coverley,
He had his own act, celled 'Chzlk Tslk', whiclt consisted of rapid drawing
ecconpanied by a light-hearted patter. Ee wes &elso e very successfu;
'talent scout', being the first to give louise Eennett a professionel
tooking. Under Coverley's manegement, the Christmas Variety Concert

hosted a very wide veriety of culturel performers end was so porular that
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there were often two simultaneous venues - one at Coke Town VMemorisal
Hall, the other at the Vard Theatre.

louise Eennett gives her mother the credit for the complete ease,
confidence end naturzl pride with whick she expresses herself in (reole.
Kerene herself was unselfconscious in Ler use of larguszge. WMiss Fennett
wonders whether her mcther realised she was "ti-linguveal". She certzinly
hed no 'hang up' zbtout Creole.

Her mother 2lwzys encourezged lovise to develop her tzlents, but
never betrayed impatience or overambition }or Fer davghter. then Louise
was about eleven or twelve years old, she was in an end of term
per formance which happened to be seen by Cupidon. Ee called later, asking
Kerene whether she would 2llow louise to perform in 2 pley of his., The
mother's response was that the time was not right; that later lLouise must
choose for herself whether she wanted to go on the stage. Viss Fennett
now recells much of her mother's advice and decisions and endorses their
wisdem,

Before ste left school, Eennett's destiny a2s a performing ertist was
determined, however. fgain she wes in an end of terrm concert when her
performence was witnessed ty Fric Coverley. Fe asked her to perform in
one of his Christmas Conhcerts. At this concert in 1¢38 she received her
first professionzl fee, of onre guinea.

During her school yeers, Llouise FPennett was alresdy writing
prolificslly. 2t first she hkad vwritten in standerd English, with
frequently a2 fingl 1line or two in Creole. Fut the vivid quelity of the
Jamszicen lenguege and the memorebility of meny phreses crezted ty rpeorle
in their everyday discourse impinged deerly con Fennett's creative
corsciousness. Cne event in her adolescence breuvght fortkh 2 phrese which
determined her future as 3 writer of dizlect verse. Pressed up tc go to

the cineme ore dey, ske climted cnto & tremcaer. Market women &and others
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with big baskets were required to sit at the back of the trems. They
tended to regerd it es 'their' terrein end would resent it if other
passergers joined them in the beck, forcirg them to 'smell up'. S0 as
Lovise boarded, loocking, as she szid "well cdeveloped" (Fennett, 1C68),
one country wcmen celled out, "Pread out yuhself, one dress-cman a ccme",
This beceme the inspiration for [Fennett's first dialect poem 'On a
tremcer':

Pread out yuhself deh Liza, one

Dress-cman dah look like seh

She see de 1li space side-g we

An waan foce harself een deh

(Eennett 1¢4¢, pp.15C-1)

Louise was doing regular (unpaid) performances at this time for the

Jameica Cfocial Velfare Commission, Sfhe had sutmitted poems to the Caily

Gleaner, in the hope of getting them rublished, but at this stazge to no

eveil. Fer rpoems were ltovever published in (Jameice) Dielect verses,

ccmpiled and edited by Ceorge F. Powen, in 1¢42. In 1C42, as a result of
a Eennett poem played on ttre radio, she was irvited to recite at the
dinner rparty of & wezlthy men, lorace l'yers. Self-zssured from thre stert,
she asked him to send z cer for ter. fmorg the grests was the maneging
editor of the Clezner, Mickael de Cordove, who had previously rejected
her work. Pe ected as if he had never seen her tefore, -and zt the end of
the performance asked bher to brirng in scme of her poems to the office.

kWher she did so he coffered her  columrn in the Sfundey Clezner for Fralf a

guinea. Louise @accerted these terms, but soon was getting = rezsonable
fee 2s the sudden boost in sezles whiclk took fplece wes connected with her
column.,

In 1943 she tegen a course in social vork st Friends' College. The
populerity of her work was spreedirg, and she was frequently being celled
on by villzge festivels to judge dremetizations c¢f her poems. Villege

1

festivels had become esteblished annvel events in Jamaica following
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Emancipation. Louise Eennett's contact with these festivzsls deepened her
awareness of populer traditions and her sense of responsibility towards
the peorle who celled uron her. She began researchiﬁg into cultural
traeditions and tecame 2n suthority on the Marcons, and orn tre customs of
rural Jamaica,

In 1643 Bennett pleyed in the first Fantomime to have & Jamaicen

theme, Soliday ard the wicked bird, written by Jamazican poet, Vera Bell,

based on a story found in kalter Jekyll's Jameicen Sorg znd Story (first

pubd., 1607). Pantomime was initielly the creation cf the Little Theatre
Movement, founded by Greta Fowler. It begen in pure Pritish tradition,
with a deme, 2 female pleying tke mzle 1lead 2nd theres drawn from
European feiry teles. Soliday btegan the process of transforming the
British Pantomime into a2 Jamziczn folk musiczl. Solidey was a mixture of
the two, as louvise Eennett rememters with some zrusement. It was prcduced
by an English woman who, she feels, did not reslly urnderstend the
meterial she was working with. A rumbustious cltorus of "lMa warre, Mancrow
da come" and "one torrid rhumba dance" (Fennett, 1C€2t) were followed for
no particuler reeson ty a2 solemn rendition of 'Jerusalem'.

After the success of Soliday Louise Eennett began to feel the need
for mcre formel training s a rperformer. In 1C42 a new ' gevernor-genereal,
Sir John Puggins, was appointed. Lady Huggins was the first governor-
general's wife ever to 'rix with thke peorle'. She helped to esteblishk the
Jemaicen Vemer's Federation. Fer good intentions were generally accepted,
even though she was nezive zbout the rezlities of life for the Jamsicen
majority. £he hed resd Fennett's work &and asked her if she would be
prepared to work in some way for thre Federztion. louise Fennett expressed
willingness but explaired that she wanted tc go away to do some dreme
treining. As & result of their conversastions, Lovise was persuvaded to

*

aprly for a PFritish Council Scrolarship. She was awarded one of the three
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scholarships given to Jamaica and obtzined a rlace 2t the Foyal Academy
of Drametic Art in lordon in 1CUE,

Her self-confidence &and ebullience buoyed her up, even in the
impersonal enviromment of London. She was soon z reguler contritutor to
the Caribbean section of the BRC VWorld EService, and hed a progrerme of
her own. Sfhe returned to Jamezica in 1S47, having cdone very well =zt RATA.

Vhen I went away to Pritzin to do scme drema...s lot of reople

thougkt, 'Now ah! she's gcre', you know. 'She ent gon' to

bother cocme back. And as for writing in the dizlect - no no

no!' VWell, I mean, I ceme straight beck, becsuse this was my

career. I wasn't really interested in anythirg else, and I knew

that Jameica was where I wanted to work. (Eennett, 10€2t)

After tesching for scme time a2t her old =sctool, Excelsior, she joined

forces with Noel Vaz of the Little Theatre lMovement to co-write the first

thoroughly Jamaicen Pantomime, Pusha Pluebeard, stzged in 1¢4¢C,

Money was scarce, so in 1¢50 she returned to Englend to work for thre
BEC &zgain end perform in repertory theatre. In 1952 she went to join her
aunt in Mew York, but found it difficult to get thestre work, Eric
Coverley joined her, &and finally they made z breakthrough with thkeir

jointly-directed folk musicel czlled Pey ir Jemeicz. This included what

were to beccme the reguler ccmponents of & Eennett performence -
traditionzl sorgs, stories znd her own poems - tcgether with 'Chelk Talk'
rovtines by Ccverley. The ghow travelled from Farlem go Pew York, Plew
Jersey and Connecticut. fhe ard Eric mzrried in lew York in May 1654 and
returned to Jamzica in 1€85,

louise Fennett then worked as [Crema Cfficer for tre Jemaica Ffocial
Velfare Commission from 1¢55, beccming & director in 1¢56¢. In this
capacity she continued her resesrch intc orel traditions ard folk customs
end supported dreme groups and Villege Festivels. She lectured on dreme
and Jemaicen treditions for tle Extra Murel Department of the University
of the Viest Indies, also in Fritain end tre lnited Stetes. In 1¢72 she

received the lNorman VManley fAwerd for Excelleﬁce, which included
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reccgnition of her resesrch work. Frederic Cessidy, (1%€1) wused her
poetry as an important resource, proncuncing it "truest to toth tke
spirit and the letter of the folk speech" (p.viii).

In partnership for nearly thirty years with Fanny Villiems, Louise
Eennett made the annual Jamaicen Pantcmime a focus of nationel culturel
identity. It continues to pley to packed =audiences of &2 wide social
spectrun at the Vard Theatre, Kingston for three months in every year.

Miss Eennett's favourite Queenie's dzughter, first rperformed in 10€3,

pleyed for thkree years btecause of populer accleaim,

In 1662 louise Eennett's work was included in the Inderendence

anthology of Jamszicen literature but not, significently, in the poetry

section, Instead she was ccncsigned to the tezck of the tock under tre
heading "PFumour", "keeping compeny with the harcd-working jocosity of Mr.
AE.T. BEenry" (Forris 1¢67, p.7C). It was the preveiling view that
anythirg composed in 'the dielect' could not be taken seriously as sart.

She centinved to publish her poems in the fundezy Cleener. In 1CE€ &

collection of 128 Bennett poems, Jameice Lebrisk, was ccmpiled bty tre

author &end Fex ltettleford, whose intrcduction reaffirmed LCernis Scott's

view of Viss Fennett as the "orly poet wro has rezslly hit the truth zbout

the society through its own lenguage" (Footnote 2, Eennett 19€€, p.C).
From the early 1¢70's Louise Fennett turned towards prose

performence, with the three times weekly rzdio slot, Miss lou's views,

althovgk the rrythmic delivery, use of a2lliteretion, imesgery and wit, and
the inclusion of sorgs and rhymes give the deliveries a strorgly poetic
quality. They were topicel commentaries with orinions expressed largely
ttrough the fictionzl charecter of ‘'Puntie Foachie', wro had strong,
commensense, though not necesserily very well-informed views on every
conceiveble sutject. Miss Fennett regularly hosted a TV frcgremme for

children on faturdzy mernings celled Fing Lirg. In Fritain ste was one of
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the hosts of the Channel 4 prcgramme Elasck on tlack in 1983/4. She has

toured regularly in the Caribteen, the United States and Canada. She made
a theatre tour in Eritain between 12-20 Cctober 1678, with an amealgem of
sketches, songs and dances mainly from past Pentomimes, czlled Come home
to Jamzica. In 1982 another selection of her foems by Fervyn VMorris,

drawn from her ezrly publicztions, Jemeice Labrish and some unpublished

work appezred (Louise Fennett: selected poems). This contained a detailed

biogrerhy. In 1¢83 a record altum of a 1live performance at tre Lyric

Theatre, London, was released.

Section three: orasl elements of the wvor!

bhile =211 ILouise Eennett's poems exist in writing and print, they
ere conceived in a form wkich is furdamentzlly orsl in its origins and
emtcdies perceptions distinct from trose of a literzte medium. Louvise
Eennett's level of education end trainirg, and ber wide trsvel give her
exrerience &nd forms of expression far outside the tounds of the oral
tradition, ard yet she achieves excellence erd authenticity in en orel
mode. Mot orly dces she use the tzlled form, she uses it zccerding to
some of its most importent furnctions within orzl trzdition. Pooted 1in
everydey reelity, a substantizl btody of her rocems azre eitker topiccl
commentaries or nerratives involving an exceptionzl person or event. She
is very conscicus of the way that peorle perceive words frem zn crel
perspective - as sounds which they do not see &nd do not spell. Much use
is consequently mede of tke pun, the emtivelence of tte komerym. She zlso
makes use, a2s a comic artist, of her audiences' self-consciousness cbout
lenguage. The so-czlled ‘'rzlepropism' is & frequent occurrence in
Jemaican Creole sreech. Scmetimes it is an extrevegence, & defiznce of
Standerd English; sometimes it is & mistske. Whatever tre mctive, e&n

v

audience will find tre idiosyncratic version =2 source of zmusement.
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Eennett 2lso draws continvously on her rich knowledge of orel tradition.
She mzkes constant use of proverbs, which rcot ter satire and derision irn
sound common sense, Her performences include songs, narratives, sketches
and dislogue with thre audience. Fer work ranges from pure ccmedy -
cheracters and situations which zre comic witbout any pointed comment -
to quite biting satire. FPer topiczlity has resulted in a tremendous range
of subject matter.

Her ccmritment is rooted in her z2ttitude to the 1lenguage of tre
unlettered and wunprivileged, which she ac¢mires and enjoys. It is not 2
lenguage she has learred, but her first lenguage; tre laznguage in which
she ceme to first consciousness of bherself; the languzge which surrounded
her as 2 girl et kome., "I think in the dizlect" she szys (Eennett, 1CEE
p.S7). She has zlways pointed out that it was imrossitle tc regerd =
lenguage as '"bad"™ when neerly 211 the gcod people she knew spoke it
(Vorris in Eennett 102, pp.iii-iv).

Since the beginning cf the century, ccmmentators have teen noting e
deliterate terdency towerds melaprorism, edaptation ond original coineges
in Creole speech. (fbrzhems 1¢€3, Czssidy 1C€1, Jekyll, 1¢07). lettleford
comments on & "penchant for sonority" (Eennett 19€€, p.12) a2nd affirms
the autbenticity of Fennett's coinezge "independentniss", =addirg "The
languege indeed 1lerds itself to such sponteneous excesses" (p.13).
Prethwaite (1¢71) cffered some insight into tre politics wunderlying thre
attitude of the black peasent to the English 1largusge: "It wes in
lenguage thet tre sleve was pertaps mcst successfully imprisoned by his
master; and it was in his (mis-)use of it that he most effectively
rebelled." (p.2c27). The term meleprcrism is 2 superficial end negetive
one, which is clearly inzdequate to describe thre process thet Frathwaite
is talking cbcut.

Y

'Merried' contains an exemple of this lirguistic comprlexity. Cn one
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level, the (mis-)use of the word "majestic" suggests that the nerrator is
unlearned. The topic cf the poem is the spate of merrisges which resulted
from the precvision of =2llowances for 1legzally married wives of men
volunteering for militery service in Vorld Var Two.

For she sign up bans o' parer

An dem put her neme pon lis',

An' every mont' she gwine get cheque

Pon majestic service

("Merriecd', 1C¢€€, p.cC)
On znother level tre word suggests 2n extrevegent sttitude on the part of
the subject, as she imegines the life of luxury she is going to lead. Cn
a third level, the phrese, 'Pon mezjestic service' emtodies an irreverent
attitude towzrds the colonizl ecdministraticn and its "majestic”
figuretead. The poem underlines the much more urgent corcern of getting
scme kind of reguler inccme.

Creole speakers cen be very conscious of comic easpects within the
lznguege itself. Many Creole speakers heve a prorensity for the
fantastic, particvlerly when feeling =engry or @aggressive. Fernett is
adept at certurirg the quelity of the creative insult. 'Candy seller'
(1666, p.cf) echieves an elternating rhytkm betveen tke wheedling tonres
of the road-side treder as she ropes to make a szle, followed by instant
ebuse as it beccmes cleer orce rcre she will not. Cne women is told to
pull her child away. A mcment tefore he was a "pretty lickle bwoy"; now
she trensforms him verbzlly into 2 grotesque:

Koo pon him rose hole,

Him y'eye dem e-tare out like kim want

Ficlmatize me cardy-bole.

[Look 2t his nostrils.,

Fis eyes stare out

like re wants to hypnctize

my candy towl]

The deerly-stressed sounds of ‘'rose-role' 'yeye' &nd 'e-tare' (in
contrast with the sterdard 'nostril' 'eye' ard 'stare') exeggerate the

»

child's expression into 2 hideous caricezture; and tre.crowning glcry is
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delivered with the resonant and drematic 'malapropism', "hickmatize".

The aura2l fperception of words leads to a high rropensity for puns
and 2 creatively playful approach to languvege. 'Perplex' (196€, p.81),
written during the Seccend YVYorld Wwar, reflected a widespread leck of
serious concern sbout = war between imperizlists. The imzgination of the
speaker in the poem is gripped by the phonologicel implicetions of nemes
vhich, though now femilier, remzin exotic. The nzme of the Pussian peorle
(Rush-in) assures them victory, assuming they have 'read end foot and
hend', while the Finns are severely hardicspred:

For de Russia people neme Fussian

So dem noh boun fe win

Ef dem bave head an foot &n han?

211 Finlen' heve is fin!

The spezker is in no doubt sbout the recist dimensiorns of Mazism, and
hence where she stands with regerd to Eitler:

Ce ongle trut' rim tslk is wen

Him cell himself "lNaasy" #

[The only trutk he speaks is when

he czlls himself "PMasty/Fazi"]

The raive speaker beses her disdein of the Cermen peorle or the fact they
are foolish enovgh to let Fitler cell them "lMaasy" too.

In 'Big wuds' (1C€€, p.1€4), tre spezker feers that soreone's
jawbone 1is goirg to break, the way reople are hrevirg to twist them round
leng words in sll the discussion zbout Federation. The poem contains =
gentle self-mockery, a warnirg that any growing sense of nationsl
importznce, retter then teing grounded in power and responsibility, mey
be based on the phantasma of lorg (ard therefore highly suspect) words:

Fissis we mcvin fes, we pon
De "up word trenc" me chile

The context ensures that eny Print of formel cor elecborate lengrage is
autcmaticelly the subtject of derision.
Lovise Fennett's ccmmensense rperspective is strorgly: rooted in

prcverbs. fhe bas a personal collection of cver seven hundred (Morris in
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Pennett 1982, pP.xv). Prcverbs are used to crystzllize the meaning of a
poem and frequently undermine the overtly comic intention. 'Recruit®
(106€, p.C2) points to the fesct that, while the wer has rrovided
employment opportunities in fmerica for "Fbery lickle boocgcoyagge bwoy"
(every little low-class boy/man), no such chances have come the way of
women, The spezker finds consolztion in 2 proverb which urges resignation
at the sazme time as it ironicelly illustrates the extremities of
destitution:

But 'rosen rawge dog don't dezd?

Crow haffe nyzm green grass.

So me new gi up hopes, for

Ccman day wi ccme at las!

[But suprpose the emeciated dog doesn't die?

The vulture has to eat green gress.

So I den't give up hore, for

woman's day will ccme at last,.]

The proverb accureately illustreates tre tenvouvs hiererchy of derendence
which operates on the tottommost levels of survivel.

In a poem celebreting the fall of fescist Italy, Fennett roints out
that the Jtelisns would heve done well to observe a piece of traditional
Jameicen wisdem:

«eeef yuh fly wid John Crow, yuh

wi haffe nyam dead meat!

[...if you fly with the vulture, you

will have to eat cerrior]

In other words, with the frierds trey close, they deserve their fate.

In 'A VMerica' (1¢€6, p.180; 1¢€2a, p.1CC) Fennett's use of a
proverbigl expression serves to undermine pretensiocns:

Every seckey got him jeggeh,

Every puppy got him flea,

An yuh no smadcdy ef yuh no

Cot femily cversee

[Every begger kas his little tundle of wood

Every pupry has his fleas

And you're notody if you don't have

Femily cverseas]

Everyone, in other words, mzkes their clzim to status. bDrewing FLer

imegery frem poverty, Fennett effectively deflates any vicerious sense of
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importence to be drawn from heving relatives abroed.

In 'Seeking a jot' (10€6, p.191), a provert neztly brings about a
reverssl of the expected. A woman seekirg work as a dcmestic servant
feels that she has considereble leverege over her potentizl employer now
that she has joined "Fusta Union" (the Fustezmante Industrial Trade
Union). PBennett gets & lzugh frem & melepropism: "I dorn't have no
ceremonials" (testimoniels). Trhe speaker emphasizes, hkowever, that her
previous (femzle) employer had no complzints, but finally begen 'taking
liberties', so she felt obliged to leave. According to the prevailing
class-based vzlues of the periocd, it is the domestic worker who is taking
gigantic 1liberties. It is from this strong sense of incongruity that
Fennett drzws the humcur. The spesker clinches it with a proverb which
invarisbly refers to an 'inferior' or a junior: "yuh play/wid dawg dem
lick yuh mout'" [If you play vith dogs they lick your mcutr); 1in otrer
words, her former emrloyer was too 'low class' for her taste. Trose
members of the atdience not in the emrloyer categcery would identify witlh,
and wermly applaud, the speaker for hLer 'cheek'.

'RBody beautiful' (1€6€, p.€7) mekes use of a fezture of Creole which
frequently embodies a quality of whimsy or deliberately comic
exzggeretion; the free trensformation of a noun or zdjective into a vertk.
Making 1liberzl use of this form or veariations of it, louise Eennett
ceptures the excggerzted seriousness end ccncentretion of proceedings at
2 male beauty contest: "Lem muscle up dem muscle, hump/ Dem back an rose
dem pose...lem serious up dem face like is/ P czse o' 1life an dest'",
This is e clear exzmple of derision; in this case, women are heving a
lavgt at men's expense.

The Ffricer-derived charzcteristic of repetition for emphasis is
used Lty Eennett for simultaneously ccmic &nd mcre hesvily satiricel

effect. 'Cverflow' (10€€, p.4S) exrresses the frustration of one woman
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who has been prevented from watering her gerden through z long drought
and, now everything is awash with heavy rairs, heers through the
newspaper that she is once more permitted to water, because the dem is
overflcwing., Significently a young reletive is reading the rerort to her,
suggesting that she may not be literate. Though she is spluttering with
rage, there is no dcubt that she bas mcre sense than the officials giving
out the messege. £As she roints out, the dem is always dry when peorle
need water, and overflcwing when everytbhing else is ov;rflowing. She
tells the girl to write to the newspaper on her behzlf:

Tell dem sey ] sey fe sey is not

De Dem one overflow!

{Tell them that I told you to say it’s not

just the Dem that's overflowing!]
The szme form of words 1is a2lmost exectly repected leter in the poem,
giving it fecus as a humorous device:

M doen fegect fe tell dem sey

I sey fe tell dem sey

[And don't forget to tell them thrat

I say to tell them that...]
Cassidy (1S€1) writes of the clear definition whrick is given to eecth
sylletle in Jemaicen Creocle. FEe notes that vhen 2 speaker is zgitated
this tendency beomes more excggercted, so thet speech beccmes 1like @
continuous ernd regular drum beat (p.29). The reretition of words helps to
creete this effect. This sigr of emotionelity will zutometiczlly induice
laughter, Verbzlly eggressive wcmen gre 2z cormon source of ccmedy in
Eennett's poems. The Creole form, 'tell dem sey', uses a Twi (/fkan) word
'se', which can often be trenslated 'thast', ard is used 1like inverted
commes (Cassidy 1¢61, p.€2). The speaker uses a2 distinectly Africen,
basilectsl form to summon the auttority of orelly-based ccmmonsense to

her side agesinst the 1literzte nonsense of thke newsperer end katef

acthority.
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Section five: Performance versus text? # discussion of the views of

Louise Fennett and some of her critics on Fer work as zn orsl and scribezl

There can be 1little doubt that what bas motivated louise Fennett
most strongly has been her zbidirg lcve of 'the dislect', the orzl medium
of Jamzica. She has defined it as "e manner of speeking unhampered ty the
rules of (Standard Erglish) gremmer, a free expression." (Intro., Mis
Lulu fez, Kingston 104¢), Vithin it ske has found a means of self-
expression, untremmelled by views of "correctness" vwhict, deep down, she
perceived as externally, colonizlly imposed. It is in this sense that she
probebly experiences it as "zdsptable" (Eennett, 1C68). Tt a2llows for
individuel or ccllective creativity, to =dapt or create a ward g gpbtrese
when the situation demends it or vhen tte perception lies outside thre
norms of received correctness. Per attitude towasrds 1lzrguege ard Frer
morel fremevork reinforce one another.

The Jemaican peasant who sreaks the dizlect - not only the

peesant, for we ell sreak the dieclect to some extent - he is an

extremely self-awere znd perceptive individusl &zrd expresses

his awareness of the society...in ceclcurful and zccurate terms.

(ibid.)

She &aligns her percertiors very closely vwith ttocse she identifies in tre
Jemaican pezsant. Throughout hker work she affirms a traditional world-
view, embcdied zbcve 211 in preverts, as 2 source of sound gecod sense and
decency s&gainst officielly accepted codes which, zmorg other things,
superimposed colorial power end literecy. 211 too often, the word in
Frint during the colonicl fericd emtedied colonizl rperspectives or
buresucracy. In a2 rericd of grewirng natiorezlism, 'tte dizlect' embtccdied
for FEennett the democratic aspirations of the bedy of the people. In her
poems, stenderd English is 2lways used in 2 satiricezl ccntext by distent
and often inert symbols of autrority, or insecure individusls who deny

the reelity of their kreritage end indulge in absurd Furccentric
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pretensions.

Bennett has at trke sezme time been strcngly motiveted by her desire
to celebrate the oral mode in a written craft. "...J persisted writirg in
dialect in spite of all the orposition...teczuse notody else was dcing so
and there was such rich materiezl in the dieclect that I felt I wanted to
put on paper some of the wonderful things that people say..." (Pennett,
1068). She was writirg before she begen performirg putlicly, 2lthough her
propensity for mimicry and rerformance inevitebly had & fundemental
structurel influence on her composition. She has undoubtedly seen her
work on ore level a2s a mission to gein greester acceptance for Crecle and
consequently had a great desire to gain acceptznce herself as a writer.
Sigrificantly, as she said herself (ibid., p.C€) she was set apart by
other writers because of the languzge she sroke.

Frecm the beginning notody ever reccgnised me as a writer.

"Well, she is 'doing' dizlect", it wasn't even writirg you

know. Up to row a lot of peorle don't even thirk I write. They

say "Ch you just stend up and say these thirgs!" (ibid.)

In fact, louvise Eennett was meking @en erormous contrituticn to tre
urderstandirg and apprecistion of the recl larguzsge situation in the
English~-speeking Caribtean. She mede tre orel mediutm an accerteble
currency by fashioning it into an art form that could be exhibited,
eprreciated and treasured Qithin the rublic arena. 28s Féttleford puts it:
",..she has carved designs out of the shapeless ard unruly sitbstance that
is the Jameicen dialect..." The shape she chose was the tzllad quatrain,
but she works the 1lenguezge so naturelly within it that one is rarely
eware of an awkward rbkyme or ewvkward stricture. kWhen she tegen writing,
the orly mcdels she knew were Erglish poets. Sfte says that she was most
interested in their rbhythms end tecknicues (Eennett, 1C€E&, p.CC). Che was
attrected to tke bzllad form rather than more modern r[roetry rtecause it

was rooted 1in orsl traditior, zlteit Fritisk. This wes not altcgether &

matter of choice. Nettleford roints out that most J:méicans of FEennett's
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generation were "saturatecd" (through school, of course) with 'Sir Patrick
Spens' ond 'The PRime of the Ancient lariner'. Morris zlso suggests that a
stanza of Fennett's 'Independerce Cignity':

Mot a storne was fling, not a semfie sting

Not a soul gwan bad an lowrated

iot a fight bruck out,

Not & bed-wud shout

As Inderendence was celebreted
is a parody of Charles Wolfe's 'The Furizl of Sir John Moore at Corunnat',
"z Pritish piece much recited by Jamaziczn schoclchildren in the colonial

period" which begins:

Mot a drum was heard, not a funerel note
As his corse to the rampart we hurried

(Vorris in Eennett 1682, pp.1€1-2). Much bas been mede of louvise
Eennett's use of the iambic quatrain. lettleford maintains that Pennett's
stenzas have &a "corventional stricture of iambic quatrzins" tut ergues,
"even the iembic rhytlms are nzturezl to the Jemaican drawl" (in Eennett
1C€€, p.11). E.K. Eratiwezite would strongly disasgree with this lztter
statement, heving cempaigned vigorously egainst the iembic pentemeter,
which he considers to have exercised a tyranny over tre Caribbezn poetic
sensibility. Ve shtould 2lso remember Czssidy's point &cbout the mearked
individuetion of eacl sylleble in Jemzicen Creole. Morris, on the other
herd, states: "It is, I think, unhelpful to relate he; prosody to an
iambic stress pattern we cen bhardly ever find in her work." A random

check of thirty roems in Jemaica Latrish revealed that zbout 707 begsan

with colloquial phreses (cften exclemetiors) whichk in no way follcwed en
iembic pattern. Even when 2 regular izmbic rhyttm is maintainecd (in =some
of tke mcre strictly nerretive poems, as with 'Rollin Celf' - 1C€E€,
p.165; 1¢f2a, p.26), it is rare to fird no idicmatic 'eterrations',
ettleford points to the Fritish tecknicue of music hell comedy eas
heving a structural influence on the poetry. Fer deliveries are

frequently punctuvated bty avdience lezughter tecezuse of & jcke st the end
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of a stenzas (a punch-line).

Bennett's contribution to the develemment of a ley orthography heas
been considerable. ¥Khile Mervyn Morris has been criticel of her wuse of
uncrthodox spellings for standerd words simrly spoken with Jamaicen
intonation because, he says, this makes the roems unnecessarily difficult
to read, her orthogrerhy has rerecined remerkably ccnsistent throuvghout
her work.

The ccmments on Louise Fennett by lettleford end Morris have formed
a constructive, intermittent dizlogue. Mervyn VMorris was the first critic
to give serious and extended consideretion to Louise Fennett's work, with
his esszy, 'Cn reedirg louise Eennett, seriously'. As the title suggests,
Morris set out to give Pennett the same kind cf attention Fre would pay
any other ©poet. Accordirg to the assumptions of the time, it vould heve
been extraordinery if he had teen trinking =ztout orel poetry. VMorris
thought in terms of elevatirg Eennett onto the szme rlzne a2s other well-
regerded poets by giving serious concsideretion to the texts of her poems.
Cn this basis he judges her "2 better poet than most other Jemsicen
writers." (Morris 1¢€7, p.7C).

She does not offer her rezders any great insight into the

nature of life or humen experience, btut she recrecstes humen

experience vividly, delightfully end intelligently. <che is
rerely pretentious - the most comrer fault in Vest Indien
poetry; she 1is not derived frcm other poets -~ ske hes brer own
interesting vcice; and she is inverisbly sane.
He mzde the roint that much of her verse was journezlism, and the topical
interest of some poems was less lesting tren tkzt cof othkers, Fe
cormented: "It would be & service to her reeders if VMiss Eennett would
present a C(ollected Foems, drorping all tre erhemerz and choosing the
best of the otkers." (ibid. p.73). Pmongst the ephemera, he nemed poemé

abcut new gevernors, pantomimes, a Test victory, Fautl Fobeson's visit.

Yhen & collected poems of louise Pennett (Jsmaica Lebrisbh) did

eppesr in 1¢€€, tre selection paid little heed to lorris' zdvice; in fact
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was full of poems about new Covernors, Test matches and visitors to
Jamzica, Rex Vlettleford, who supplied notes and wrote the introduction,
strongly deferded this, making reference to Morris' essay. He wrote that
while some veluved Fennett &as a poet, others szw her first as an
entertainer and comedienne, and others zgain valuved hrer poems as social

documents. Jamzice Labrish was intended to satisfy all these

perspectives. FPe elso meintained that too little was known etcut the orel
medium to make valid sesthetic judgements, suvggestirg that Vorris had
"betreyed some unfemiliarity withk the idicsyncrecies of the lengurege®
(p.12) when he had dismissed certain words and expressions  as
inguthentic. He was certain that a "rigid epplicztion of criterisz torn of
a tradition of English literery criticism" (ibid. p.10) would probebly
disqualify meny of the poems, but implied that it was tte 1literzry
criteria which were at fault rather than the poems. Fe goes on to make
certein suggestions regerding epprorriate criteria. Fe points the reader
in the direction of the orel tredition "where peorle...rossess, 2lmost to
a fault, a righ prorensity for words...The Fible, the Sankey hymrazl, tre
folksong and tre memory gems form the backgrourd to tkese rpropensities.”
(ibid. p.11). Fe seems to bte suggesting that 2 crestive freedom with
words is one of the key pleasvres to be derived, zlmost regardless of
subject.

Be emprhasises Fennett's higlkly-cdevelored craft, but puts equal
emphasis on rer skills as writer and performer. Fe maintazins that the
fact that some of her poems recuire s Fennett rerformerce in order to te
fully appreciated is rot a2 weakness because shte tbtelorgs to the oral
tredition. Fe <cces not, Fowever, explein vhat is the purpose of putting
stch poems in a book. Tt could rowever be zrguved that tre printed version
will enesble those vho Frave seen it to ‘'relive!' ¢ nmuchk-enjoyed

+

rerformence. Vlettleford refers to Vlorris's citaticn of 'sanity' and
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'generosity' as two of Louise Eennett's principsl quelities. Pe argues
that these qualities are the inevitable ccnsequence of ker type of
artistry: "For as a poet of utterance, she hes bhzd to te ssne and
generous for the nightly ccnfrontation which & live and living audience
demands of any performing artist. The safe distance of the putlished
writer she hes never enjoyed." FPe emphasises too the clcse inter-
relationship in Jemaica between 1literecy and orality, giving as an
exemple the fact that 2 Eenrett poem printed in a newsparer mighkt te read
to 211 the occupants of a yard by one literate person. Fere we heve zn
exzmple of interesction between the word in the crel mecde 2s an event and
in the literzte mcde 2s a thing.

Lleyd V. Prewn in the chapter 'The orel tredition: Sparrow and

louise Eennett' in his Vest Irdian Poetry (1678) terds to put Ilouise

Pennett in ker role as performer first, Fe is being somewhat inzccurecte,
however, in suggestirg that publication was "ezn afterttought, of sorts,
in terms of her function end zcltievement as an ertist in en oral redium.”
Pe puts forward an interestirg rerception of Louise Eennett's interaction
between orelity and 1literescy, showing tow shke frecuently subverts "the
hellowed world of print" from &an elternative perspective rositively
rooted in thke orel milieu, Pe cites the pocem 'Cverflow', where the non-
literate speaker mocks the 'zdvice' beirg rezd to her frcm the newspafper
that, after mcrths cof drcuvgkt end constreint, she mey now water her
gerden when it is awash elrezdy after reevy rains. Ccrmonsense speaks in
the orel idiom while the newspaper, the 'vcice' cf auttority, conveys
menifest nonsence,

Frown points out that Fennett challerged & "middle cless" view of
appropriate 1largusge which was simply not edequate to the complex
realities of the (Caritbean. She cguestioned "the generzl vsefulness of =

*

nerrowly stenderd application of Fnglisk to 2 society that is as hybrid
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in its sources and structure as is Jemaica." (ibid., p.109).
Mervyn lorris returned to the discussior with his introductior to

Selected Poems (Pennett, 16€cs). First of =211, he indirectly contrasts

the role of his new selection with tret of Jameice labrish, szying it is

"uneshemedly, a collection cf poems, crosen primerily for treir literery
merit", Since it has been zcknowledged by lettleford, Erown &end others
that Pennett's output is verieble, his assertion that "approval extended
equally to 211 her work is 2 dubious homege" is very persuasive. Fe
sgrees with Nettleford ebout the need to apfply appropriate criteriz of
judgement, but arguves that judgement might as well te bzsed on the text
as on its performance. He asks, rhetoricelly, "Might not Louise Fennett's
poems, 1like drezmetic literzture, be aveilezble botk in performznce and in
the study?" (Fennett 198Za, p.xi). Ve must query, rowever, the degree to
which drematic 1literzture is truly "eveileble" in thke study. Certzinly
the most greve distortions czn come sbout when plays are considered out
of thre context of production. Peading Shakespeariesn tregedies as if trey
were novels led to &n cbsessive concern with 'psycholcgicel motivation!
and 'charecter', which sometimes entirely lost sight of tke structure znd
mechenics of the play. Fut @2ltrough VMorris' "notes, ccmmentary and
teeching questions...direct attenticn to tre vords on -tkre page" these
words "represent sourds, they scmetimes imply movement" (ibid., p.xii).
Moreover, "...the poem in print is ... fully eveileble only vhen rescers
sre in touch with the orzl zrd other culturezl contexts the words imply"
(ibid. p.xi). Thus it =seems that the reader must 'kear' =an ideel
rerformence (preferzstly with the voice end intonation of Louise Fennett)
in order to fully rececive tre poem. fgein we return tc thke conclusion
that a Eennett poem irvolves z constent interzction between the orel and
literate mcces.

Finelly, louise Eennett's populer success can Lke related to ter
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capacity to strezddle the orel end 1literate modes of perception and
expression. Her 'metrilineal' links, through hker mother and grendmetrer
to a rurel tradition geve her a totzsl confidence and authority in thre
orzl culture. Cn the other band, as & well-educcted city girl she geined
sccess (with great difficulty) to the major mess medium of the day - the
newspaper, and consequently develored 2 mess auvdience with whom @& mcre
immediate relation was estetlished primerily thkrough the pantcmime end
seconderily throvghk radio, television and, to some extent, tke recording
industry. In her, the traditionel and modern vworlds meet; she has

harnessed and comtined powerful factors from both.

Section six: themes

Louise Fennett kas pleyed en important role as a ckronicler of her
owvn pericd, often reflecting attitudes widely Freld by the masses rather
than the learned. A gcod dez2l of Louvise FEennett's poetry was frrediced

sccordirg to the requirements of her Surday Cleesner half-column. In one

sense, she was a jeurnelist, producing reguler copy for & very welcome
wege. As 2 result her output has been preclific end baes rerged widely over
topicel issves. Some of the poems remein simply occesionel rpieces, their
impect lost witk the memory of their context. Ctrers hzve concerns and
aesthetic cqualities whictr erdew trem with a lesting eppeel. Pany of the
poems zbout Vorld Wer II seem irredeemestly dated, end some of the
occasionel poems sbout gevernor's wives and visiting digritaries btetrey a
sense of duty in their lack of the usuelly ironic ecge.

Some topical poems mey even go in &nd ouvt of feshion. The poem 'Dead
men' (1C€€, p.€1; 1¢€2a, p.5€), for exemple, took on renewed significance
with the production of Jemecice's mest internstiorelly successful feature

film: Tre Perder trey Ccme. Fhygin, tre gurmen wko forms tke subject of

the poem, was the resl 1life mcdel for tre chereccter pleyed by Jimmy
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Cliffe., Fhygin, even in death, still has the power to terrorize - the
narrator wornders what would frappen to the rrotogrepher teking 2 picture
of the corpse in the morgue if Fhygin's ghost said 'boo!'. The roem
contrasts this 1lest public photogrerh with the first, published in tte
Glezner, in which he posed as a hero of the Vild Vest: "Cun dem reedy,
blezin lced!"™ This pose heas egein become 2 legendery imege, promcted
widely through the film distributors' putlicity.

Cther topicel poems dezl with weightier historicel metters. "Pear
departed Federation' (1C€€, p.168) 1is & velediction to the ill-fated
sttempt at unifying the Eritish Caribbean &s & single federzted state. In
106C, three yeers after its formation, PMPlexarder PBustemante's Jemaice
Labour Party czme out &zgeinst the Federztior, fomenting 2 controversy
which led the Prime Minister, lorman ¥anley (Feople’s ftationel Fartyl, to
cell 8 referendum, The result, which was negctive, declt & death blow to
the Federation. "LCeer departed Federation' captures a public mood of
guilt, defensiveness and relief a2t tre outcome. £ sense is crected of =
literzl sezerifice which has not left thke reople redeemed or fulfilled.
They have ccmmitted "Feferendum rurderstion" end "tutiletiorn", but it is
not until trhey take a step beck that "Cuashie stert to contemplate!™
(Quashie, originelly a Iwi dey-reme, czme to meen 2 simple peesant, an
ordinary persor). The poet, as representative, seeks to exrlzin to their
victim (the Federetior) that tre whole experience was just too much of &
burden. The pile-up of 'big wuds' endirg in '-tior' helps us to feel the
weight the people found impossible to stoulder - tcderstion, federation,
constitution, contribution. Fy lirguistic contrast, the sreaker offers en
endeeringly simple explenstion of their decision: "e fezrful mek we
careful" (fear made us cautious). The cdoubts remazin to the end of the
poem. The poet earpezls throvgh the Federztion to other ccuntries "tho

done quarrel end unite" to prey for thke Vest IJIndies; suggestirg that
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unity 1is the desirable gosl, and if other diverse nations hzve achieved
it, so too mighkt the Vest Indies.

Other topicel poems were written just for fun, such as 'Pedestrian
crosses' (1¢€6, p.TU; 1¢€2a, p.7C) vhich commemerzted tre intreduction of
pedestrien crossirgs in Kirgston in 1CQ4C, Pernett portrays a motorist,
completely frustrezted bty the new power of the pedestrien:

Pis crossin a stop we frcm pass meck dem cross

But nutten deh stop dem from cross meck we pass

Pem yah crossin is crosses fi true!

[This crossing stops us from passing to let them cross,

Put nothing stops thkem crossirg to let us pess.

These crossings are certsinly a trizl]

The fun comes from the multiple use of the word cross, ard the repetition
throvgh the poem of the phrase "cross meck we rpass" vhichk grarhicelly
evokes the criss-cross struggle between pedestrisns znd traffic in tke
busy city centre.

Mervyn Morris (in Pennett 1C€€2, p.xvi) identifies two kirds of
leaugbter in Louise Eennett's poems, "the levghter of syrrathetic ccmedy
and the laughter of satire." The 1laughter of sympathetic comedy is
inveriebly associated withk 'little reorle', who =zare enjcyed end
celebrated for treir idiosyncrecies, their extrevegences in
confrontation, or «¢s they are perceived ty otrers in clcse coemmunities.
The lavghter of satire, on the other hand, is reserved for the powerful,
or for the pretentious,

'Uriah  preech! (16€€, p.2C2?; 19f2a, p.€0) is zn exeample of
sympathetic ccmedy. The nerretor is Urizk's proud end retter telligerent
mother, who tegins by ennouvncirg "Fi-mi fembly is no pesw-reaw' - my
family isn't inferior. Fer use of tte Africen-cerived iterztive 'reesw-
peaw' is a8 signel that she is 'telkirg bed'. In terms of chereacter if
seems to te z cese of 'like rrcther 1like son', Foth derive the same

delight frcm revenge cver treir neigkbours. Urizh gets his opportunity on

¢ Sundey vwhen rpelting rein keeps the presclter st rome. Fe stands up in
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the pulpit and berates the corgregation, including the butcher, reknowned
for his screppy meat:

'Thou shalt not give they neighbours
Floolooloops to eat!!

The mother resolves that in future, if enyone upsets her, she will keep
quiet &and ‘wait for the next time Urizh gets a chkance to 'preach'. Apart
frem the situationzl end verbezl comedy, the incongrvous rride which the
mother takes 1in her son's sbuse of the license zfforded by the pulpit,
and the simple justice thereby achieved, are importznt elements of the
humour ,

Some of the ccmiec situations rportrayed in Pennett poems have &
higkly grephic element. 'Cuss-cuss' (cursirg match, ebusive argument -
106€, p.1£8; 1¢82a, p.f5) is 2 dizlcgue tetveen two villecge women. fbuse
has treditionelly been # great stimulant to verbszl crestivity in the
Caribteen (fbrebams 1€€2). Cne vwomen begins to wind Frerself up by
ennourcing that there will te no constreints on her 1largusge or
behaviour:

Fi-mi han no jine chuclt, an me newv

Pay licen fi me mout

[My hand hasn't joined & church, end I don't

heve to pay for a2 license cn my mouttl]

The other vomen responds with physicel insults:

Yuh foot shapeless an larg

Like smeddy stan far fling cdem cwn

In meck dem herg a2vwn wrang!

[Your feet are shapeless end lorg,

as if scmebody stocd fer btack eard flurg them on,

meking tkem hang on wrongl
The srpectecle of the two women slcggirg it out will be enhanced by the
distinctive rettling queslity of C(reole when expressing anger or
exciteﬁent, which is en instent trigger to laughter. (The poem, as Nervyh
Morris points out in ris note, p.151, cen te performed ty tvo people, or

one using different voices.) The pair do, in & sense, achiever 2 certein

megrificence of scele throughk the extrevegence of their linguege.
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Bennett's sympathetic ccmedy consists of comic portraysls of
plezusible and familiar incidents in everydzy life. The wunpredictebility
of Kingston's trems was a reguler telkirg point in the 1040's, and so the
situation develcped in 'Rougﬁ ridin trem' (1G6€, p.U7; 1¢c€2a, p.22) would
heave found a reedy response. The narrator of this dreamatic monologue is
an elderly women. She tegins complaining ebout the leteness, and then the
slowness of the trem. She 1lives to regret it. Heving 1lightheertedly
called on the driver to speed uvp, she begins to enjoy herself:

Yes bwoy!
Dis is de way trem-cer fi drive
Yuh feel de cool breeze? Vhai!
The 1lest exclemetion suggests an czbrupt clange of state. The lady's
comfosure has disappeared as she is thrown backwards by the violent
accelerztion of the trem. Her znger soon turns to panic &s the "medmen"
refuses, or is unzble, to slow cdown or stop, even when the emergency cord
is pulled. Her responses are extrevegent end melcdremetic; she asks her

companion to:

Stretch me ovt an tie me jew an
Holler tell him seh me deczc!

Powever, when the trem dces finelly grind to # helt, she reccovers as
guickly 2s she penicked, firdirg the resources to deliver some full-
blocded =cbuse &t the driver, pointing zt his "tuek-tuck [protrudingl
forehezd" and "kooroo-kooroo [bony] face". fhe has not finisked yet; she
attains even grezter heights of rege, threatening rkim withk curses and
cbezh: "th gwine beat me mumma greve fi yuh" [I'm goirg to teat my
mother's greve for you] end "fh gwine fi meck yuh swell en bus/ Like Sam
creven goat-kid!"™ [I'm goirg to make you swell and burst like Sem's
greedy kid gcet]l. The driver will not live to terrify anothrer innocenﬁ
passenger! The roem ccmbines 2 larger-tber-life (but still recognizeble)
comic chkarecter with 2 btroad end sctior-packed bumcrcus sitvation besed

on a femilier asrect of everyday life, For these reasons it . is =2 very
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successful piece of theatre and verbel comedy.

Loui se Pennett's comic writing is never escepist, however
lighthearted. Veny of her rpoems dezl directly with poverty and
poverlessness. 'Roes Turkey' (1¢€6, p.16C¢; 1¢€22, p.74) is a mischievous
poem which makes fun out of an objectively ugly situation. Even within a
poor community some individuals ere ecoromicelly more viable than others,
which cean create divisions éend jeelousies. In this cocmmunity, 'Miss
Marie' seems to bhave adventzges over the others, illustrzted ty her proud
ownership of a turkey. 'Kate', on the other hand, has a "“half-starved
dog", suggesting <she has 1little encugh to feed herself. Vhen the dog
kills the turkey, VMiss VMerie is distravght, refusirg to shere in the
inevitable feest, while the rest of the villzge suppress their glee with
difficulty:

Me mcut start symratise wvid hrer

An tell her seh she right,

But heer me heart: 'Teng Cad! Fi-me

Felly gwine bus tenight!

[My mcuth begen sympstkising with ter,

tellirg her she was right (tc be argry ard upset)

Fut listen to my heart: Thank Cod! My

Eelly's goirg to burst tonight!]

The nerrztor has taken ckarge of tre cocking. The fect thkct she hes to
send her children to beg for coconut o0il znd seasonirg snd stale bread
for stuffing shows trzt they esre not used to ezting like this. The sheer
joy at this unexpected stroke of gocd fortuine is infectious, zrd the
rough justice is ccenfirmed ty Pennett with a ccuple of Jamzicen proverbs:
'Yhen horse deed cow fat' and 'Puss lauvgh wken peer tree fell',

Cne of Miss Fennett's best-knovn poems, 'Cutty tough' (1C€€, p.120C;
1982a, p.25) makes 1litle pretense at humour. The poem is frezmed by the

almost identicel first and lest stanzas vhich ezch centain tre interrel

belance tyricel of fproverbisl utterance:
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Sun a shine but tings no bright;

Dozh pot a bwile, bickle no nuff;

River flood but water scarce, yaw;

Rain & fall btut dutty touvgh,

[The sun is shinirg, but things ere not bright;

Though the pot's teiling, there's not enouglh food;

The river floeds but water's scerce

Rain falls, but the earth is hard)
The contrasts contzined within each statement illustrate the potenticl
for things to be different, while thke provertial form suggests endless
patience, even resignation. The shortzge of water is a situation which
has continved to frustrzte citizens of Kingston in & country whose
luxurient natural vegetation attests to its more than adequate rainfezll.
In this sense, 'Dutty tough' kas a 'timeless' cquality. In its particuler
details of contemporery herdship, on the other hend, it expresses & very
specific form of prctest. Fennett identifies very directly with the
struggles of the working peorle: "Ve dah-fight, Fard Time a-beat we".
Thoughk they vwin z one-pound wage rise, "ten poun gzwn on pon ve food/ #n
ten poun pon we rent", The history of =slevery bezrs heevily on
cortemporery deprivetion. As lorris points cut in ris 'Questions' (1¢f2a,
p.120), Eerd Time is personified. Herd Time is "eena we shut" (penetrates
our shirts) end "test we"; is, in otrer words, a slsve rester, eshing
the becks of the poor.

vhile ‘'Dutty Tough' reflects tbhe most somtre tone to te found in
lovise Eennett's roetry, it would be quite out of charzcter if there were
no hints of humour trezking tkrouvghk. Making reference to her own bigress,
she assumes mock indignstion at those "merga smeddy" (skinny reople) who
insult Frer by professing that "fzt is sin". low that dumplings ere sbout
211 trere is to eat, she feels she tas her reverge.

The foregcing poems, no retter how bitter-sweet, all fall into thé
reclm of Fennett's sympatbetic comedy. The sympathy ard urderstarding

vhich she extended to 'little people' vho ere charecterised bty

straight forverdness coes not exterd to the pretentious or the powerful, A
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deeply-felt nationzlism prevides the 'tough backbone' to Louise Fennett's
roems, and in the poems where this is expressed we find a2 high degree of
ideclogicel consistency. Vithin the nationelist poems there is always an
object of attzck, consequently they inveriably take 2 satiricel form.

Eennett often turned her satire on trose Jamaicans who adopted the
affected tones of what they took to be 'Cxford English', 'Dry-Foot Pwoy!
(166€, p.205; 19€2a, p.1) rortrays 2 ccrmunity's consternation at the
bebaviour of Mary's son, whom they knew of old s a "dry-foot bwoy" -
shoeless and unsophisticated - wro has just returned from Erglesnd
speaking & streange kind of lenguage which sounds 1like he "ketch bzd
foreign ccle (cold)"., VWhen the narrator finelly loses rer temper and
tells him to "kirout", that she is tired of him spezking with a2 "rot
pittate" in his mouth, he stands up, stunned:

'How silley!

I don't think trat 1 reelly

Understand you, actually.’
She is not bavipg eny of it, however. fre is too femiliar with his old
self, and the "sveet Jamzicz/ Joke [te] use fe rop" [the sweet Jamzicen
jokes he used to telll., Fis nzme, Cudjoe Scoop, is 2 remirder of hris
'emberessing' Africen roots - Cudjce being & Twi dey-nesme - &end his
traditionel rurel Jemaicezn beckground. The narrator remirds Cudjoe ftow he
used to visit "lane" (enother Twi vord ccmmenly used in Jamesice, meaning
grandparent or elder) end entertain everybcdy for z bowl of gungoo soup.
The sutror kere is affirming S direct ccrnection between
unpretentiousness and gcod sense with appreciation of Jemeican Creole end
the /fricen beritege. It is also sigrificent that the young Cudjce was =2
gocd performer erd entertainer. Fe has returned from Frnglard, not so much
'improved' zs deculturelized - ewkward, self-conscious &nd uncreeztive,

This =situvation is humorously reversed in 'No Lickle Tweng' (1CEE,

*

p.c0%; 1¢82a, p.2) when 2 metrer is deeply distressed.ty 2 son who "spen
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six mont a foreign, an/ Ccme bezck ugly seme way" [spent six months zbrozd
(in IMmerice) &end has come beck just as 'ugly' i.e. has not absorbed any
foreign 'sophistication']. He is so stubbornly unchenged thet she is
afraid her neighbours will think she has been lying, and that rer sor hzs
rezlly spent the 1last six months in "Mocho", the 'bzck of beyond'. She
implores him:

Not even lickle lengurage, bwoy?

The joke is that she is a Creole speaker herself and has very little idea
of the lenguage she would like him to reflect. The best she cen suggest
is that, when his father ccmes in, the boy should rot cell him 'P2', as
usual, but 'Poo’.

'Po Muffeena' (196€, p.8C; 19€2a, p.£1) satirizes the behaviour of
May, an insecure individual whose desire to get z jcb leads her to be
enything but herself, (Clearly scmeone of little means, she borrows 11
her friends' few bits of finery to make en impression up at lone, where &
wartime refugee cemp hed opened up job opportunities for locel people.
Vay ccmpletely overdoes ker dressing uvp. Vhere she cennot borrow, ste
imprevises, as with Mery's green erd yellow tecble cloth, which she uses
as a turben. Vorst of sll, she strezightens her lrair; a rrocess which was
leborious, often psinfuvl zrd could, s in Mey's cese, result in catarrh.
As a result of gll1 ber efforts to 'improve' threr eppeerznce, ske 1looks
¢bsolutely ridiculous, &and it 1is ro surprise that she is turned down.
Furious, she decides to return the follewing czy 1lcoking reelly 'low-
class', This includes washirg out thre straightenirg erd plaiting her
reir, and weering 2 torn up frcck. This time she is rejected for being
too seruffy. May returns, beside rerself:

Yhen she ketch home she cuss white men

Cuss Eitler er de wear;

She cuss streaighten heed - tut wus of ¢l1

You shoulda hear har cuss caterrh. !

The fact that Fay is szddled with ceterrh vhen 211 her efforts Feve come
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to nothing is Fpresented as a fitting irony. The hair-straightening
epitomizes May's association of & 'classy' =zppeerence with 'white’
attributes. The irony is underlined, ostensitly unconsciously, by the
narretor, "a po bleck bud" [e poor bleck bird], who orens and cleoses the
poem with self-deprecation and 2 decleration thzt she has no comment to
make on May's behaviour. The title of tke poem, 'Po Puffeenzg' ("a poor,
ineffectual person for whom nothirg turns out well and whro is resigned to

paltriness" - Dictionery of Jamaicen Fnglish) turns our =zttentiorn onto

thke nerrator, who portreys herself as poor znd tleck, Ve ccntrest her
self-portrayel with May's. While she claims, "Me no business eena peorle
business", she Las in fact delivered 2 devestating expose’ of ker fricnd's
pretensions,

Peczuse Louise Fennett LFas been so thorcughly accepted on her own
flemboysnt terms, there was little to prcvoke her into self-conscious
feminism. She has from time to time used Jzmeiczn stereotypes of women to
lavgh st her sutjects' expense (such as the verbezlly erd rhysicelly
cgressive domestic servent vho intimideztes and 'explcits' ter Fousewife
boss in 'Me Predde', (1C€€, p.19C; 19fZa, p.18) erd 2 freauent portrayel
of women end not men zs gcssipping end quarrelsome). VPevertreless, her
constant self-projection as & naturzl bleck wcmen-ard the countless
positive and emusing femzle personzs the has crecsted Fave generzlly been
strorngly affirmative of tleck womenlocd.

From time to time mele ckhauvirism tas teen tre tutt of her satire,
The title of the poem 'Tar-up Seat' [Stend up feat] contains & camic
contrediction cherezcteristic of Jemezicen Creole. £ 'tan-up seet' con e
trem is, of course, no seat at ell. Louise Fennett uses a typicel

sitvation in & crowded tram to pole fun et men's dcuble standerds.
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Wen dem want shtow-off

Dem say oomen is "weaker sex",

in ooman frail end sof'.
But when they get on 2 trem they lezave "Dem mennes a dem yzrd" [their
manners behind at hcmel snd make out that wcomen are “eruff san rouvgh eéen
hard!" The men zre often mede to feel emterressed for their zttitudes

An sidung-man kean look straight eene

Tan-up oomen y'eye!

[And 2 sat-down man can't look

a stood-up womzn straight in the eyel
elthough clearly the embarrassment 1is not sufficient to charge their
behaviour. The nerrator cen only seek conrncoletion in the fact that every
'sidung smaddy's tan-up day' [every sit-down person's stand-up day] must
come,

louvise Fennett beceme involved in the Jamzice Federztion of Vomen,
founded by Lady Fuggins, gcvernor's wife, in 1CiYr, Pennett geve her
support to tre Federztion's campaigr for greester paternzl responsibility.
s usual, wvken she wents to skow the naturel justice of z case, she turns
to proverbs. In 'Registretion' (1C€€, p. L2; 1¢€22, P.ET7), she expresses
her view that mer's time of reckonirg kas come

Every sore foot gct him tlue-stone

Every tief got him las' deal,

Fok cere how smzddy deb-gwane tead

Sinting deh fe spokes him wheel
[There's & rough remedy for every foot with bzd sores

Every thief ccmes to his last deczl

Yo metter how bed & charecter somebcdy is

There's slways scmethirg to put a2 spoke in his wheell
These imeges put men in the ligkt of unszvcury clarecters. The nerrztor
says she is glaed the wcmen who ere pushirg for 1legicsletion to register
fatters are elresdy merried, beczuse they are going to be so unroruler
with men that trey would never get merried now. Fut whatever the ebuse

ceming  frem men like "leng-chin James", who cleims “comen & debil-mumme

[woman is tre devil's mother], shke is clear wrere ste stards:



Me dah-tan up fe me sex,

Me say "registrate 21l fade!"™

fn me doen care who want fe bex

(I'm stending vp for my sex

I say "Pegister ell1 fathers”

and I don't cere vho wants to get mad]

Louise Pennett has produced very few poems in recent vyears, heving
corcentreted lergely on prose performences, but one recent poem is
VJamaica CQmer' (19f2a, p.21). It celebrestes tre strength  and
resourcefulress that Jamaicezn women have elways shovn., The particuler

conditions of their history never geve them 2 dependent role.

Look how long dem liberzted
An de mean dem never know!

Cne of the important points of the poem is to drazw a distinction between
the exreriences and aspirations of Ceritbezn women ard ¥Western bourgeois
feminism (elthovgh she would rot put it like tkat). Caribbeszn women have
not been fightirg the constraints of the nucleer femily; on the contrary,
it was women who commcnly forged tre mest stable ccmmunel bords amorgst
themselves, Vcmen heve had to do tte seme bheevy menusl Jjocbs as men
(inverizbly for less ray), so cdo rot feel the need to zssert their
physicel strergth erd capsbility.

Jamzicz omen know. she strong

Ske know she teallawah,

Fut she no want her pickney-cem

Fi stert ccll her 'Puppe'.

[The Jameicen women knows she's strorng,

She knows she's stelwert,

But she dcesn't want her chkildren

To start czlling her 'Ced']
Bennett is meking the point, as ske tad in tke ecrlier fFoem,
'Pegistration', that wcmen heve bad erough of 'fathering' their children.
Their object rezs always been partnerstip with men:

Scme backe men & push, scme side-2

Men ¢ Fole him hen,

Scme a2 lick sense eena men heed

Some & gride him pon hkim plen!

Sceme push frcem behind, scme sternd beside a2 men :

end told bis hand, some bezt sense into & men'cs heed
Scme guide bhim towerds his otject]
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'White Pickney' (1€6€, p.111; 19€2a, p.%8) expresses scome of the
sharpest and titterest tones to te found in # louise Fernett poem. BHeavy
sercasm 1is provoked by reports that Eritish wcmen are serdirg their own
bebies fathered by bleck Americen servicemen 'teck' to PMmerica, clziming
the children would not fit in because they are bleck. fpert from the
recism invclved, the unnctursl ettitude of mothers so willing to be
parted from their children is profourdly shockirg to ¥est Indians, who
tend to regerd children ss a blessing, even if circumstances do meke
their bringing~up difficult. Fennett ridicules the racism by pursuirg its
logic., If e beby born to & white mcther end 2 bleck father takes its
father's cclour and country, then it follows that a bzby torn to 3 black
mother end a white father should likewise folleow its father; in otrer
words, it is white. 2 sense of incorgruvity is 2 very common source of
humcur. The distance here revealed tetween officizl lcgic 2nd reelity
brirgs about a perticulerly cherged sense of ebsurdity. Pennett uses a
technique similer to Swift's in 'A modest proposzl', where te denounces
the inhumene indifference of the Erglisk ruling class towards Irish
misery by sarcesticelly pursuing tkeir teertless pregmetism to & 'finel
sclution', Fer nerrztor is consumed by the seme 'lcgic' as the rerorted
Eritish mothers &and gces &zbout with gusto encourcging her friends to
Feckege up their children; for plenty hsve been fathered by Pritish
servicemen,

Yuh pack him up now-row, yaw gel!

Mi wi len yub =2 grip

Yuh gwire miss him, but meck hase

Meck him ketch de soones ship

[Pack him up right tkis minute, you heer me, girl!

I will lend you 2 case.

You'll miss rim, but hurry up,

Let him catch tte first sbkip]

All the qualms of the mcther ezre dismissed in tre nerrctor's relentless

enthusiasm for tre prcject. Vren the mother protests that her «<hild krows

rothing ebcuvt Englend, this is regerded s of no consecuence; after e2ll,

-
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the English black babies know nothing =sbout America. Continuinrg her
mission, the speeker rushes off to find "Viss Fan" end get her to round
up her seven children to "ship dem 211 weh a Ernglan". The idea of beirg
packed off like so much cergo 2lso tears a hLint of slevery and the Fiddle
Passege, again reflectirg on the true nature of ‘'Pritish civilization'.
Implicit in the poem is a sense that bleck Jameicen veluves are superior,
being more naturel.

So far the satiricsl poems illustrezted hrave been concerned with
issues which affect people's lives on & personel bssis and zbout which
they are in a position to mske some kind of personzl choice - such es
whether to try to '"behave white", for examrle. 'Probler' (1G€€, p.U3;
1682a, p.C3) shows that the question of self-zcceptance is not =&n
individual =so much as a sociel issuve. Tre poem responds to the feelirgs
of outrage exyressed ty some (probsbly well-cff) Jamcicens over éen
English documentzry film on ‘'Jemaicsn problems' mede in 1C47, Vithlout
seeing tke film, it is impossible to say whether outrezge was justified,
but accordirg to FEennett's eccount the irdignation ceme frem trose who
felt ashamed cf the visible deprivetion portreyed (even thouvgh Eritein
was responsible for the state of the colony) end would heve preferred a
highly unrepresentative displey of Jamecicen zfflience. She compares this
failure of ronesty ard reelism with en sbsurdly futile attempt by & brown
Jameicen to deny his bleck grendmcther by hiding her picture, while
putting his white grerdfatter's portrzits on display. She says people may
not see the old ledy in the parlour, "Fut dem see her eenz yuh!" lere we
see how =absolutely concepts of cless and colour are superimposed. The
exposure of tke tleck grendmother is identified witk the exrosuvre of'
peverty. Foth ore widely regerded with shzme. Fennett connects the

'riddlecless' sheme zbtout protlems with 2 leck of determination to tackle

them.
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Yuh no see is time we stop fool up

Weself, stop 'save we face',

Stop neglec we problem—dem so till

Pem tun eene disgrece
Just as she felt the need for individuzls to "undignify" themselves, so
pretentiousness, colcur prejudice, snobtery and false pride would bzve to
be rejected by the society as barriers to genuine progress.

Caribbean identity in generzl, and Jamzicen pride in particuler,
have 2lways been a2t the centre of louise Fennett's concerns. Ve heve
noted the evident regret she experienced over tre fzilure of tre Vest
Indies Federation. Very soon afterwerds, VMiss Lou was expressing an
irrepressible excitement and pride cver Jamzicen independence, which ceme
ebout as a direct result of the failure of the Federation. As Lloyd W.
Erovn remerks, there is an zpperent contradiction here, vhich ke resolves
as follows:

If there is an inccnsistency or puzzling lezck of clerity in ker

voice, if ste seems to move frcm one position to arother (or

the issue of Jemeaicen netiontood versus Vest Indizn federzlism,

for exemple), her audience zlways needs to remember that her

vcice has been subcrdinated to trke personslity that it

describes; &enrd that in this regerd her ert comes zs close &s

ert ever cazn to a2 kind of obtjectified reelity. (Erown 1€78,

p.116)

Consistent messeges of faith in the ccmrer peorle, 2 nestionelistic pride
in Jemaicea end 2 generelly irreverent zttitude towards auttority can be
found tkrouvghout Eennett's work. There zre rowever csorme dutiful items on
governors' wives end visiting dignitezries a2s well 2s some expressing the
rather oldfashioned grzce of finding good trings to say abcut z person on
their departure, but tkeir lzck of originclity znd vivacity betr2y them
as remcte frem tre auttor's own personality. Frown is right in noting
Fennett's zbility to irmerse herself in zn zdopted persona. She elso
responds deeply to populer feelings she identifies as ccmirg  from ttre

heart of 'true Jemaicens'. It would hzve been totelly out of cheracter

for lovise Fennett to have stood 2locof from tre rortler excitement and
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optimism at Jemaica's politiczl inderendence in 19€2. What she does do is
emplcy her wusuzl irony and inject a sense of eartby realism into the
general euphoria.

Firet of all, she points out the suddenness with whick independence
has come ebout:

Eiff, Feferandim! FPuff, Election!

Eaps, Indererdence drop ron we!

("Jemesice Flevete', 1C€€, p.174; 1C822, p.113)

The refererdum referred to rejectec Jemaica's continuing membership of
the Federstion. As VMorris points out, the word "crop” suggests that
Indeperdence was scmethirg that happened to Jamaice rather then scmething
achieved (1¢82a, p.1€C). The orometoroeic sounds, biff, buff, beps
reinforces this sense of sccident. Fennett satirizes 2 retrer bloated
sense of imfportance and power vhict has arisen. loting ttezt Jameice hes
formally, and predictebly ennounced its =zligmments in terms of world
politics?

We tell Fussia we dcn't like dem

ke tell Englen we naw beg dem,

M ve meck Merice know

Ve is behine dem
‘he says the world should take heed, no country Jemzicz sides with need

fret, for Jemaica has its specicl defences:

ke get we broken tottle
In we coococmecca stick

The poems where she asserts that 'Jamecice is btest' zre ﬁot exrressions of
islerd chzuvinism, but a sense of Ceribbezn pride in the fzce of the
ecoromic drew and culturzl pover of the retropoles. "My Lreem' (1CEE,
p.155; 19€2a, p.112) is an zllegory in which tlre speaker washirg the
clothes of hrer cousin Fose represents Jameice servirg the needs of
Eritein, The poem indicates the growirg crger, frustretion and

destructive violence thzt had tbtuilt up in Jameica bty 1€3C, Mettleford

writes:
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A strong Jemeican nationelism was settinrg in end there was &
feeling emeng meny that Eritein was doing little to telp
encourzge the movement towards self-gcvermment (1G€€, p.155).

Peczuse of the sprezker's role as washerwomen, she knows the intimete

secrets of Cousin Fose:

Ve dream me wasa wash one big

Tub-full & dutty clothes

An de wussis dutties one-dem

Pelorgs to me cousin Fose!

[I dreemt I was weshing 2 big

tubful of dirty clothes

and the worst and dirtiest of them

belorged tc my cousin Fose!]
Mthovgh she feels deep resentment at the contempt of her ccusin, which
makes her feel "like 2 bug een &/ Eig rool a UL.L.T.", she has tkre
complete convictiorn that, deep down, Fose is no better tran she. Fer
close zrd emotionzl ties with her prowerful and heertless cousin make her
position particulerly painful end comrplex.

Vhen Lovise Fennett urges "Tan 2 yuh yard an satisfy - / Lef Merica
alone" [stay st home and te satisfied - lezve fmerics ealcne] =she is
werning that 11 is rot so wonderful in the United States 2s scme heve

been led to believe, desprite tre attrection of bigrer wages. She remirnds

her auvdience:

Koo how some & de men-cem

Fun back like foreigner

[is set ted dog por dem!

[Look how some of thke men run tack here

s if the foreigrers set ted dogs onto threm]
end points out the recent news that two Jemaicen ferm labourers heve been
killed.

She sees the 'Back to ffrice' rcvement zs part of the seme syndrcme
of regerding 'a foreign' [ztroecd] as better ther 'a yarc' [hemel. Ey 21l

meens gc ebroad to seek your fortune, she ssys, but do not cleim you are

seekirg your bhcmeland:



For a2 right deh so yuh deh!

[Because it's right here, so you're trere!]

('Eack to Africe', 1C€€, p.214; 1982a, p.1CH)

Vigration is, however, a fect, whose principle mctivetion is
econcmic rather than idezlistic. Tt wes to Fritain, which was .
recruiting lebour for post-war reconstruction, rather than to Africa that
large numbers of West Indians were trensported in the 1¢5C's. Fennett
wrote a poem identifying a funny or ironic side to tte messive Caribbesn
migration. She perceived it as a great reverszl of history; the mass
movement of slzve-cdescendents into tke beert of tre 'rother' itself:

Vhat 2 joyful news, VMiss Mattie,

Ah feel like me heecrt gwine bus -

Jemaica people colonizin

Englen in reverse

('Colonization in Reverse‘ 1S€E, p.17%; 1S%2a, p.I10H)
Knowing more 2bout the Eritish chkaracter tkan mery Pritish peorle, sre
wonders how they will square their view of tlremselves with the new
reality they are facing:

Yhat a devilment a2 Englen!

Dem face war en breve de worse;

Fut ah worderin kow dem gwin sten

Colcnizin in reverse
Pritish peorle hed shown great fortitude sgainst Fitler's chzllerge to
Eritzin's supremecy. Ironicelly, the ccst of victory has bteen tre
relinquishirg of world lezdership. The migrent workforce is a remirder of
the cocsts of war, and treir zccertence (rowever reluctent) z symtel cf a
new, humbler status. PReelisticelly, the roet reccgnises that Fritish
feorle are geing to find this very herd to swallow indeed.

A firm velue system cen te perceived in the poems of Louise Eernett.
‘he has resronded to the toricel, from the triviel to tre momentous.
Throughout her work we see a rowerful scepticism towards the fpretensions
of otters, in whick she finds a principle source of lezughter or derision.

Fer roems hLeve a setiricel edge rooted in nztionalism in 'the face of

Britich colerial rrogence or indifference. Fer perspectives ere grounded
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in rural peasant velues, and the orzl milieu which is their expression.

PART TWC:FAUL KEENS-DCUGLAS AYD TFE EFMYETT TRALITICKN

The Eennett tredition has been meintained bty a younger generetion of
performing poets, who do not express 2 revolutionsry perspective, This
characteristic distinguishes them from tke dub poets, or tre Trinidedian
and Crenadien poets to be considered in chapter four. Characteristics of
the Pennett tradition ere:

g) nationzlisr; 2 lcve of country and region vhich makes 2

broed identificetion witk 'the peorle!.

b) a single-minded ccrmmitment to Creole as 2 medium of artistiec

communicetion

c) & desire to entertazin, sustain ard smuse
These rprinciples formed the basis for very poptler shows mzde uvp of
esteblished end originel materizl fperformed by actors, musicizns and
poets.,

The ouvtstanding exronent of tre Fennett tredition is Faul Feens-
Douglas, who is happy to ecknowledge the influence of Miss Lou on his own

development 2s a performer znd poet. Fe Fas tecome en enormcusly populer

and skilled ertist in bhis own right.

Section ore: biogrephy

Pavl Keens-Doutgles was tern in Serptemter 1¢€42 in San Juan, Trinidad,
but in his eerly ckildrood mecved with his femily to the s=mell
neigkbouring islend cf Grenade, where he grew up. Pe was involved in
dence end drema frcem a yourg ege urder the tutelege of Thelma Phillips,
vho ren the Fee Vee Eallet Croup. She wes also z story-teller who drew
for her themes on thke Africzn roots of tre culture, evidenced by Keens-
Pougles' zdeptation of her 'Shengc Treible', whick he rensmed 'Koo!'. b'any‘
of Keens-Douglas' narratives which szre based in Crenada hzve elements of

the treditionel folklore, particulerly legends abcrt supernsturcl beings.



It was probebly his Crenadian backgrourd which gave him a sense of the
ritual surrounding storytelling, such as the use of the French rpatois
phrase, "tim tim bois seche" to punctuste the tellirg of a tzle.

Fe attended the Sir Ceorge Villiems University at Montreazl in Caznade
to study sociclegy. Fe vias there at a drematic pericd which was to heve
major repercussions on Trinidad's politicel life. Upheevels tock plece in
1969 cver zn issue of racism which invclved 2 number of Trinidadien
students, The 'Sir George Villiams fffair" culminzted in the wrecking of
the university's computer centre. It 1is described in more detzil in
chapter U4, Yhile Keens-Dougles heas never spoken of any active invclvement
in the affair, it 1is <clezr that the intensity of debate eround the
suppression of blecck people, including bleck culture and lenguage forms,
was a2 direct trigger to his development and emergence as a rerforming
artist of Creocle. Vhile 1In GCsnede he was also Iimpressed Dby tre
rerformences of Parbera Jones, a Trinidadien fpoet who was a strorg
exporent of blzck consciousness and vebemently denouvnced white rzcism.

(Fer collection of poems, PMmorng tre Fotatoes, wes putlished in 1€67.)

Througtout the period he was in Canedz bre wes ective in bleck dreme
prodvetions, In 1972 he registered for a postgrezdvate degree in sociolcgy
at the Monz ceampus in Jamzice of the Univercsity of tke Vest Indies, There
were strorg drema traditions on the cempus. Keens-Douglas wes encoureged
by performences of E.K. Frethwaite's poetry, such &s those steged b§ loel
Vaz, director of the Creative frts Centre, and Merina Mexwell's Yard
Theatre, cced down the roesd in unsalubrious fugust Town. Keens-LCougles!
performirg telent erd his perticuler gift for comedy ceme into its own
during this period. The highl point of his thestricel cereer in Jamaice.
vas his performence with Fenny VWilliems ernd Cliver Seamuel in the Je&maicen
Pantomime 'Fail Columbus'. Pe was formetively inspired in his comrosition

of comic Crecle pieces by the rerformences of louise Fennett, tte only
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artist he will admit to heaving influenced his work.

In 1974, he returred to Trinided, with the aim of continuing his
M.A. He soon beceme invclved in radio and television work. Pe prcduced a
redio series, C(Creolz, which consisted of poems &and stories in the
Trinidedian vernaculer. The group who were involved in presenting the
progremme played a suprorting role in his first production of his own
meteriel, Tim Tim a2t the Little Carib Theatre in Port of Spain. Tim Tim
has subsequently become &an ennual event. Fe also developed the 'Is Ve!
theatre group, which collectively performed poems, sorgs and stories.

Paul Keens-Douglas has always put an emrhasis on eccnemic self-
sufficiency, which makes sense in 2 country which does little to support

its srtists. His four btooks of poetry (then mcon shine 1675, Tim Tim

1076, Tell me a2gein 1679 end Is town say so! 1C81) have been published ty

the author, and kis four LP discs (Tim Tim, Savennch ghost, Cne to one

and Feden's flute) kave ell bteen produced cn his own lebel, FPe ezrns his

'breed end tutter' Gty working in asdvertising. le sees no contradiction
between this and his work as en artist; on the contrary, ke firds outlets
for his crestive talents in the commercizl world. FPe sees the tvo roles
as related ways of selling talent. Pe =accepts the reelity under
capitelism that art is a2 merketzble product. He argres ageinst z "tegger
syndrcme" which he perceives in fellow artists. Fe 2lsc meintains that
quality is releted to merketasbility; "If it's not gocd, it will not sell"®
(Cerifesta seminar on literature ard culture, August 1€€1). While scme of
his erguments are zsttrezctive in that they attack aestretic snobtery and
emphasise the demccratic aspects of the public taste, they studiously
igncre the potential of the media to menipuvlzte that taste. They imply
that there is ro need of a pcliticel will to support culture, that merket '
forces ere in themselves fair, and trat gced zrt will elways finencizlly

sustain the ertist. Meny of rkis fellow-artists disegree, &and seek to
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improve conditions through a ¥riters' Union. Keencs-Douglas supported the
ides in principle, and was elected first president. Fowever, he beceme
impetient with & general lack of discipline and resigned.

He has rerformed throughout the Caribbean, in the USA, Canade and
Eritain, in live &ancd media shows. He bhas represented Trinided and Tobago
at Carifesta in Jameice in 1¢76 end in Farbados in 1681, In 1€€2 Louise
Pennett and Abdul Melik co-stsrred in his Tim Tim show. After the great

calypsonians, he remeins Trinided's most populer performer.

Section two: the nzture of Faul Keens-Dougles' art

Of 2ll the artists under consideretion, Faul Keens-Dougles is the
only one for whom the aprellation 'poet' has sometimes been queried.
There is no doubt that ke has contributed much to 2 revivel cf interest
in the orel tradition in the Eest Ceribbeen, and zlso represents 2 modern
development of that tredition. As Cordcn Foklekhr points out in his

introduction to Tell me egain, "Pflthough the traditionel folk tsle is

gredually disappeering, the rhenomenon of rerformence, dremetized
corversation &end storytellirg is not" (Keens-Douglas 1¢7¢, p.v). Vith
Keens-Dovgles cleerly in mind, he &sserts ttet "The gzp Letveen shrort
story, drematic monoclcgue, one-a2ct rlay ard poem has nearrowed." (ibid.
p.vi). This is not strictly trve. This study is concerned with tke
emergence of a significent number of poets (identified by themselves as
such) develcring out of the ccrfluence of orel end written treditiors but
mainteinirg cllegience to the orel tredition. This represents & certain
tendency towards speciclization end & conscious distinction of form. 'The
roem' did not heve seperate existence witkin Csrittesn feclk tresdition but
emerged e song, proverb, rerested rhymes within storjes &end tre
heightened, rhytkmic oratory of thre preacher, sreectmaker or storyteller.

.

Poetry permezted every trediticnzl form, Feczuse of this absence in the
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orgl tredition of definecble poems (zs distinet from the lyrics of songs),
when the first attempts ot writing poetry in Caritbesn Fnglish Creole
appeared ('Cuow' (McTurk) of Guyzna, Cordle of Perbedos, MKsy of
Jameice) they were mcdelled &s mucht on exemples of dizlect in print from
other traditions (such as tke poems of Robert Eurns) &as they were on
local patterns of speech, Again Follebr comments, "...while in most other
societies poetry has developed frem a definecble orel tradition of sorg,
lyric, antiphon hymn and rhetoric, in the Caribbezn poetry has been
lergely divorced from its most naturel base.” (Feens-Douglas 197¢C,
p.vii). He suggests that this situztion has led to = limited ccncept of
poetry, based on "the relatively simrle metres of conventionzl Frglish
poetry."

There is no doubt that convention pleys a very powerful part in our
concept of what 'sourds 1like' vpoetry. Puth Finnegan, in Crel roetry
points out that, while rhytkm cr retre mrey be z "useful test" in defining
what is poetry, "the concert end menifestation of 'rhytbr! is & relative
thing, and depends partly on culturelly defined perceptions; it cznnot be
en ebsolute or universelly applied criterion." (Finnegen 1¢77, p.25). She
suggests that poetry may te identified ty the presence of a numter of
stylistic and formezl features, includirg reightened 1largucge, metaphor,
repetitions (like refreins) vhick lend shepe, musicel form, the use of
distinctive sourd patterns like zlliteration ard rhyme, znd rhyttm. che
concludes that no ore of these fectures must be rresent, but a
ccmbination of some (ibid.).

Keens-Pouvgles is 2 creetive user of 'Triregeorien'! /Grenedian forms of
English, end delights audiences withk the way ke highlights peculizrities
and srecial quelities, Fohlehr tas suggested thet Trinidedien English bes
en inbuilt syncopation which has lent itself naturelly to the celypso.

(Erethvaite/Forlebr 1C€€), Undotbtedly the cerntrzl rcle of the czlypso in
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Trinidadian society both reflects and contributes to a high level of
word-consciousness and wit in the society. F.Dl. sbrezbams in his research
on performence in Ceribbezn orzl tresdition has found that there is a
greeter rprorensity towerds improvisation emorngst the porulztions of
Trinided and Tcbezgo than elcsewhere in the region (19€2, p.xvi). "Trinis"
are particulerly famcus in the Caribbean for their witty and entertaining
speech. Keens-Douglas draws zll these quelities into a bhighly crafted ert
form,

le has taken selected elements from the czlypso tradition. His sense
of comedy draws occasionzlly from the elaborate conceits of Spoiler, &
calypsonian of the 1¢50's, and ¢ generzl sense of farce which can be
found in czlypsos by the Mighty Sparrow. FPis work is hrowever without the
sexval innuendo which has been =0 relentlesslessly pursued ty
cezlypsonians, scmetimes wittily, sometimes not, ard the cruder tyres of
misogyny which pervede the form (mothers always excerted).

His comedy ard presentation heve probsbly been equelly influenced by
Americen comics. Pe spent severel yeers in lortl fmerice. The influence
of Bob Mewhart is perticulerly evident. 'Ah fire de wuk' draws deeply in
terms of conception on 'The driving instrvetor', thlouglk it is
nevertheless witty in its use of locel idioms. It would be surprising if
such an 1influventiezl &and poruler bleck comedian es TCick Gregory had not
made an impect. The style is conversationcl, murdene, intimate, informezl,
prosaic., We find thet in performence, Keens-Douvgles adds even more
conversationel asides, terding more towesrds the rroszic, end further away
from the deliberetely sartificizl or, as Finnegen puts it, "set apart”
languege erd presentation we asscciate with poetry (1677, p.25). Scme 1is
unerguzbly 'pure poetry'; rmuch is prose nerretive with poetic sections’
end features., In his most recent putlication, Js town say so! (1981) the

euthor Fras typogrephicelly reflected Fis growing emphasis on the comic
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prose nerrative. It should be pointed out that the question of where
Keens-Douglzs' work 'mekes the grade' s poetry is irrelevent to its
author and thke vast majority of his audience. Llevertheless, identifying
the poetry in Keens-Dougles' work is an important aspect of recogrising
his craft, erd essentisl in terms of zlignirg him with the other roets
under considerstion in this study, who have consciously made poetry their

medium,

Sectior three: the renge of Faul Keens-Dougles' ert

Paul Keens-Dotgles 1is first and foremcst 2 humcrist. Fe presents
situational cemedy in an exterded drematic monolcgue, vividly recreating
the scene &and giving the impression of a numter of participants. Ee
presents us with scenes end situvations highly femiliar to Trinidadien
(and =ometimes Crenadian) society. Situztions whicl incluvde en ebsurd or
farcical element ere invsrisbly confined to Fort of frain. # classic of
this form is his 'Tanti at the Cvel' in which he recrestes a femilizr
scene - a cricket match between Trinided erd the 'Sm2ll (Leewarc)
Islends' - &n occesion for 'the tbeys' especiezlly, whom the nerretor
typifies in his view of idezl personel freedcm:

With me mcney in me side-pocket,

In petit-quert in me beck pccket

An' re tvio hend svingin' free

(197€, p.27)
Into this conventiorel scenerio, the nerrator injects Tanti VPFerle, his
exesperatingly stubborn aunt, Sfhe insists he take her to the Cvel because
it is her birthkdey and she, a neztive of £t. Vincent, wants to support
"the Islends". He is emberressed erovgh at teirg seen with tker &ernd ske
compounds tris by invelving Fim with two excriciztingly feminine end
'motherly' encumbrences - a pink peresol end an enormous picnic besket

full of food. The farce reaches & climex, hovever, when Tanti lerle

reverses ell conventionel expectations., £fhe beccmes the rowdiest
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supporter in the whole arena. She moves right dovwn to the front and,- as
the lest bells zre bowled end 2 possible 'Islends' vietory is in sigrt,
Tanti is up on her seat, beirg cautioned by a policemen. Cut on the
pitch, in the mistaken belief that they have won:

Ah whole heep of smell Islend peorle, an Tanti in de middle,
Mn Tanti rarasol orly goin' up en' down, up ar' down, up an' down

Though ebsurd, 'Tanti at the Cvel' is an effectionzte celebretion of the
perceived forcefulness of older Trinidadian wcmen. Tanti Merle reappears
as an unwelccme guest et a2 party who ends up totally entering its
enerchic spirit, and again at Carnivel as a pugnacious vendor of
sugarceke, who chases outreged after 2 friend cf the narretor's becezuse
he has helred himself to scme of bher "drares" in order to improvise 2
costume., Thus Tanti lerle has beccme an esteblished =and somewhat stock
canic 'charecter’.

'Wwukhand' is enother case of ccmic reversal, in which the sreaker
spends a gocd deezl of time and energy tryirg to persuzde a2 man to emrloy
him becezuse he imegines he is the ovner of the lerge louse outside wvhich
he is stending. Vhen it finelly emerges that the mean 1is simply waiting
for 2 bus, the spezker 1is furious about tte time hLe ras wasted, and
threatens to do him violence. In this case, Fowever, it is not the comic
situztion whick mazkes the poem memcrzble so muck as thre -speeker's egbsurd
concentration on the quelities of his 'Wukherd' to the extent that it
scquires @ serarzte personelity.

th know is joke yu jokin szh,

But dis hand could take a jcke

(1¢7€, p.11)
"Vukhand', 'Fish' (in which the specker is 2 fish vender) end 'De Fand
Passin' ere untypicel in that thke nerrative voice is =2 distinctive
'charecter'. In this respect, Keens-Doiglezs' epproect to comedy differs
considerabtly from Louise Fennett's. Typicelly, Keens-Dougles' comic

nerretors azre blendly 'rerresentative' end sufficiently; cenventionel thet
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they cen be appelled or 'scandalized' by the unseemly beheviour going on
around them. They seem to be youngish to middle-zged, &and neither
particularly well off nor extremely poor. These charecteristics combine
to form Keens-Douglecs' stage rpersone. We do rot therefore get tre ircnic
self-revelation of charecter that 1is typicel of Pennett's dramatic
monologues, where the audience perceives things which remzin kidden to
the nerrator. ¥e tend to get = more two-dimensionzl view of things, where
comedy remeins at the level of farce, or verbzl wit. ‘

Keens-Douglas does not skow the ccrmitment, evident in Fennett's
work, to represent the viewpoint of the very poor. The divisions whick he
sees as key within the society are those between country people nd town
peorle, and between =mell &end big islenders., In 'Dis is Frederick
Street?' Keens-Louglas reveels both the vitzlity znd =some of the negative
aspects of Fort of fpain through the eyes of a 'country bumpkin'. & jcke
is made at his expense; he is so ignorant ztout gecgraphy that, on
hailing 2 taxi to go to larevel, & district of Fort of fpain, he recuests
that it "Make ah pass by de Fitch Lake", which is right cown in the south
of Trinided. At the seme time, his streightforvardress shows up
negatively s=cme disronest street ssle techniques wvhich are a feature of
the urben envirorment. Pe 21so reively notices "fow much.epple en® rpeer
in de plzce", a situation which <should be the sutject of scerdel in
Trinided; a fertile country witlh its own (filing end neglected) tropicel
egriculture, vwhich nevertheless =eccepts the replecement of its own
produce ty these 2lien imports. Thus the rurel dweller beccmes the vcice
of cleer sightedness and 2 remirder of how fer the urban society has
drifted from his simple velues.

Keens-Louglas, perticuvlerly in his early work, identifiec very
strorgly s & smell-islender. Fe revived some of the treditions about tkre

-

supernaturzl wkich were beginnirg to die in Trinided. Cne of his few
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poems about past history, 'Storm coming' (ebout FHurricene Janet) 1is
loccezted in Crensdz and nerreted by a Crenzdien. Two of his mest vivid
cherecters, Tanti lMerle and tre fisherman ir *'Fish', are emzll islarders.
In his traditionel role, the fiskermen hes an ezuthority and cenfidence
which is &zbsent in the wurbzn dwellers. Ee can afford tc 'cuss' every
customer in sight. Fe cen parede his superior knowledge . Vhen a 1little
girl comes ernd asks for the "silverish" fish, he declares grandly to cl1
who cere to listen:

Allyu ehn find ah shouvld charge de goverrment

For teechin' de demr netion 'tout fish...?

(1675, p.47T)

Keens-Dougles' comrlex sense of nationzl identity is not zn unusuzal
one, Fecause of Trinidad's relatively intense industrizl development,
lerge numbers of 'smezll-islenders', especially Crenadians, have been
attrected to find work. Trere is in zddition 2 high level of mobility
between islénds of the Fast Caribbean; treditiorelly ty boest, and
nowedays by the relatively cheap LJAT (Leeward Islands fir Trensport) air
service. A high percentege of Trinidesdians trerefore kzve '"smzll islend!
connections., Keens-LCouglas' nationelism has three levels; as a GCrenzdicn
(mere rurel, treditionzl) cccesionelly; as 2 Trinidadien (urbene, self-
satirizirg, sherp) most of the time; &nd more generzlly as a Vlest Irdien.
This lztter is expressed in his serious ccmmitment to tre lznguage styles
vhich embody a Caritbezn identity. Keens-Douglas does & good deszl of work
in the region's scltoocls, exribiting thkrovghk his work the crezstive
potenticzl of the ckildren's first lergusge.

There is a strong ccntrest betveen his apprcechk to tre politics of
Crenede ard of Trinided. The emphasis on the rurel storytellirg style
when the ccrtext is Crenade extends even to 'Fedon's flute', Keens-
Pouglas' (cautious) celetratior of the Fevolution. The mein empbhesis of

[

the story is on tre spirit of the islend s embtedied in its creztures ond
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physicel envirorment more than its people. Stress is elso fpleced on ¢
broad span of history through the symtolic figure of Jules Fedon, a
mulatto rebel inspired by thke French Revolution who fought and held out
with his ermy ageinst the Eritish for two years (17¢5-€). Fedon's spirit
pervades tre islard once more in the form of echoes frcm his legendary
flute. The actual seizure of power by memters of the lew Jewel PMovement

is observed and endorsed by the animzls end plents:
Meentime Elack Ant climb top coconut tree,
Shout out, 'Don't mird be, hear me,
An' what I could tell from where I be,
Is 1like Jewel boys I see.
An' if gllyu would cnly take yu tire
An' listen cerefully,
You would hkear de seme tings det 1 heer

Dey say Grenzda free.
('‘Fedon's flcte', 1€7¢, p.115)
The whole emphasis 1is on reassurzrce; that the events which 2re taking
plece are not an cberrestion, but are in ltarmory with tre bistory end
spirit of Creneda., Typicel of thke terdency elso noted in Louise Fennett's
poetry, Keens-Douvgles finds humour in this most serious dremea. #s tlre
fightirg betveen the lew Jewel revolutionecries erd FPrime VFinister Fric
Gairy's soldiers 1is teking plezce over Trve Flue terrecks, the znimels'

response provides a paredoxiceclly comic spectecle:

Cow say if he didr't duck
Pullet sure catch him in he heert.

£n' Cwl sbhout out loud zr' cleer,
'Is revclution, watch yu arse!’
(p.112)
'Fedon's flute' hazs a quaint quality untypicel of poems irspired ty the

revolution.

=

lhen Keens-Dougles writes in e Trinidedien ccntext, his poems have s
harder edge, whetker they ere comic or contzin serious politicel comment.
Fere tre =znger of the Fleck Fover ccnsciousness, so vibrent in Trinided
in the eerly 1€¢7C's, emerges. Lhere this consciousness touches 'tre work

of Keens-Dougles we see a mejer treek from the spirit of louise Eennett,
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'Sgvannah ghost' is without doubt one of Keens-Louglas' most powerful and
successful poems, especially in performence. It is 2 critique on severel
levels of Trinidedien =society. JTt gives the lie to the ccmmonly-bheld
rerception of Trinided es a 'cernivel society' in vhich 211 conflicts cean
be resclved in 2 massive annugl flzmboyant collective exorcism., The
narrator begins one by one to query a numter cf clickes. Jaded by nor-
stop pertying in the previous days, he is finding it herd to relly the
appropriate spirit as he sits in Fort of Spain's Sfavenneh et 5 o'clock on
Jouvert morning (Monday, the 'opening' of carnivzl). In the tradition of
Trinidedian mechismc thke spezker should be revelling in the prospect of
'grabbing 2 girl by tre waist' and 'jumping up' to the band, unencumbered
by anything btut a2 half-tecttle of rum in his beck pocket. In zctural fact
his feelings are getting in the way., Fe is disturbed that hris girl,
Myrtle, has refused to ccme out with him, and Fe is missing rker. Ee even
admits to himself trat bhe loves her. In this mocd he tegins to question
everything:

Yu know someting?

th don't tink ah rezlly like rum, yu krow?

Ah meen, it don't reclly taste nice

'Sevennah glost!', 1C7€, p.Uug)

Forcing Frimself to get 1lifted <eleng ty the rum, t!’:e music znd the
masqueraders, the more scmbre mess:zges rresent in scme of the celypsoes
penetrete bhis consciousness., The lighty Sparrow is singing cbout "ciggin
horrors" every time he sees the news, because "cll ah readin' 'bouts/ Is
guerilles, mcre lews end vars", The nerretor feels negetively overvhelmed
by everythirg around him, incluvdirg the "multinationzl bed~breath"., In
this state of crisis he feels himself propelled upwards until te is
lookirg down frem 2 great height. Suddenly ke sees the revellers and

Trinidzd from en intensely hey historicel end gecgrerhicel perspective.

+
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Comin' up Frederick St. is Africa,

Black people toilin' in sugar,

Dat mean life should be sweet, but not so.

Caroni cane wavin' like flag in de sky,

An' when de cane part, ah boat, de Fatel Razack,

Is India come to Trinidad.
Here he parallels the experiences of the African and Indian people who
have sweated in the canefields and together make up the population of
Trinidad. The Fatel Rozack is one of the boats which brought Indian
indentured labourers. Caroni is in the heart of the sugar belt, now
almost entirely populated by people of Indian descent. He also realises
for the first time that Port of Spain is not the beginning and end of
Trinidad, that Trinidad is "ah big place, an' so much people/ But all
goin' in ah different direction". The narrator expresses a profound
exasperation, militant in tone, which suggests Carnival may simply
disguise some fundamental problems:

An' yu say is only once ah year dey have carnival?

Everybody could jump in time, but tell dem march,

All man have a different drum.eceecececccsccccece
Trinidad's history, from the narrator's lofty perspective, has been one
of "Blood and betrayal™. Even the history of the steel pan "will break
your heart", in the words of a calypso by lord Kitchener, quoted in the
poem. Here the inference i; to the struggles and the pove_rty which were
the lot of the early creators of pan. Feeling he has seen enough, the
narrator descends through the "jungle" of bodies. He feels 1isolated by
the revelation he has experienced. He can no longer join the mainstream
of the revellers, but he feels stronger than them. Standing stock still
in the crowd, he is "like ah rock in de river". Finally they pass him by,
leaving him alone to the "Savannah ghosts". Softened by his experience
and in meditative mood, he decides to leave the 'baccanal' and go home to
Myrtle.

Keens-Douglas also sometimes expresses a more personal sense of

frustration against Trinidad, which he feels "Suckin' de guts from de
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few/ VWho cere to try" ('Ah bitter frustration', 197¢, p.56). In 'Tell me
agein', he reiterastes countless cliches he bPras heerd vhicht seek to
explain Trinidac's problems by turning them into 2 joke.

Tell me &gein

how he goin' bty plene

en' she goin' by boat

an' we goin' bty guess

tell me zgain

(1¢7¢, p.c®)
Such 'smart' plays on words, which zre in effect an escapist mechanism,
are quite typical of Trinided dialcgue. The underlying motivetion for his
irdividuslist philosophy can be sought in this frustration, the sense
that he is "Treading water" znd cen find ro "firm ground". Fe corcludes
that he can orly rely on himself. Scmetimes this is expressed in quite an
extreme form:

So I don't cere too muehk 'tcut you,

In' wha' you tink 'bout me,

Cause ] do de tings I Lhave to do

An' dat's enouvgh for me.

('Is me alone', 1€7¢, p.cf)

There ere ¢elso 2 few poems ebtout relationsbips with women, lcvirg
and otherwise. They are, with one exception, sigrificently in stenderd
English. Cne might expect a roet who hebituzlly uses Creole in his work
to employ this mest neturel medium for expressions of ‘intimecy. Victor

Cvestel, the Trinidediesn proet ard critic, whro wrote the introduction to

Keens-Dovglas' first ccllectiorn, ¥hen mcon shine, cleerly found the =six

standerd Fnglish poems contained there the lezst authentic &nd originzl.
Vhatever might tbte Keens-Douglas' rosition, the diclect poems,
to my mind, are muchk mcre rewarding, and thkis seems to suggest
that it is here that Keens-Louglas' future zs a poet lies.
(p.i).
Reflecting & preveiling mele sentiment vhich is constantly reiterested in
celypsoes, Keens-Louglas' most deeply-felt words of love ere reserved for

kis mcther ('A women'), ¥While "rot lcoking bteck"™ end "eczger to be gcne",

he nevertheless feers 1losing "the force which geve me speed", the
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strength he has inherited from his mother. The imzge at the end of the
poem gives her &z treditional and mythic grendeur:

My mother stends a lonely bridge

That spans the gep, my life to desth

And she awaits me at both ends

With understanding...
Keens-Douglas here expresses & cyclic view of life strorngly reminiscent

of the African heritage.

In his 1leater collection, Tell me egain, Keens-Douglas frenkly

ecknowledges a sencse of a2lienztion from "women" ('You are not... my
woman'). The terms in which he tries end discerds concepts of woman are
significent; slave women, free women, Caribtteen women, mothker, sister,
daughter., Never compenion or friend., Indeed his frierds zre clearly
identified s the men he asks for edvice, who zre predictastly as confused
ebout women as he is. Sfignificently, the poem in which be exrresses =
broad feeling of contentment which tells him Fe "cculd love zgein® is
written in Crecle ('Lcve egair', 1¢7¢, p.€2). Love roems represent a
minor but interesting element of Keens-Douigles' cutrut. There is fplenty
of scope in Ceritbean poetry for more reflection =etout 1lcve, and
sometimes the leck of it, between men end vomen,

Finelly, there &ere one or two more recent poems which ere light-
hezrted celetratiors of aspects of Csribtezn culture. These included e
freise-song to LlLouise Fennett, tlre strorgly rhytbmic 'Pan rap', vhick
invites the a2udience to join in with a repezted chorus of "C' Yee!"; and
a poem in praise of 'Cucoo Villege', a focd stecll in Pelican Villege, &an
arez of [Fridgetown, Fartedes, which Keens-Dougles discovered during
Cerifesta, the péern-Ceritbezn festivel of the erts held there in 1Q€1,
Rarbzdos is well-krown fcr its geced food, and cicoc is a charescteristic
fevourite - a seacsoned corrmezl paste beaten up with stewed coctroes and
turred out s 2 smcoth mcund from z greesed pudding tewl. The' poem is

lergely e morolcgue composed in rhymed stenzas cheracteristic of Louise



Bennett. Interspersed between the monolcgue of the vendor proudly and
generously offering ker wares 1is a clorus taken from =z redio
edvertisements

Yes, is Cucoo Villezge on de zir

De bes' in Bejen [Earbadizr] focd,

Yu don't have to tzke my word for it,

But it reelly tastin' gocd
The simplicity of exrpression erpropriately reflects warm eppreciztion of

a little~-reccgnised but importent 1locel contribution to the Esrbedos

Carifesta.

Section four: the poetry in Paul Keens-Dougless' work

Mich of Paul Keens-Dovgles' work has a prosaic, informel quality.
His interest in raprort with zn avdience encourzsges this. Fis frequent
asides and interjections, often imrrovicsed in performence, tend to reduce
the poetic tension of the lerguvege. If Puth Finnegen is right about
poetic lenguege teing in certazin identificble senses "cset ezrart" frcm tlre
everyday, Keens-Douglas' rerformirg instincts work cgainst this. #t the
seme time he has 2 lively eppreciation of poetic cuzlities (z heightening
of intensity) within the spoken idicms of the Fast Ceritbesn, He is ¢elsc
happy to employ the artificiel devices treditionally used to shape bcth
prose nearrative erd poetry but generclly reccgniséd as poetic
repetition, rkyme, reguler stress patterns, similes and metaghor.

In 'Tenti &2t de Cvel', the phrase 'Vell is who tell she (he) say
dzt' (Well, who told her (Frim) to say thet?) is repested with emphasis,
slowing the pzce of the nzrretive drematicelly on two occasions before
unleeshing tte torrent of Tanti's 'history of St. Vincent', which vwould
rot sound neerly so unreasonctle if our response hed not beer cerefully’
prepered. The phrese forms a key sheping cdevice in the whole nerrative.,
Cther effective uses of reretition in tre szme piece reflect the rhythkmic

qualities of certain sights &and situvetions. There is the rechanicel
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efficiency of the men on the turnstiles coping with the crowds streeaming
into the Cveal:

Is just de hend de money an' de ticket,

De hand de mcney an' cde ticket

Pe hard de money zn' de ticket
and, at the end of the game, the sight of Tanti's jubilent pink paresol
going "up an' down, up en' down, up an' down". 'Tenti at de Cvel' elso
provides us with an exeample of rhyme being used to evcke an stmosrhere of
heightened tension after the much more loosely-structured narrative which
has preceded it:

Islands heve runs to make

Trinidad have wickets to take

Time runnin' out an' is excitement in de Cvel,

If Islends win dey get de shield

Tension in de place like steel
The meore formel atmosphere induced encourzges intense concentretion,
reflectirg the response of the fictionzl audience within the narrastive.

Keens-Dougles uses a numkber of similes whiclk sound completely
naturzl end conversationel ard at the seme time a2re often strikingly and
rleasingly apt. s with so meny poetic qualities of his narretive, he is
simply accurately observing snd reportirg 'what comes naturelly' to many
Trinidedians, whose conversations have &a tendency to turn into
spontzneous performerces. '/h fire de wuk!' is the hystericel outpouring
of 2 méle driving instruétor vhose life bhas just teen in the menic hends
of an arctetypzl 'bad women driver'. Fe describes her expression as she

meintained rer suicidel course:

She mouth did set like ten rat trap
(197€, p.5S)

This formula is used on othker occasions, but never with quite such ¢
felicitous effect. Kao, for exemple, the thangec men, "cid tad [was bed]/ ..
like ten bzg a snake, wutless [worthless] for sc". (1S7€, p.EE).

A steel bend in the distance sounds "Like pizno pleyin' 'ron

mountein top" ('Ce band passin', 1€7%, p.29). A Crenadiar "Tenti" watches
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a lively scene as people take zdvantege of 2 bright moonlit night tc
enjoy extra hours of outside activity. Though they 2re unobtrusive, she
sees the shadows of two young lovers, "Two dat look like one" under the
mango tree. Civing 2 sense of depth of chkeracter end long experience, thre
poet likens Tenti to the moon shinirg zbove - "she silent, but she see",
The excitement tuilding up towerds Christmes is conveyed in 'Dat was
Chrismus' (197€ p.€3): "Even de derkness 1like it went to talk". And
Keens-Douglas expresses a frustreted 1love for his harhazard islend of
Trinided thus:

De wayward rlenet of Cod vuniverse

Poundin' thru' de heevens like ah blasted orphan

('Ah lcve yu Islen', 1€76, p.1C€)

The combination of cosmic imegery and a typicelly colloquiel Trinidadian
tone is simultaneously comic end imbred with passion.

Sometimes the poet imegines @& fentestic situation or concept and
pursues _it tntil he has our ecceptence, if not cur telief. The source for
this humorous device is undoubtedly the celypsonian, Sroiler, wlose
reputation wes built on Fis fenciful imegiretion end ¢bility to extend
ebsurd situations. Cne of his celypsces has a judge arresting and trying
himself for speeding. Pe even zccuses himself of lying! In enotter, tre
czlypsonizn imegines 211 the fun ke would have if he reincarnated as e
bed bug. 'I bzll' shows us cricket from the viewpoint of the beall. This
bell feels very importent because, as it forcefully roints out, it is &t
the centre of everything:

Vhen is cateh - T in dat

Yhen is bewl-cuvt - I in det

Vhen is rur-ovt -~ I in dat

Yhen is stump-ctt - I in det

Wren is L.BE.W. - I in dst

(1¢7¢, p.28)
From this rpremise, the bzll goes on to rersuvede us that it is rezlly it

controlling the vhole geme: "Is me does mzke dem towlers lcok good"

(p.40). The originel source of this idea is revezled in tte .quotes fror
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cricket comentators, who make remarks like, "Ah clever bell pitched

outside de off-stump!", VWhen a certain four pulls uvp unexpectedly short
it is because the bzll has stopped to telk to some red-znts "lat does
live off 'Square leg'"™,

tnother instence of the extension of a faneciful idez can be fourd in
kukhand' (1976, p.S-11). BAs the specker focusses on tke virtues of his
working hend, it 2cquires a personality 21l of its own. The same hand has
cut beanenas, thrown 2 fishnet and is "tired pullin' car ocut ah ditch". He
then wexes lyrical:

An' dis hand sah, have touch,

Creck ah egg, pick a flower

Caress ah woman, ahhhh, sah

As gentle as de mornin' sun

Crowin' fierce, but not destroyin'
The speaker mentions one skill and then seems instantly to regret it; he
can pull an ece from eny part of the pack. Fe immediztely feels the need
to emphasise his honesty, and brere the personification of the hand
reaches a climex of sbsurdity. Pe gives it full credit for banding in two

hundred dollers found lyirg in the street:

Yes sah, dis hand meke teadline,
Pe paper call me de 'honest hend!

As  in 'I bell', Keens-Douglezs 1is rpleying on the dzfter 1literel

implications of some mediz clichés.

fection five: 'Suger Ceorge' - 2 fine performence poem

'Suger Ceorge' (1675, pp.zU=T) echieves whet is ideally aimed =t in
performence poetry; an authentic demotic and profurdity of expression. It
does this by reflecting faithfully a rituval sense vhick is strorg within
Foptlar orel tredition. The sense of occasion brought zbout by =z

& great’

men's deeth induces dignified tut unpretentious lenguage. The fictionzl

subject of this elegy, Sugaer Ceorge, the first great tenor pan player, is

given & mytric dimension 2s his life is reviewed in terms of rites of



- 117 -

passege. Suvger 1is reccgnised by his cecmmunity, of whom the narrator is
one, as an emtecdiment of the culturel and spiritual 1life of Trinided,
Significently his 1life is passed 1in utter poverty, demonstrating the
wider society's insbility to recogrise the potential within its midst.
The performence recorded on Tim Tim (APCC1, 1975) ccmplements the verbal
qualities of the poem., It is punctuated by a startlingly apt and
beautiful rerdition of Pech's Tecccatz in D minor performed by the Gay
Desperzdoes, a Laventille bend with its own legendery part in the history
of this musicel form, which illustrates the capaecity of artistry to
transform even discarded rubbish (the oil drum) into en instrument of
grandeur and nobility.

The poem opens with the burial of Suger Ceorge. It is inzuspicious;
the words eare throughtful but ordinary. Sugar ironicelly inherits his
first and lest piece of property; "Six foot of hard, dry Trinided soil".
Immediately the pens, which played on thke night of his funerel, are
brovght in, the lengrage beccmes poetic end legends of the men tegin to
emerge; &ll befittirg a wake and subsequent accounts of the remembered
event,

Pe pans was pleyin!

khen George dead dat nite

Featin' de derk wit' notes so sweet

Pat de dead man dead twice dey s=ay,

He close he eye, he breestre he lest,

People say "Ch Gecd, GCeorge gone,"

Put den de pan kit & bhigth,

Pe open he eye, =ay 'Pen fedder!'

Pen deed to hell zn' gore away
The spirit of George, drawn beck by the rpen to chellerge death, is
regerded with awe, recognised s both heroic end tlesphemcus. What do thre
words brought back from tre desc mear? Is he claimirg to be the father of
pan, or excleiming that he hes now lzid eyes on "Pan fzther"? That Ceorge’

'died end went to hell' is neitbher 1literzl nor rpermanernt, 2s the

celestial eckoes of his pan lzter indicete. It rather suggests ean
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sbsolute s&snd defiant will. The lines of this section have a2 reguler and
formazl ouality, with a strong sense of internzl telence withkin each 1line
("...de desd men deed [died] twice dey say/ He close he eye, he breathe
he lest/ People say "Ch Cod, Ceorge gone "), Allitereztior helps to
emphasise the stresses, giving a slow znd dignified peace.

The narrative then moves straigkt beck to Suger's birth, about which
2 joke told has 2 legendery quelity:

Pey say Suger cut he navel string
Cn ah Esso drum dat still ked oil

The imege is completely colloguial end telieveble. Plevertheless it
surrounds his origins with 2 rituzl significence. Pe is united by tlood
to the steel pan. The "Esso drum dat still hed o0il" indicectes Trinidzd's
natural minerzl wezlth &end a foreign company which controls its
extraction. The nevel string (umtilica2l cord) is given great sigrificence
in Vest Africen and treditionel Caribbezn cultures. Fere it suggests the
pan znd Sfuger Ceorge drew sustenence frem esch other, The imege also
suggests his birth into a hersk ernvirorment cherescterised ty debris.
Accounts of the chkild growing vp ccombtine to crecte an imege of his
determination. FEis unchildlike quelities ere embtcdied in the appellation
"Mr. uger". A humorous reminder of his rhysicel size emrhasises his
exceptionel cherecter:

211 yu cculd &b see was de pan beck
Ir' two dry foot stickin' out

Repetition is used to reflect ris ccrsistency:

Eut while de rest ah dem was drinkin!

Mr. Suger was beztin’

Ar' while de rest ah dem wes feteir!,

Mr. Suger was beetin'...etc.
!} legend grew up that the penysrd was kaunted because the sourd covuld be
heard et strenge Frours vhen nobcdy was to bte seen.

Through the pen fuger has bis initiaticn into menkced. [fgain, this

is ritualistic but, far from bteing ertificially introduced ty the sutltor,
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it is the direct reflection of rezl-life ritusls on the streets of Port
of Spain. During the 1¢5C's supporters of different bends would "clesh"
end violent fights would ensue:

Sugar learn to fight

There was no one to pull & blede

As fast as Suger George;

He cut an' he get cut too
The belence of meening end rkytkm in the lest line quoted here suggests a
sense of order and significance, erd also reflects the control of Sugar
George, who slways wrarped uvp his parn "like &k bzby" Lefore getting
involved in eny fight.

The promise ccmes to fulfilment in  Suger's first legerdery
performence in Fort of CSpain's CSavennah. The 1lerguage and imegery
emphasise that is is a 'reesvenly' exrerience, ccrceived in toth religious
and more materizl fremes of reference. The autlority of Suger's tenor
lezding his bend creztes a 'trectre'. The previously noisy crcwd teccmes
hushed, "Like de whole fevannah hcld it breath". £s in 'Fedor's flute',
this personificetion of the lend is uvsed to suggest the 'essence' cf tre
Flece, which embcdies but is bigger enc more mysterious than the reofple.
There is a grendeur of sczle. The tenor is perceived plzying "uvp dey in
de sky'. A Jjoke =ebout the gatemaen standirg with his moutt open while
"fbcut five thousand people get ir free" trings a sense ;zf rezlism to thre
scene but only serves to emprasise the exceptional quelity of the event.

A pattern of insistent stresses in tkis section relrs to bring it to
& crescendos

Pend cver ke pan like ¢ statue zh stone,

Fe eh hearir', he eh seeir', ke eh feelir',

De world for re was de sweet tenor in ke trand,

Mn' he beat, en' he beat, &r' re beat,

In' ce savenneh fzll in love with Suger det nite.

Consistent with tre sense of religious ecstecy, the preacker's techniques

of reretition znd rkytkmic stress to reise tre emcticns are effectively

employed here, The crowcd's response is as @ ccergregation:
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th fella say 'Lord, Jesus, Africe’,
Ah women say 'Unhh Huh!

They respord to an intuited '/fricen', as well as Christian, dimension to
the experience. After the climax tke nerretive returns directly to Sfuger
George's death, "As poor as de day bhe born". This fact serves to
emphasise his passage through life es a kind of spiritual force. There is
a perception that <Suger embcdied the espirations znd dimly-understood
longings of the peorple:

He was part of a plen

Dat we eh even begin to understend,

Where we people goin'?

Where 11 b we goin'?

The participents in the drema wish to pay respects to Suger's pessing,
but their lenguage has no ertificel smcothness:

Pe boys wanted to be quiet for Siger,

But before he dead te say

'None a dat stupidness, beat pen.’'

So Sfuger rasses away to tbe glorious scunds of his belcved steel pan
music, Cne finel rituel is sgain expressed in gruff and mundene terms:
"we meke for de rumshop/ To fire s lezst one on Suger head". In otter
words, they are offerirg & libation, to ease his passzge into the spirit
world, As they dc so, the nerretor sweers he heers cenfirmestion that
Suger's spirit lives on; the sound of his laughter and the fpan "playin!
softly, softly". Fe cells out to the heevens: "l—.here. yu dey, Suger toy?/
Yhere yu dey?"

This poem is finely sustained in terms of its structure. It remeins
consistently within tre idicms 2nd belief patterns of the peorle vke give
its lenguage 1life. Jts dynemics of crescencdo end diminvendc, the use of
rhytkmic ard otter sound patterns, the insertion of jokes to vurdemmine.
eny tendency towerds pretentiousness, 211 cortribute to meking this =&

powerful performence piece. Vhen performed wittr music it attains real

grendeur.
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CHAPTER THREE: GARVEY, GROUNDATION AND THE POETS OF THE GHETTO

Section one: the context

In this chapter we are seeking to explore and explain a phenomenon
which was both a natural development of the suppressed cultural
expression of the poor Jamaican masses and a sudden flowering which took
a particular form because of a particular conjunction of circumstances.
This phenomenon was the emergence of a significant number of poets
springing largely from the ghetto, generally unaware or dismissive of any
written poetry tradition preceding them (except in some cases a small
amount of radical Black American poetry). They emerged at a time of
crisis in Jamaican society, articulating the experiences, feelings and
general positions of a profoundly dissatisfied population. Their tone was
angry and serious. Their language was imbued with metaphorical
significance created within the Rastafari movement in which they, as
sufferers, naturally found their place. They were being shaped and
influenced by the lyrics and musical character of the burgeoning range of

reggae music, which was the most comprehensive expression of the creative

turbulence which was taking place.

Garveyism and the development of the Rastafari movement

The emergence in the late 1970's of the dub poets, with whom this
chapter is mainly concerned, was the culmination of a process which
'began' with the transition of the Rastafari movement from an isolated
group of social outcasts into a focus of mass resistance to the
established, and still very colonial, order., The seeds of this movement‘
were deeply and widely sown in the 1920's and 30's by Marcus Garvey.
Garvey's message of pride in being black, and repatriation to an

B

independent Africa wunder black rule resonated in the hearts of millions
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of black people all over the world. "A weaver of dreams, he translated
into a fantastic reality the gaudy strands of the vicarious desires of
the sutmerged members of the Negro race." (McKay 19€68). His exceptionsal
abilities as a mobilizer gave black peorle an idea of their potential
power, as huge crowds witnessed visionary pegeants and assemblies in
Harlem and Eidelweiss Park, Kingston, Jamzica. (Cronon 1662). Unlike the
more intellectual Pan-African Movement, Garveyism was characterised by
"eggressive, concerted independent action" (Lynch, intro. in Jacques-
Garvey (ed.) 198C, p.vii). It made its appeal directly to the masses, and
Garveyism continued to be cherished as an ideal, even though the
practical plans failed to come to fruition.

Garvey is regerded a2s a prophet by the Rastafarian movement, and is
credited with having said, "Look to Africa, when a black king shall be
crowned, for the dey of deliverance is near." In November 1930, Ras
Tafari was crowned Emperor Haile Selassie of Ethiopia. His titles, King
of Kings, Lord of Lords and Conquering Lion of Judah, convinced many
Jamaicens consulting their Pibles (Revelation 5:2,5) that his coronation
was the fulfilment of a prorhecy. There was a strong current of
resistance amongst these descendants of slaves to reconciliastion with
their unchosen and harsh homeland. Identification with the Isra'elites in
Babylonian captivity was strong. Many took renewed hope from the
coronation that their hour of redemption was near; they would soon be
released out of bondage and returned to the African motherland.

In 1935 Italy under the fascist 1leadership of Missolini a.ttacked
Ethiopia, using roison gas and bombs egainst civilians and an army
defending itself with rifles, bare hands and ancient swords (Greenfield
1965, pp.191-223). This outrage, symbolized in the lonely figure of the
Emperor Haile Selassie zprealing for help at the League of ‘Nations,

united black people all over the world (ibid. p.189). Twenty years later,
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in recognition of the support received from New World Blacks, the
Emperor, long restored to his throne, made a grant of 500 acres of
fertile land in an area called Shashemane for all those who wished to
repatriate,

The Rastafarian movement, which developed in response to these
international events, was democratic and heterogeneous. There was no
single leader who could claim to speak for the movement, and its
doctrines were open to quite wide personal interpretation (Owens,1976,
p.2). The use of marijuana, or ganjz, to assist meditation brought the
movement into constant confrontation with the police. In May 1959 the
police made a violent and sustained attack on Back a Wall, the
Rastafarian stronghold in Kingston. Harsh, exemplary punishments were
meted out on the many Ra;tafari brought to court. The bitterness thus
caused led to the spread of revolutionary sentiment (Smith et. al. 1960,
p.16). Some Rastafari began identifying with the triumph of the Cuban
guerrillas in that year. The authorities viewed the developing situation
with alarm. The University College of the West Indies responded to a
request by certain Rastafarian leaders that it should help in relaying
factual information about the movement and its demands. As a result of

the recommendations made in the report, The Rastafari Movement in

Kingston, Jamaica by M.G. Smith, Roy Augier and Rex Nettleford, published

1960, a delegation, including Rastafarian leaders, went to Ethiopia with
a view to facilitating repatriation in 1961 (Owens, 1976, p.21). The
report also drew attention to the appalling conditions in the ghetto (a
term referring generally to the poor urban areas of Kingston) where the
most basic facilities were lacking, and made practical suggestions such .
as a low-cost housing programme and improvement of community provision in
poor areas. (Smith et. al., 1960, p.37).

The mass nature of the movement was only fully revealed to all
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levels of Jamaican society, however, by the visit of Emperor Haile
Selassie in April 1966 when 10,000 Rastafarians gathered at Norman
Washington Manley Airport to greet him. The authorities were wunable to
handle the situation, and the Hmperor refused to leave the aircraft.
Mortimo Planno, a Rastafarian leader, came forward to control the crowd
and persuaded him it was safe to do so (Davis & Simon 1979, p.77). Many
do not regard it as a coincidence that in July 1966, Back a Wall was
summarily bulldozed to the ground. This had the effect of spreading the
movement even more widely. 1966 saw the beginning of rock steady musie -
a deliberate slowing of the popular music beat and increasingly direct
social criticism in the lyrics - reflecting a growing consciousness and
sense of resistance amongst the ghetto population. (Davis & Simon 1983,

p.71).

Walter Rodney and the Black Power movement

This period coincided with the immense turbulence in Black America
occasioned by the assassination of Martin Luther King, the political
teachings of Malcolm X and the revolutionary activities of the PRlack
Panther Party. Black Power formed a common ideological ground between
many West Indian intellectuals and the Rastafari movement. Creative
exchange increasingly took place between the ghetto and ‘che; university
campus, Scholarships for secondery school places were introduced in the
1950's., All of the young ghetto poets received a secondary education, the
first vital step to social mobility and personal expression. Increased
educationzl opportunities for the poor did not see much reflection 1in
increased job opportunities., There were large numters of relastively well-
educated and articulate persons 1living in the ghetto, who tended to
become leaders and orgenisers.

In January 1968 the Guyanese historian, Walter Rodney, took up a
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teaching appointment at the University. He had a Ph.D. in West African

history, and came from an appointment at the university of Dar-Es-Salaam,
Tanzania, Political independence in 1962 had done little to change the
colonial and completely Eurocentric character of education. The
information Rodney imparted about the ancient c¢ivilizations of Africa,
the impact of slavery and the contemporary African situation had a
sensational impact in Jamaica. Many intellectuals and progressive
professionals recognized that the Rastafarian and other Garveyite
movements had cherished a very positive view of their African heritage,
whilst their education had given them a colonial orientation. Rodney
spoke to groups everywhere, in the urban ghettoes, rural villages, and
the uptown suburbs. U.W.I. social and political scientists were also
playing a prominent role in the process of intellectual decolonization.
From 1966 Trevor Monroe had been encouraging Rastafarians to come up on
to the campus to reason with the students. A Garveyite Jjournal entitled
Bongo Man, edited by Rupert Lewis, had been making a considerable impact
since its appearance in 1067. Within the space of two terms, Rodney's
influence was being considered by the authorities a threat to the
stability of the island. On October 13, 1968 Rodney addressed the
Congress of Black Writers in Montrezl on the topic 'African History in
the Service of Black Revolution'. Cn Cctober 15 he was banned from re-

entering Jamaica. A peaceful student demonstration through Kingston was

met by teargas and police violence (Gonsalves 1979). This provoked a

widespread response from the sufferer population of the city including

the burning of vehicles, demage of buildings and looting (ibid.). Forced

back on to the campus, students held debates and demonstrations while

printing presses produced a stream of pamphlets and broadsheets. The -
university campus was under seige by the police and military for six

weeks, equipped with armoured vehicles and machine guns.
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Despite the reimposition of quiet and the elimination of Rodney from
the scene, radical activity continued to flourish. Rasta camps promoted
discussion about 1liberation struggles in Africa and Latin America and
activists began to organize in different ways within their communities.
The Abeng newspaper which succeeded Bongo Man - a professional production

with a Black Power and Socialist perspective - swiftly increased its

distribution island-wide.

A change of government and a new cultural policy

Deep-rooted dissatisfaction with the performance of the ruling
Jemaica Labour Party led to an electoral victory for the People's
National Party, led by Michael Manley in 1972, Because of the degree of
suppression of grassroots expression, there was a wide consensus that
cultural decolonization was a central aspect of the changes that needed
to take place. Plans had been drawn up and work begun on a new complex
called the Cultural Training Centre under the J.L.P. govermnment. It was
only after Manley came to power that cultural policy began to be
seriously reconsidered when an Exploratory Committee on the Arts and

Culture was set up in 1972. A UNESCO report of 1977, Cultural Policy in

Jamaica, comments that the emphasis in the Jamaica School of Music (set
up as a limited company with government subsidy in 1961) had been almost
entirely on European classical music. "In the atmosphere generated by
colonial cultural values which still strongly prevailed in 1972, the
temperate call of the Exploratory Committee for 'the expansion and
integration' of (but not giving central plsce to) research into the
musical heritage of the majority of the Jamaican people, was nothing
short of revolutionary." (UNESCO, 1977). Clearly the "distinguished

leaders in the arts and culture" who made up the Committee had heard the

subterranean cries of 1968-9.



- 127 -

The Cultural Training Centre (C.T.C.) was completed in 197€, just in
tine for the Caribbean Festival of Arts (CARIFESTA), hosted by Jamaica in
that year. The emphasis from the beginning was on providing opportunities
for the non-privileged and also providing creative stimulus within the
comunity. Within the School of Drama, part-time evening courses were a
significant part of the programme, and also the training of cultural
officers working in community projects. Through such approaches, the
Shool of Drama strengthened its ties with the community. The School of
Irama was to act as an important base and springboard for several of the
ghetto poets. Michael Smith, ku Onuora and Claudette Richardson were all
awarded scholarships to the School on the basis of their poetry and
performing talents. Michael Smith's power on stage owed much to the
skills he had 1learned there. The individuals who formed the poetry
performence group, 'Poets in Unity' met and came together through the
Irama School.

The School also provided an important venue through which to exhibit all
kinds of performance ideas. Thus Cku worked on a 'choreo-poetry drama!

based around his poems, while Michael produced his own play, 'The Yard'.

(onscience and reform

Another significant factor ebout this era was that it saw the
introduction of much-needed prison reform. While the cultursl policy of
the Manley era was enlightened, it did little to attack the structural
foms of inequality and injustice which were (and are) so glaring in
lamaican society. The inhabitants of the prisons were almost exclusively
frm the poorest strata, and there was particular prejudice against
fastafarians. Conditions in the prisons were brutal, inhumanely spartan,
Squalid and corrupt (Hector, 1984). It was not until the immates of Death

bw in St. Catherine's District Prison took desperate action in 1974,
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seizing a warder as hostage and demanding an audience with the Prime
Minister, that any changes began to be introduced. A Commission of
Enquiry, headed by Dr. Lloyd Barnett was duly set up and as a result of
its recommendations a\ nunber of reforms were instituted (ibid., p.105).
Oku Onuora, who was serving a ten year sentence for robbery, played his
part in organising support for the rebels, He gave the name to the
organization which spread from prison to prison; the Prisoners' United
Liberation League, or PULL (ibid., p.88). As a result of agitation by
PULL, an education programme for prisoners was set up. In addition, a
Prisoners' Development Week, during which the crafts of prisoners were to
be displayed and their creative writing publicly performed, was
introduced. Prisoners had the opportunity to go outside and speak at
schools and other gatherings, and "events took place on both sides of the
wall® (ibid., p.105). It was in this increasingly liberal climate that
Cku Onuora, whose poetry performances had aroused immense feeling inside
the prison, was granted permission to perform to the public under the
auspices of P,E.N. International on 15th February 1977. That performance
caused such a sensation that an intense campaign got under way to secure
his release. In an unprecedented decision in 1977, Cku was granted a
pardon.,

Contradiction and paradox characterise this whole area of Jamaican
life during the Manley period. In an attempt to stem the flood of guns
puring in from Mami with a view to destabilizing the socialist
goverrment (Beckford & Witter, 1982, p125) and the consequent eruption of
violence, Manley imposed a rule of 'Heavy Manners' (officially adopted as
the re-election slogan of 1976). In 1974 legislation was introcduced which
made mere possession of a gun punishable by a life sentence. A special
Gun Gourt executed summary justice and became an object of profound dread

for the ghetto youth, who were most likely to end up within its confines.
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fet here too the cultural programme went ahead. Michael Smith was a
regular visitor to the Gun Court, where he organized drama sessions. The
Gm Court Cultural Movement won several awards with its plays (including

Jlamaica struggle (1978), The Messiah (1979) and Cudjoe (1980)) entered in

the drama section of the annual Jamaica Festivel., It is made up entirely

of young people serving life sentences. (Omotoso 1982, p.85).

thetto culture takes a lead

Some of the profoundest statements about the society were being made
through reggae music. The music in itself contained a powerful drive and
tension. The 1lyrics increasingly combined the Rastafarian sense of
history and mystical sense of self-worth with radical political
sentiments inspired by the 1liberation struggles in Africa and, more
indirectly, the Cuban revolution. The Wailers, i.e. Bob Marley, Peter
Tosh and Bunny Livingstone, brought together this combination most
pwerfully, set against their harsh personal experiences of living in
Trench Town (part of the West Kingston ghetto) and expressed in a new,

miech heavier rhythm (Catch A Fire, 1973). It was from this time that

reggae music began to gain international recognition as the power of both
lyrics and music came to be almost universally appreciated. International
recognition brought a new source of national pride, and naturally gave
reggae artists authority and influence.

The ghetto poets, 1like 2all their peers, were steeped in reggsze
nusic. They had grown up with it in their comnuriities. from the early

days of the sound systems: large, mobile record and speaker systems

designed for outdoor dances. D.J.'s became 1local stars in their own
right, striving to attract people to their sound by broadcasting their
o styles of verbal improvisation across the neighbourhood. The early

DJ.'s speciaslised in rhythmical rhymes which appealed primarily to the
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ear, Their verbal displays were one of the major influences on the ghetto
poets. Some D.J.'s Dbegan reflecting the serious philosophical and
political tone encourzged by Rastafarianism. One such, Big Youth, was
particularly respected as a performer and commentator.

Count Ossie, a Rastafarian leader whose drumming orchestra formed
the core of the legendary musicians' group called Mystic Revelation of
Rastafari (MRR), was deeply revered. He established a precedent of
setting up a camp, at 31 Adastra Road in East Kingston, around the group.
People were welcome to listen or join in with drumming or other musical

sessions.

Brethren still reminisce fondly on those early days when
university intellectuals and handcart pushers, musical novices
and virtuosos, holy men and charlatans, men of professions and
men of questionable employment met and interacted under a
benner of mutual respect and peace. This was the way Count
Ossie ran his camp. (A.P.I., n.d.)

It formed an important centre for cultural events, as well as providing a
focus and support for the community. Scme reggae musicians who became
successful were to do likewise, Third World, a reggae band which appealed
to a very wide section of the international market, established a centre
called Zinc Fence on the edge of New Kingston. This provided an important
grassroots cultural venue. Third World or Cedric 'Im' Brookes' United
Africa would provide accompa;niment to a number of top réggae artists, and
poets performed with or without music. They were democratic affairs, in
which humble artists performed alongside the famous, Often there was an
entrance fee of $5, but scmetimes concerts were free. Cedric Brookes,
mentioned above, has also played a significant role as a 'bridge' between
the ghetto and more established cultures. He has played as a session
musician with reggse artists since 1662, is an accomplished jazz
sexophone player, and a master drummer. He teaches African and Caribbean
traditions at the School of Music. His horn section joined ,with Count

Ossie's drums to form the MRR, He has his own centre in East Kingston,
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which is another lively venue for roots cultural events.

During this time the ghetto poets were earning 1little money. More
often than not performers were expected to give their services free. As
the poets increasingly worked with reggae music, their commercial
potential grew. Oku Cnuora claims to be the first poet actually billed to
perform at a big reggee concert. In 1978 he performed on the same stage
as Bob Marley and Peter Tosh at the Cne Love Peace Concert. Performing to
mass audiences was a means to a "handsome fee" (Onuwora, 1982). He coined
the expression Dub Poet which immediately provit;led an attractive, reggae-
associated image. In 1979 his first record was released, and sold well.
Mutabaruka (another poet from the ghetto who had enjoyed considerable
recognition in the early 1970's, and then spent some years in a rural
retreat) and Michael Smith also made records. Michael Smith's 'Mi Cyaan
Believe It' was probably the first to be heard in Britain in any numbers.
The market in Europe was ripe. The comparable work of Linton Kwesi
Johnson (based in Pritain) was enjoying so much popularity in Britain,
France, Holland and Jamaica that he had established his own record label
and was in a position to help promote other poets from the Caribbean.

There was an ethusiastic reponse to Jamaican dub poetry from Holland and

France,

The post-Manley, post-Marley era

The opening up of commercial possibilities and wider audiences
abroad coincided with a drastic change of political climate at hame. In
Novemter 1980, after the most violent campaign in Jamaica's history
during which over 75C people died (Manley, 1982 p.194), Michael Manley"s
P.N.P. was electorally defeated. The new J.L.P. govermment formed by
Edward Seega was strongly pro-American, pro- free enterprise, and

prepared to make many concessions to secure the friendship of the United



- 132 -

States., (Beckford & Witter, 1982, pp. 125, 132). The climate was not
conducive to poets with messages of revolution and protest. The
population was disillusioned by the fact that P.N.P. performance had
rarely measured up to promises and rhetoric. In addition, Seaga bhad
powerful financial backers.

Mother demoralizing factor was the tragic, untimely death of Bob
Marley, also in 1980. The mass of the population was in deep mourning for
over a year. Increasingly Marley was spoken of as 'The Prophet', his
posthumously-released 'Redemption Song' regarded as a last life-line in a
situation of increasing hopelessness. The 1loss of Marley was soon
reflected in reggae music. The political and mystical themes gave way to
the lewd lyrics (dismissed by Rastafarians and radicals as slackness) of
D.J.'s like Yellowman, who clearly oriented his material to commercial
success,

Venues for poetry performence were less availeble. Zinc Fence was
closed for long months, with Third World out of the country. The only
major outlet at home was the annual 'Reggee Sunsplash' festival, held st
Montego Bay. Meanwhile, opportunities were opening up in Europe. The way
forward for survival was clear; tours in Europe, and the marketing of
poetry on record. With opportunities for 1live performance severely
curtailed at home the identity of the Dub Poet became mcre closely

aligned with the recording industry.

Section two: what do we mean by Dub Poetry?

It was (ku Cnuora who originally promoted the term Dub Poetry early
in 1979 (Morris, 1983a). It was a recognition of common characteristics
in the work of young poets who had emerged into public notice in the late
1970's. They were integrally part of Kingston's youth culture, which

embraced reggae music, the Rastafarian philosophy, way of life and mode
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of speech, and a political perspective dominated by black nationalism
and/or socialism. ku OCnuora has described Dub Poetry thus: it "is not
merely putting a piece of poem pon a reggae rhythm; it is a poem that has
a built-in reggae rhythm." So even when the poem is performed without any
reggae music accompaniment, "one can distinectly hear the reggae rhythm,
coming out of the poem". (ibid., p.189).

Some of the poets who have been linked under this term have raised
objections, feeling that it limited public perceptions of their work.
Mutabaruka expressed this opinion in an interview with Paul Bradshaw (NME
30,10,.8), Onuwra, however, feels that the term adequately encompasses
his range,

then we talk about dub poetry we're talking ebout a specific

kind of Jamaican poetry. A Jamaican poetry wutilizing the

populer rhythm, the popular speech of the peorle now. (Onuora,

19813).

By juxtaposing the phrases "the popular rhythm" and "the popular speech
of the people now", Cku suggests that the contemporary rhytlms and style
of speech are inseparable from the rhythms of reggae music, which
constitutes the most obvious form of "popular rhythm". Many of Cku's
poems are composed in standard English, yet their content and style evoke
the special tension which is embodied in reggae music. This is almost
inevitable given the degree to which the music - permeates  the
consciousness of ghetto youth,

Dramatization is a central factor in the poets' delivery. Three
originators of the concept, Cnuora, Michael Smith and Noel Walcott, all
trained at the School of Drama. All of them have spent time on increasing
the overall stage (and recording studio) impact of their work. Mervyn

Morris has commented:
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Dub poetry on the page is often little more than the script for

a performer already familiar with his own meterial. Since the

arrangement of lines does not often guide us into the rhythms,

it is often difficult to receive the poem before one has heard

it well delivered. (1982a, p.190).

In seeking to grasp the fullness of the poets' meaning, we do them a
disservice if we simply consider text separate from its performance
context.

Dub Poetry 1is almost invariably protest poetry, concerned with the
miserable conditions of Jamaica's poor. Rastafarianism has brought the
themes of black pride, persistent 'slavery', and a nostalgia for the
African heritage. The songs of Bob Marley and Peter Tosh have inspired a
revolutionary perspective which strongly identifies with the African
national liberation struggles.

Improvisations or toasts by dub D.J.'s like U-Roy were a principle
source of inspiration for the new poets. U-Roy was, accerding to Carl
Cayle, a "true original" (Davis & Simon 1983, p.114). Distinctive for the
speed of his deliveries, and his wild shrieks and interjections, U-Roy
brought a new 'edge' to rock-steady music in the late 1960's:

Ooh Aah Flashin my whip, flashin my whip

You gotta move, you gotta move

I'm here to soperate a soul from the wax (Good GCod)

So you can go to the wicket people an get yourself a ticket

Smile a while an give your face a rest

Raise your 2rms to the ones you love best, maybe I can do the rest
Towards the end of 1965 a number of records were released which had
rhythm tracks only. This was purely accidental, the result of a horn
soloist failing to turn up at the recording session (Clarke, 1980). These
riddim sclos became a popular basis for the D.J's toasts. Experimentation
led to the 'dubbing in' of extra guitar rhythms and percussion and the
use of echo, reverberation and fade-outs to enhance the basic material.
The bass line became ever more powerful and dominant., It became

convention to release a dub version as the 'B' side of every imstrumental

or vocal single. (Clarke, 1980, ch.€, Davis & Simon pp.111 ff., 1683).
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The poetry of Michael Smith and Mutabaruka contains linguistic and
rhythmic elements which are not derived from the ghetto youth. Smith is
sensitive to older, rural traditions and reflects the speech styles of
other generations with attitudes different from his own. Mutabaruka has
often used standard English, and an urbane, sceptical tone suggesting
detachment, He has said quite categorically that he does not wish to
simply write "ghetto and ghetto and ghetto" (1980b). He is attracted more
to the realms of mysticism and philosophy than are the other poets. We
can see elements in their work which link Michael Smith to the tradition
of louise Bennett, and Mitabaruka to the more established realm of
contemporary Caribbean poetry. The work of Oku Onuora, Mutabaruka and
Brian Meeks is more page-oriented than that of Michael Smith. ku and
Muta show a tendency to minimalism in their earlier work, reflecting
Bleck American influences; some work by Sonia Sanchez, for example. Cther
Black Mmerican poets read by the Dub Poets include Nikki Giovanni, LeRoi
Jones and Don L, Lee. At the School of Drama, Smith, Onuora and Walcott
studied Langston Hughes' use of jazz and blues, and began consciously to
incorporate musical ideas into their composition. Onuwora's use of word-
breaks to create multiple meaning suggests the influence of Brathwaite,.

Dub Poetry has developed mainly from two urban orel traditions; the
D.J., who used formulaic structures as a basis for verbal improvisation,
and the more melodic articulators of Rastafarian philosorhy 1like BEob
Marley and Peter Tosh. Both traditions are styles of reggae music, Garth
White, a respected authority on reggse and Jamaican popular culture,
emphasises this connection through his terms singer-poet, referring to
artists like Pob Marley and Big Youth, and drama-poet, describing thg
heightened deliveries of ku Cnuora, Michael Smith and others. Dramatic¢
delivery is a distinctive feature of Jamaican dub poetry. The dread image

+

of the poets is significant, as is their distinctive urban Creole, which
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is identified by Velma Pollard (1980) as Dread Talk. Like so many temms
referring to 'schools' of art, Dub Poetry is a useful shorthand, so long

as we do not allow it to obscure the diversity of the poets which it

emtraces, and of their work.

Section three: Dread Talk

The language used by the dub poets employs a wide spectrum of
Caribbean wusage, but is distinctively characterized by Dread Talk (DT),
as defined by Velma Pollard (1980, 1983). She describes it as "a
comparatively recent adjustment of the 1lexicon of Jemaica Creole to
reflect the religious, political and philosophical positions of the
believers in Rastafari® (1983). The adoption of Dread Talk represents a
radical shift in perspective from the received values of Jamaican
society., Pollard describes this shift as "the forceful creative turn of
words against English, the language used by the oppressor to 'increase
confusion' ,"(ibid) The Rastafarian attitude, profoundly suspicious of
anything European, has upended the view of Creole as 'bad English',
expressing confidence in that language which is closest to the African
heritage, and which resists the M"lies and deceits" of the slavemaster's
tongue.

Rastafarians are extremely creative, in music, painting, crafts; but
their highest creative achievement has been in the extension and
medification of a language, transforming it into a powerful vehicle for
expression of their experience and philosophy. The Word is perceived as
power, Words must therefore be used with care and awareness. The emphasis
is on sound rather than the written word. A word must have phonological,
as well as sementic, truth. Thus, international 1is regarded as a
phonological contradiction; the true word should be outernational.

)

Oppress, similerly, is adjusted to downpress. As Pollard comments,
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n, ,.the man who is making the words is a man 1looking up from

(1980, p.32).

under . "

To understand the significance of Dread Talk, one must understand

the concept and experience of Dread, Dread is the most pervasive,

ambiguous and powerful of the Rastafarians' "small but pointedly relevant

lexicon of normative-descriptive word-symbols" (Nettleford, 1978, p.201).

Word-symbol is an apt term, because expressions such as dread, Haile

Selessie-I and all the other I-words (Nettleford, ibid.) symbolize a

cluster of meanings which have developed out of years of collective

reasoning and meditation. Gordon Rohlehr described Dread thus:
...that quality which defines the static fear-bound
relationship between the "have-gots" and the "have-nots", It is
the historic tension between slaver and slave, between the
eruel ineptitude of power on the part of the rulers, and

introspective menace and dream of Apocalypse on the part of the

down-trodden, This is why Dread remains a constant quality in
Jamaica's creative life. (1972, pt.2, p.139).

When Rastafariens were first seen in Kingston, their wild appearance and

long, knotty hair evoked feelings of profound dread in meny citizens, The

official response was to persecute them ruthlessly, but this only

increased their sense of righteousness. Identifying with Haile <Selassie

as 'the conquering lion of Judah', they wore their locks with pride, as a

lion's mane, in defiance of the contemporary scorn for Negroid 'bad

hair',

The language of Dread Talk is apocalyptic (Smith et. al. 1960,

p.27). The Bible forms the centrasl text of the movement, and is

constantly studied. Rastafarian biblical interpretations are rooted 1in

the history and experiences of New World Blacks, and a strong propensity

for metaphor has developed. The experience of the black diaspora is

identified with the fate of the Children of Israel. The sojourn of black
people in the West is captivity in Babylon. Babylen 1is another

word-

symbol, meaning at its most specific the police and army, but also
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describing alternatively, anyone who is identified with 'the system';
international ¥hite Power; the capitalist system; any form of
naterialism, generally dismissed as vanity. The Rastafari movement draws
mainly on the Old Testament and Revelation for its symbolism.
Rastafarians respond particularly to the prophecies of the destruction of
Babylon and all evil empires, and the redemption of the poor and
righteous.

All this significance (historical and contemporary) must be absorbed

if we are to understand the full weight of Michael Smith's words:

Babylon on I right

Babylon on I lef

Babylon in front of I

an Babylon behine I

an I an I alone

inna di middle

like a Goliath with a sling shot
('Goliath')

Through the fusion of Pavid and Goliath, the poet simultaneously conveys
vulnerability and strength, which characterizes dread.

I-words are the most characteristic and original aspect of Dread
Talk. The wuse of the I as the first person pronoun (unchanging in every
case) distinguishes DI from Jamaica Creole, where the first person
pronoun is usually mi. Cwens (1976) comments:

The Rastas...would seem to perceive this creole pxr‘onoun~ "me' s&s

expressive of subservience, as representative of the self-

degradation that was exrected of the slaves by their masters.

It makes persons into objects, not subjects. (p.65).

This reasonable interpretation suggests that the conscious Rastafarian
adoption of the I represents an assertion of the innate worth of the
individual. The expression I an I ('we') generally refers only to Dreads.

It is a sense of the collective which pointedly accords each member equal

value as ‘'another I'. Sometimes I an I is wused as a first person

singular.

Given the importance attached to the I, the Roman numeral sometimes
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attached to the Ethiopian Emperor's title was interpretated as Haile

Selassie~I. This title confirmed that their God was a man just like them,

and what is more, was one and the same with each one of them. I was

equated with eye, with vision. It was noted that Se-las-sie began and
ended with see. The Rastafari does not express opinions; he/she sees (or,

more characteristically, sight) the truth. When looking for assent, the

Rasta asks, seen? Many words have their first syllable changed to I to

denote their association with dread culture. Thus we have I-shence and

I-11ie (incense and collie) both being words for ganja, or marijuana.

Ethiopia is often referred to as I-thiopia, while the 1last syllable of
RastafarI is always pronounced like the first person pronoun. Because of

the non-aspirated 'h' common in Jameaica Creole, I can also mean high, as

in 'the most high'. Baile, pronounced 'Iley', signifies highly (Owens,

p.67). Through ganja and meditation, the Rastafari can attain the 'I-est

Ites'. All these quelities of Dread Talk form an essential part of the

meaning of dub poetry.

Section four: the work of the Dub Poets

MICHAEL SMITH

Part one: biographical background

Michael Smith was born on September U4th 1654 in Woodford Park,
Kingston. He grew up 1in Jones Town, West Kingston. Eis mother was a

domestic worker, his father a mason. He attended many schools (Jones

Town, Denham Town Primary, Kingston College, St. Georges Extension,

Lincoln College) but felt he learned more from the street than he did in

a classroom:
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Me no too love school still...Me really did learn more amongst

me own bredren them, becazuse we used to sit-in and reason and

read whole heap, whole heap, whole heap, from me just small...

(Smith, 1981a)

It seems he was a bit of a 'handful' as a young boy and was sent to his
grandparents in the country to "cool out". It was from such experience
that his sensitivity to older traditions, the different rhythms of
country life and people, and a respect and affection for old people
developed. All through his youth, the ear of this essentially oral poet
was being 'educated' and, as his talent reached fruition, fragments of
his aural life were channelled and fashioned into performance poems which
ranged widely over Jamaican experience.

Michael had a compulsion to write from an early age. By the time he
was fourteen he had an exercise book full of his poems. His father
opposed his writing, on the grounds that he would never earn a living by
it, and burned the exercise book. This did not discourage his son from
witing poetry, but only convinced him of the value of memorizing
perfectly everything he composed.

The first poem which brought him any recognition was composed in
anger provoked by a newspaper headline: 'Ian Smith Says No to Majerity
Rule'. He performed the poem at his local community centre in Golden
Spring, Kingston, and it was received with consideraﬁle excitement.
Dennis Scott, one of Jamaica's leading poets and dramatists, and
principal of the Jamaica School of Drama, came to Golden Spring. Though
Michael was much in awe of this man, with his "bz2l' head, bare foot", who
had just won the Commonwealth prize for literature, he was persuaded to
show him a poem he had in his pocket. Tom Cross, Scott's deputy, was
there too, and continued to visit the centre, watching Michael perform, -
and giving him occasional advice.

Michael Smith entered a workshop competition for a Social

Development Commission scholarship, held at Jones Town. He won, and as a
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result earned a place at the Jamaica School of Drama in 1975. No money
was eventually forthcoming, so he was obliged to find work - at one time
as a gardener — and attend on a part-time basis. In any case, he said,
Dennis Scott and Carroll Dawes (former Director of School of Drama) "were
cool zbout the money", illustrating the liberal climate of the times.

At drama school, Michael Smith learned techniques relating to use of
the voice, body movement and characterization, all of which became
integral parts of his poetry composition and performance. Honor Forde-
Smith, one of his tutors, said: "Mikey used to work for hours on his
voice, you know. He used to practise, he wused to do all his voice
exercises, very seriously...8s well as he used to work on the rhythmic
potential of his poetry..." (quoted in Morris 1985, p.51). He gained
practice in improvisation, play-writing and direction. He produced his
ow play, The Yard in 1979 (Gleaner 29.11.79, 5.12.79, Daily News

21.11.79). His subject, as ever, was the trials and struggles of the
Jamaican oppressed.

In 1977 he composed the poem which was to bring him national (and
ultimately international) recognition: 'Mi Cyaan Relieve It'. This poem,
probably above any other, found an echo in the hearts of politically-
conscious Jamaicans during this period. He became- - one of the most
representative voices of the social and political challenge from the
ghetto, expressing both its contradictions and revolutionary aspirations.
Poets and politicians frequently shared the same platform. Michael was
drawn into the sphere of political zctivism, becaming a member of the
Communist Workers' Party of Jamaica (W.P.J.). He was very conscious that
his work often evoked a warmmer response from audiences than the speeches
of politicians. This view combined a degree of egoism with a sensitive
awareness that popular consciousness could best be touched by being one

)

with it, He bhad ambitions as an artist and had difficulty reconciling
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these with the constraints of party discipline. Eventually he was to
resign his membership of the WPJ, In 1978 he performed as part of
Janaica's delegation at the 11th World Festivel of Youth, held in Cuba.

Although he had achieved a considereble level of popular success,
there was smell financial reward and survival continued to be a struggle.
He associated closely with musicians including Cedric Brookes and the
bard Third World, which was internationally successful. Michael hoped for
such an escape from the constant threat of going hungry. In August 1981,
while in Barbados as a member of the Jamaican artists' delegation to
Carifesta, he met Linton Kwesi Johnson, who had developed a comparable
form of poetry in Britain and was well-established in the media, with his
own record company. The BBC was making a film about Kwesi Johnson and
Carifesta, and Michael was asked to perform '"Mi Cyaan Believe It'. The
performance created a considersble impact among those who saw it in
Britain. As 2 result of this meeting, tentative plans were made for
Michael to visit Pritain the following year.

Johnson was true to his word, and the following March Michael
Smith's first performance in London was one of the highlights of an
international poetry reading that also included Edward Kamau Brathwaite,
Jack Mapanje and Ckot p'Bitek. (First International Fair of Radical,
Black and Third World PBooks; poetry reading held at Camden Town Hall,
30.3.82). In the next two months, Smith performed 2t cultural and
comunity centres all over England, recorded an album of his poetry (Mi

Cyaan Believe It, 1982) with the reggee musician, Dennis Bovell (who is

also closely associated with Johnson's work) and received coverage on
radio and TV, He performed for UNESCO in Paris in November 1682. Later he.
toured in Britain with Gregory Isaacs, one of Jamaica's most popular
reggae singers, and did further concerts in Amsterdam and Milan.

On August 17 1983, not quite 2G years old, Michael Smith met a
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tregic and shocking death., On the evening of August 16 he attended a
plitical meeting near his home addressed by the Minister of Education,
Mavis Gilmour. He is said to have heckled her. The following morning he
was in the same area and passed the constituency offices of the ruling
party, the Jamaica Labour Party (J.L.P.). Four men picked an argumerit
with him and began stoning him. He received two fatal blows; one to the
forehead and one on the side of the head. At the arrival of two cars, the
assailents fled, into the J.L.P. offices, There can be little doubt that
it was a politicel killing. Morris comments: "...nothing I have so far
read or heard supports the notion that Mikey Smith was killed because he
wrote poetry, or because of the poetry he wrote.™ (1985, p.49). The
ultimate cause was institutionalized political violence, for which the
govermment has a responsibility.

The nature of Mchael &Smith's death inevitably casts a new
significance on his life and work. We might compare the posthumous
significance of the poetry of Roque Dalton, killed in the revolutionary
struggle in E1 Salvador, or that of Christopher Okigbo, who died fighting
in the Biafran war. Their words, in retrospect, produce prophetic

reverberations, as here at the end of Smith's simple poem of dedication:

i

shal not die

a natural death

but

fighting
Mervyn Morris has stressed the "liberal humanist responses" (1983, p.190)
in Smith's work. An examination of his themes and conclusions will
confirm the general accuracy of this assessment. In Michael Smith's case
it is form as much as content which carries a revolutionary, message.
Careful consideration will therefore be given to the 1imsge the poet"
embodied in his total being as projected in performance; the way emotive

devices were employed to direct audiences' responses; and the extent to
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which context transformed the poet from commentator to active agent.

Part two: meanings beyond the text

A concentration on themes or on texts only partially conveys the

significance of a Michzel Smith poem. Of 2all the poets under

consideration, Smith gave 1least attention to the form of words on the

page. He conceptualized and practised composition more in musical than in

literary terms. Many extra verbal and non-verbal messages were projected

by the author in performance, and it was the combination of all these

which constituted the meaning. These included his own physicsl appearance
and the personal images he projected, his choice of language, his general
stage presence, and the styles in which he delivered the poems.

In the first case, the question of who the poet was is extremely

significant. There can be little question of separating text from author

and regarding it as an autonamous object. The poet himself was very

resistant to this idea.

One of my reasons for really saying my own poems is because I
usually doubt that anybody could do it as good as how I do it.
S0 if I write a poem and give it to samebody to read it, right,
I'd be very impatient with them and say, "You not catching
that...or you must let the word twist like this, and you must
carry it out back like that...And I never yet found anyone with
tolerance to really sit down and go through that. So I like
read my poem myself, I don't like read other people's poems.
And that's not out of selfishness, because I don't think I can
do it l1ike how they want do it. (Smith 1981¢c).

The person of the poet is an inseparable component of the poem and its

correct interpretation., As with the other Dub Poets, it is significant in

terms of his poetry's meaning that Mikey Smith was numbered among the

non-privileged majority. He may have known more family security than

many, but he was familiar with poverty. His extreme thinness emphasised:

his role as a sufferer, Like the majority of Kingston youth, he espoused

the culture of street and yard, which included the smoking of marijuana

and saturation in reggae music, and projected himself as a Dread. This
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included (by 1981) locksing his hair and wearing a tam, a loose knitted
cap with the Ethiopian colours of red, green and gold.

To be identified as a Dread often implies a secular orientation.
However, Mikey became quite angry if it was ever suggested that he
considered himself apart from the Rastafari movement. He would simply
say, "Me an Rasta is very close." His instinct as a sufferer was alerted
against any suggestion of division amongst them.

In the context of performance, the imege beccmes formalized as a
persona, who can comment upon, and then bring to life, the sufferings of
others. The author is simultaneously above the situation, in being able
to present it as a piece of art, and yet campletely identified with it.
It was evident both in performance and in conversation that Mikey was
acutely sensitive to other people's distress:

...me does not say, 'Boy, a me-one a feel aware.' Me feel seh
anything me feel, any, everybody feel it too...Ca' me feel
hungry tonight, me know seh a next man out there a feel hungry
tonight...Me know seh anybody one out there feel it, so me feel
it too. (Smith 1981a)

This sensitivity to a collective experience is the source of a degree of
passion exhibited on stage which is not captured in the printed word. In
the last months of his 1life, Mikey was receiving treatment fram the
psychiatrist, Freddie Hickling. It was the almost inevitable outcome of
being extremely 'thin-skinned' in a harsh and tragic enviromment. Such
stresses moved his performances to an electric intensity. At the same
time he worked with a 1light touch, making frequent changes of pitch,
rhythm and tone, while he moved about the stage with natural ease
(despite a disability stemming from a childhood accident). His words
derived additional authority from the professionalism he had gained from
his drama school training.

Of all the performance poets, Mikey is the most representative of

the oral street culture, His composition owed little to formal education.
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He wrote poems down, but with little idea of formal arrangement. 1In a
sense, he felt he was 'not qualified' to arrange his words formally on
paper:

I write poems and I put it out and what have you. After that

the process is finished. I <can't do any more. I give it to

somebody who's professional and know the stuff, 1like Mr.

Morris, who know what he's doing and who take it on fram there

and carry it to znother stage. But I don't mess with that. That

is real trespassing, you know. (Smith, 1981c).

Mikey did not even rely on the written version of his ppems as 'memory-
jerkers', The experience of his father burning his adolescent poems had
served to reinforce a common grass-roots attitude to the written word, as
being far less permanent than words that are comitted to memory. Thus I
was told that although the police had ransacked and bulldozed the
Rastafarian stronghold of Back a Wall in Kingston they could do no harm
to the faith, because the bredrin had committed all the dogma to memory.
Mikey reflected the same principal when he said that to destroy his
poems, "you got to smash the finger, you got to smash the head" (1981c).

Mikey's method of ccmposition also located him firmly in the oral
tradition., He enjoyed and listened carefully to the speech and the human
and non-human rhythms of street and bus. The process of composition
usually began with a rhythmic phrase. In the case of 'Mi Cyaan Believe
It', Mikey picked up the title phrase on the streets and identified it as
a general expression of people's anxiety and helplessness in the face of
a visibly deteriorating situation.

In other cases, a rhythm came first, and various words were tried
out until a phrase which embodied the mood and sentiment both
semantically and musically was fourd.

...sometimes a rhythm come to me first (clicks finger). You
know, 1is a rhyttm. An me say, Dem make me feel nice, you know,

feel nice. An then you try remember the rhythm, an one time me

go home, an me say, 'Bwoy, cyaan take it inna Babylon, da da

da, Cyaan take it inna Babylon', an then you build on to ‘that,

build on to that, build on to that, and catch more breaks and
the bridges. Just like how a musician would work out... (1981a)
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The consciousness embodied in Dread Talk communicated widely in the
society and provided symbols around which the youth could find a common
identity., Michael Smith handles it with a light touch - a few distinctive
words and phrases within constructions which are 1largely traditional
Jamaica Creole, DT ‘'stretches' JC in the sense that it is oriented
towards philosophical discourse. On the other hand, JC is more flexible
in tone, accommodating a wide range of emotions, including humour, for
example. While DI' has developed to communicate perceptions 1largely
identified with the youth, JC does not 1limit the discourse to any
generation or group. Thus JC is the code which Michael naturally adopts
as he seeks to convey the multitude of voices of the Jamaican masses.

Smith expresses his affection for older Jamaicans in his adoption of
their idioms. BHe goes so far as to express sentiments which he does not
share. He respects his mother's view because of who she is, and expresses
it in her terms:

She never business bout Africa

much less fi go like Rasta

an she woulda wuk night an day

meck sacrifice an pray
He consciously appreciated the language of older people, especially in
the country, where the imagery is richest. One phrase he cherished was
the description of a woman's face as "flat 1like a broad-ankle market
woman" (1981c). It was not so much any precise image that was conjured up
but the graphic extension of the insult which he enjoyed.

Once Jamaica Creole is the vehicle of expression, it takes little to
trigger off laughter in a Jamaican audience. It is a conventional
expectation, Mikey consciously took his audience through a range of

emotions in his poems and used laughter as a release, but not one which.

would reduce the impact of his protest. For example:
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Mi daughter boyfren name is Sailor

an im pass through de port like a ship
is witty, and inevitably brings forth a burst of laughter, but the force
of the message is not lost, in fact may be reinforced by the memorability
of the phrase. Smith himself commented: "...an them realize, them realize
and them laugh., But them think, them think whole heap." (1981b). Thus he
uses conventional responses, but to his own purposes.

His very receptive ear, and his conscious desire to reflect a
multitude of voices made him a repository of oral tradition. His sources
were eclectic. "The black bud" (bird), for example, features in rural
tradition as a symbolic representation of poor black folk. In this poem -
despite its urban vision - economy, balance and traditional imagery 1lend

a proverbial quality:

clot, clot a wrap wi [eloth, cloth bandages our wounds

cry-cry pickney tearful children are still crying,
still a cry the black bird
black is a tough and clever bird -
bud hard to kill]
a
cunny bud
hard
fi
dead

Smith used a children's tradition surrounding first teeth to create a
powerful image of loss, and expectation betrayed:

For the teacher man know it

But im nah tell de sheep

Dat Ratta Ratta no bring back new teet!
The poem ('Say Natty Natty') 1is principally about &a 'Dread!' who is
prepared to sell out his culture to tourism. The teacher can be equated
with the imperialist countries, especially the United States, which sends
down tourists in their thousands to Jamaican resorts. The students, or
'sheep' are unconscious Jamaicans who accept what the more dominant and
calculating society gives or witholds. The message that "Ratta no bring

back new teet'™ means that what has been lost will not be replaced. When
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children lose a milk tooth, they throw it over a roof top and call on
'Ratta' (a character commonly found in Anansi stories) to replace the
tooth, The daminant culture (the teacher) 1is conscious that the
undefended culture (the sheep) will be destroyed, but is indifferent.
This is an extremely inventive reworking, using a child's vehicle chosen
for its imagery and urgent rhythm and fusing it with a sophisticated
understanding of the relationships between culture and power. The teacher
image and the use of nursery rhymes in a rhythmic chant were part of the
style of a D.J. called AlCapone:

Teacher, teacher I beg yu ring de bell

teach the children teach dem how to spell

esr=2-t rat, m-a-t mat, c-a-t cat...

(Davis & Simon 1983, p.115)
These uninteresting lyrics were nevertheless rhythmically exciting and
may have inspired Smith's much more elaborate (and strongly rhythmic)
concept .

Mikey Smith spoke with a slight irony that was not apology of "our
infantileness", by which he referred to the inclination to "rally round
the repetition of a phrase." (1981c), Delight in sound for its own sake is
probably the major key to his popularity. The sound that emitted deep
from his belly, usually represented as "LAAAWWWD..." in the poem 'Roots',
was claimed by Edward Kesmau Brathwaite to have been inspired by the Honda
S0 motorbike so popular with the more affluent Dreads! (Erathwaite,
1984, p.46), But even where sound is enjoyed for its own sake, 1t is
never devoid of meaning:

bap si kaisico she pregnant again
bap si kaisico she pregnant again

The 'nonsense words' are from a children's game ('bap si kaisico, pinda.
shell'), It suggests the suddenness and easiness with which tragedy can
befall ('baps' meaning as suddenly as a blow or cecllision), and

)

ironically surrounds the event in frivolity. The carefree associations of
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the child's game are contrasted with the reality of an unwanted
pregnancy.

The use of music determined the nature of a performance, Mikey Smith
used music sparingly. His only regular musical accampaniment was a Congo
drum in his performance of 'Roots'. His own voice quality, and the
yariation of rhythlm, pace and pitch which he employed, made his
wefarmances intrinsically musical. Mikey had worked with the band Third
forld on developing an instrumental dimension to his poetry, which
promised to further enhance the work - words and music complementing each
other. Because of Smith's irregular use of rhythm, the music needed the
same fluidity of structure. This was beginning to be achieved - the
result of a close sympathy between the artists. However, Michael's essays
into performance with music sometimes resulted in the tyrannical
dmination of a regular rhythm, into which he attempted to squeeze and
shape his phrases. By and large, the overall impact, both in terms of
intelligibility and of meaning conveyed through sound, was reduced by the
introduction of instrumentation. This is even the case, to some extent,
with his one recorded album,

Context is another significant factor in determining the meaning of
a poem in performance, and the nature of the performance. During the
Manley period, the Dub Poets' work had a specifically political context,
and Smith, like Cku Onuora and PBrian Meeks, performed an overtly
plitical role. In the 1980's, that role had been rejected, or had been
denied him by changed political circumstances. A performance for a
commnity audience in Montego Bay (1981) was starkly drematic, involving
a good deal of movement. Smith, dressed in a West African indigo-printed
dashiki, used his gaunt body to stalk, spider-like, or to freeze into
angular attitudes which signalled both pain and challenge. A spc\:tlight

emphasised the starkness, while his use of the hand-held microphone
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suggested an easy and professional showmanship. The audience was small,
but engaged, and it was clear that no energy was being spared by Smith in
this per formance. By contrast, a Sunday morning reading at the university
was a very quiet affair. Mikey leaned against a post and recited the
poems almost as if in a trance. In between poems, he established an easy
rapport with the almost entirely female audience, gently mocking the
situation and his own sense of discamfiture in it:

(The performance depends on) the mood of the audience., Like,

this audience now is a nice little ah...I'd be very easy...If

it was a different audience it would be a different reading. It

wouldn't be the same, I can tell you. (1981¢).

The audience, initially apprehensive, relaxed and became more receptive,
as their subsequent engagement in questions and discussion showed.

An international context again re-determined the impact and
significance of Michael Smith's work. The response of the Pritish BRlack
audience at his first performance in London was rapturous. He was
bringing experiences from 'back a yard' (hame) in an intense and
undiluted form. There were cries of recognition and delight. The audience
responded instantly to the humour, tragedy and anger in his work. After
this success, he subsequently became the subject of a BBC2 Arena
programme 'Upon Westminster Bridge' (23.11.8), and per formed on the John
Peel Programme (BBC Radio One, 13.7.82). He began working on the record
album with Dennis Bovell and Linton Kwesi Johnson. He was invited to
perform in Paris by UNESCO. Suddenly, he had an enormously expanded
audience. This had a new kind of political significance. Once again
Michael Smith was able to move large numbers of people. This time it was
mt as a member of a mass movement, but as an individual, isoclated by
recognition, and separated from his Jamaican context. This change of
circunstances was undoubtedly traumatic for him and may have contributed
to his subsequent psychological 1illness, He was a voice' exposing

oppression and corruption in Jamaica on the international stege. To a
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govermment deeply concerned with Jamaica's 'good imsge', this must have

been embarrassing and unacceptable.

Part three: Themes

a) Partisan politics

One of Smith's major areas of attack is the Jamaican political
system, for which he adopts the popular cynical term "partisan pally-
trix", suggesting that the system is shored up by corruption and
deception. Certainly Jamaica's two-party system has served to create
violent division within the oppressed classes.

Be‘fore the 1939-45 war, the Jamaican masses were united in their
demands for radical changes from the PRritish colonial administration.
Differences amongst the 'brown' petit bourgeoisie were personified in the
split between the two cousins, Alexander Rustamante and Norman Manley,
who had jointly formed and led the People's Nationzl Party from 1038.
After wartime intermment, Bustamante left the PNP (probzbly with British
pranpting - Beckford & Witter 1980, p.62), taking with him the mass base,
the Bustamante Industrial Trade Union. He established the conservative
Jamaica Lzbour Party. The PNP, with Norman Manley now leader, had to find
new areas of recruitment, and its active left wing made inroads amongst
skilled industrial workers. Thus was created the basis for the
debilitating sectarian divisions within the Jamaican working class.

Political power was based on a system of patronsge. For poor
supporters of either party the possibility of some job and housing 1in a2
govermment yard depended on having their leaders in power. (Koslovsky &
Wilson, 1980). Districts within =2all urban &2creas became strictly
associated with one or other party, and in the last decade have becaome

no-go areas, at election time, for anyone of the opposition party, on
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pain of death,

me very common theme in Michael Smith's work is his rejection of
this political system. In 'Long Time', he characterizes underprivileged,
non-partisan individuals as "dutty putty". 'Dutty' is the Creole word for
earth. 'Dutty putty' suggests a low-status and easily manipulated person.
Party activists persuade "dutty putty" that he is not "worthy"; Jjoining
their party will make him so, But Jjoining a party creates divisions
between neighbours., "Cause di next man/ Pon de odder side/ A de fence/
Join znodder party." The two neighbours are now pitched in battle against

each other, and both ironically return to "dutty"; in other words end up

dead,
In de bote a wi a chucky [And both of us chuck it
Yuh auh si wi nuh lucky Don't you see, we aren't lucky
Cause we bote bite de dutty 'Cos we both bite the dust]

This section is delivered at high speed, with only the end rhymes
emerging clearly, suggesting the totally confused context in which the
neighbours die. Smith's delivery frequently evoked 1laughter - the
language and graphically frantic pace invited it. The poem ridiculed the
predicament of the two neighbours, with a serious intent.

In the poem 'Mi Cyaan Believe It', one individual is deluded into
thinking he has gained power and prestige through Jjoining one of the
major parties: "Cne likkle bwoy come blow im orn". But the poet looks on
him "wid scorn":

an mi realize ow mi fine bwoy pickney [and I realised how my fine

was a victim of de trix lad was a victim of the tricks

dem call partisan pally-trix they call partisan poli-tricks]
Posited sgainst deprivation and in-fighting is the "yard/ pan de hill"
(the 'yard on the hill', the secluded residence of the privileged).
Forced to seek employment there, the man from the ghetto is called "bwoy"
and told to "clean up de dawg shit". The clarity of the eclass

+

consciousness in this poem, written in 1977, reflects the influence of
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the WPJ and the PNP radicals, which was riding high in the wake of
ichael Manley's re-election on a socialist programme in 1976.

A later poem, 'Goliath', canposed in 1981, reflects a cynicism about
socialist rhetoric which was prevalent in the period immediately
sicceeding Manley's electoral defeat in November 1980. A direct reference
to Mnley as "Joshua" (stemming from the singing of Revival hymns at
plitical rallies, and the ascription of Biblical names to leading
pliticians - Sewell, 1979) condemns the failure of his govermment to
fulfill the first priority for poor people: food in their bellies.

Joshua say oonu fi draw oonu belt tight
Which belt when mi tripe did a come through mi mouth!

he belt has already been drawn so tight through hunger that it threatens
to squeeze the guts out of the speaker's mouth. When, in the same poem, a
wnan 1is asked whether she believes in socialism, bitter with the
eperience of broken prcomises she replies, "NO SAH MI BELIEVE IN SCCIAL
LIVING", In the prevailing talk of 1981, socialism was often dismissed as
amother of the "isms and schisms" which were perceived of as dividing the
society.

If the social-ism of Joshua is rejected, so equally is the
capitalism championed by Edward Sezga (of the JLP) who succeeded Manley
s Prime Minister., Seaga promised that by establishing clo»se ties with
Washington he would be able to "deliver" the goods, that there would be
money "jingling in peorple's pockets". In the grandiose, bibliczl terms
tharacteristic of Jamaican politics, he pramised the people Delijverance.
In the same poem, 'Goliath', quoted above, a taunt is tbrown at an
inpoverished JLP supporter:

Hi sah yuh get deliver?
Wah happen yuh cahn answer?

he memorable imege is then drawn of a potentially mighty force (Goliath)

giving (with a sling shot) a deceptive impression of powerlessness:
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In I an I alone inna di middle
like a Goliath with a sling shot
Because I an I can be singular or plural, the meaning is ambiguwus. It
expresses the poet's simultaneous sense of isolation and identification

with the oppressed; both 'I alone', and 'we together, alone'.

L}

b)Pressure on the youth

A communal dance to dub music and a smoke of ‘'collie' (marijuana)
provide the only respite for the ghetto youth from the eternal grind of
hunger and insecurity. Yet they are breaking the law, and the state bears
down on them heavily for =seeking such relief. One minute they are
comfortable in the context of a familiar, group-generated cultural
setting, enjoying the DJ who is performing his own version (verbal
improvisation) to a pre-recorded dub track, and the next, victims of a
police raid, they are in custody:

One draw an wi shout

Version

Next ting wi know

Dat we land in a station
One of the major indictments of the poet against the state is that
"youthfull 1life/ Pay de penalty for politician/ Irresponsibility".

Many of &Smith's poems are infused with a sense of Dread. This is
expressed as a wariness in the youth - a deceptive impression of languor.

It was seven past nine

daylight saving time

when I decide fe step

pon a corner

smoke a spliff

for de times a run stiff
The precision about the time, in a society little governed by the clock,
gives the setting a surreal, fixed-in-time quality. It evokes the

contained tension embodied by the cbserver as he smokes. This .distancing

of the self is the very opposite of peace. The reality Smith portrays is
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of youth engulfed in an obscenity of urban poverty, reduced to competing

with stray dogs for scraps ('Mi feel it'),

¢) Poverty in closeup

Michael Smith's imsgery 1is not beautiful, but has the required
impact, A man whose stamach "stretch out like a hammock" is forced, 1like
he did as a child, to " henka pon im old lady frock" ('Mi feel it'). In
another case, Smith describes the inhabitants of a yard:

ben up like exercise book [bent up like exercise books
sidung a wonder wha fe cook sitting down wondering what to cook]

What makes these images powerful is that they are drawn from the meagre
materials of ghetto life. Apart from ganja (marijuana), one other form of
temporary solace is available to the poor and hungry; to "mek love pon
hungry belly jus fi figet dis mament of poverty" (Goliath). But the
consequences are pregnancy and the "calamity" of another mouth to feed.
For urban lower-class wamen, successive pregnancies have been a certain
route to drudgery, yet they have generally sought the temporary support
of aman by 'making baby for him'. The experience of reproducing 1life
thus becomes another of the traumas which relentlessly grip the poor. Yet
a mother's love remains, an abiding positive in a scenario of horrors:

An if yuh no sleep

Yuh muma no sleep

An if yuh go die

She beg God, let she die too

('Say, Natty Natty')

Circunstances of unemployment and uncertainty about where the next meal
is coming from lead sometimes to an attitude of aimlessness and
passivity. A sense of going "mo wey" grips the individusl, who

increasingly seeks oblivion, through ganja, sex, or in the 1last resort,

suicide®
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man a walk in a
middle

road fi mek car lick im

doung so dat Govermment

can tek him body
A common phrase, 'Govermment/ can tem him body' has many bitter
implications. Here the man concerned is making a protest as he escapes
from 1life, Fe is asserting his existence as an individual, demanding the

goverment's recognition of him and of its responsibility, even if it is

only to dispose of his body.

d)Redemptive vision

It is because he was close to the conditions he describes that
Michael Smith conveys them so sharply. Nevertheless he used his poetry to
express his defiance of those circumstances which oppressed him too. He
finds reserves within his people and heritage with which to kindle
resistance,

tme of Smith's most popular poems, 'Roots', emphasises the
importance of a sense of continuity. On the one hand this takes a
personal level, which involved making cultural choices to develop a sense
of ease or pride in the African heritege, such as learning to play drums,
or wearing the clethes and natural hair styles which signify an 'African?
orientation. On the other hand, an intellectual understanding of past and
present "through science" is equally a part of the search for roots.
Whatever the 'route', the common aim is to outgrow concepts of a "Wild/
Barberian/ Savage/ Inhuman" past in order "T'accept dem blackness.../ An/
others/ as they are".

Yet all eround him the poet sees people denying their culture.
Delivered in one of his memorable rhythmic chants, he throws out a

sarcastic challenge:
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Say, Natty Natty, nuh boddah [Say, Natty Natty, don't bother,

Dash way yuh culture Throw away your culture]
It is evident from his name that Natty sports one of the required
external cultural attributes that Smith has previously named - his Matty
(knotty) hair., He is dismissed as hollow because it has no internal
meaning for him. Rather than being an expression of cultural identity,
his hair marks him as a 'cultural object' which can be marketed to
tourists in search of exotica. For Smith it is essential to be conscious
of place, people and identity, especially when these are synonymous with
poverty:

Remember a yard is yuh muma [Remember (at) home is your mother
Pun ground yuh sleep You sleep on the ground]

Natty, it appears, talks radical, but because his ideas are without
substance or foundation he is dismissed with contempt:

Muh boddah check fe revolution [Don't bother to think about

Man revolution - Man -

So tun touris' attraction Turn tourist attraction]
The dilemma expressed in an early poem, 'A Slave's prayer', in which the
Christian protagonist struggles to reject that violence which offers the
only route to freedem, is one shared by Michael Smith and many other
Jamaicans. The Rastafari movement denounced the Christian concept of
waiting for heaven after death. The poet rejects meekness as a positive
quality:

the meek shall inherit the earth
Ard the fullness thereof

But look what she inherit
She six months pregnant
Five mouths fi feed
('Goliath')
N1 the Dub Poets are inspired by Peter Tosh's dismissal of escapist

dreams offered by preacher and politician alike:
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Most people think Great God will came fram the sky

Take away everything and make everybody feel high

But if you know what life is worth, you will look for yours on earth

And now you see the light, stand up for your right.

(The Wailers, 'Get Up, Stand Up', 1973Db)

Smith concludes that violence is the inevitable consequence of
oppression., He prophesies that a change will came about in the object of
violence. In the past, the majority of victims have been poor people,
striving amongst themselves for political patronsge. Now, however,
Michael Smith turns on the privileged and powerful and warns, "It goen go
tek yuh." ('It a come'). And when revolution does brezk out, it will be

both terrible and liberating. It will be the very reverse of the anarchy

wreaked by the partizan hit-men on the ghetto!

M dem going badder [And they'll be tougher
Dan dem gun man Than the gun men

Dat a drive fear ina we That drive fear into us
Few cripple To cripple us]

I men

",...badder/ dan dem gun man" is delivered with the pace and tone of a
machine gun rattle. "I man" represents Smith and 211 the people he
identifies with., Up to now they have been crippled by the fear of
anarchic violence. Revolution for Smith represents the achieved "vision
of tomorrow" (which in an early poem he had equated with the Cuban
revolution):

Some a guh call it awareness

In wi a guh celibrate it

With firmness while others

A guh call it Revoluticon

But I prefer liberation

Fi di oppress and dis-possess
('It a come')

"Awareness" (raised consciousness) and liberation of the oppressed are
thus seen as essential correlatives of any revolution. As Mervyn Morris
pints out (Davis & Simon 1983, p.190), the vision is fund amentally

rooted in humanitarian concerns:
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if we waan say roots any at all
we haffi stop wi muma from movin
fran yard to yard
In other words, before we can lay any claim to our heritage and history

(roots), we have to achieve security for our loved ones.

Part four: an analysis of 'Mi cyaan believe it', based on a number of

observations of the poem in live performance

'Mi Cyaan Believe It' brought Mikey Smith fame, and is widely
regarded as one of the best examples of recent performance poetry. It is
certainly one of the best-known. Its popularity rests as much on its
aural qualities as its verbal content, enhanced by the poet's voice, and
manipulation of tone and pitch.

Smith pointed to the tendency of Jamaicans to "rally round the
repetition of a phrase" (Smith 1981c¢). This is a commen tendency in oral
treditions. European ballads employ refrains to give a sense of
structural firmness and enable audience participation. E.A. Rosenberg
(1970a, 1970b) has pointed to Black American preachers' use of regularly
repeated phrases to serve a similer purpose. Fhythmically, Smith's poem
begins on an up-beat, with a rallying triplet:

v v v - [¥] — —
Me seh me cyaan believe it

VOV OV owm Vo e =

Me seh me cyaan believe it
Syllable length has been indicated in the traditional manner, with heavy
accents indicated by bold type. The rhythm throws emphasis on the Creole
cyaan (can't), and consequently on the kind of 1language the poet is
using. This unequivocal announcement that the Creole is going to be broad
has its own piquance. The result is a strongly stressed chant delivered
with considerable volume and intensity. The words of the chant, as wé

have observed, were a phrase commonly heard by Smith., The rhythm and

distinctive style of delivery which he brought - to it created an
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expression whose repetition was particularly satisfying to audiences.

The poem is largely an organization of fragments gleaned
eclectically from oral sources. These sources include children's games
and nursery rhymes, situational «cliches, street talk, jokes and
traditional song. The wuse of borrowed phrases - traditional and
contemporary - emphasises that these are experiences widely shared
through Jamaican history. It is a representative rather than personsal
statement. What is personal is the style in which it is delivered.

The poem in performance is highly rhythmic, but not regularly so.
Reflecting the pattern of the verbal content, the rhythms are
fragmentary, echoing song and rollicking nursery rhymes - with a slightly
sycopated beat:

— v v — — v v

v v -—
an me realize ow me fine bwoy pickney

v v v v ] v .
was a victim of de tricks

v —_— - v - -_ v —_—
dem call partizan pally-trix
v v} Ll v - v

an me ban me belly

an mde ba_wl
Fhyme is also used as a cohesive component, but aggin, not regularly. The
poem contains a tension throughout between the shaping and constraining
effects of rhyme and metre, and eruptions into freeform dramatic sketches
when the poet fully exercised his performing skills.

The opening of the poem is tightly packed with familiar oral
fragments. It reflects, for example, the fashion initiated by the
Jamaican D, J.'s who drew on nursery rhymes purely for their rhythmic

quality in their verbal improvisations. Smith's poem, like Sparrow's 'Dan

is the men in the van', uses the nursery rhyme to illustrate false

consciousness:
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..s» Mme naw go sidung pan igh wall like Humpty Dumpty
me a face me reality

An individual who has found new self-importance in the party political
machinery is described dismissively through the same kind of 'alien'
imagery: "one lickle bwoy camne blow im orn".

By contrast, the poet expresses his recognition that "all are
involved!/ all are consumed!™ (Martin Carter 1979, p.U44) through a
proverb which is clearly indigenous and has 1its origins in a tough
envirorment : "waan good nose haffi run" - which roughly translated means,
you have to risk a bloody nose if you want to achieve good. Quotation
from a traditional song serves to illustrate that econamic hardship and
hunger are no modern and temporary condition:

what 2 night
what a plight an we cyaan get a bite

The effect of placing an allusion to the pretty folk tune 'linstead
Market' in the context of a protest poem is to sharpen awareness to the
full implications of its 1lyrics, which may have becamne blunted though
familiarity.

Mfter a return to the refrain, "an me cyaan believe it", there is a
shift of rhythm and pasce. A second major section oscillates between
drametic sketches and tightly-rhymed and metred sections which each time
resolve back 1into the refrain. This exactly reflects Smith's musical
analogy with bridges (structured links) and breaks (free improvisation).
The first sketch (or break) introduces a new mood. The poet presents
himself as a participant in a street-scene:

me hear one voice seh

"who dat"

Me seh "A who dat?"

"A who dat a seh who det when me a seh who dat?"

It is an old joke, and its intention is clearly to make the audience

laugh, PRut it also suggests the wariness and wncertainty of ghetto life.

Shrouded in darkness, presumably, the two protegonists in th‘is vignette
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signal threats while attempting to probe the identity of the other.

A second vignette takes the poet to the scene of a smart
establishment in the hills. Again, the scene calls forth 1laughter, but
this is partly in response to the harsh terms in which an exploitative
and humiliating relationship is portrayed:

me hear "Hi, bwoy!"

"Yes, Mam?" "Hi, bwoy!"
"Yes, Mam?" "Yuh clean up de dawg shit?"
"Yes, Mam.,"

Here, a colonial-type relationship is seen to persist. Even though the
female speaker is probably a brown Jamaican she uses the term 'boy', used
by the British to deny a common humanity with their black servants. The
rhyttmic 'reply' (in terms of the poem's dynemiec) to this section
reinforces the scenario of class exploitation. A domestic worker's job

insecurity is compounded by sexuzl abuse:

Doris a moder a four [Doris, a mother of four,
get wuk as a domestic Got work as a servant
boss mean move in The boss moved in

an bap si kaisico she pregnant again And...]

The innocence evoked by the rhythmic sound of the children's clapping
game renders more painful the prospect of an unwented pregnancy. (Asked
why he often seemed to call his women characters Doris, Smith replied
that it was a common name given to a donkey, suggesting that there was a
parallel in the way both were used.)

The third and final sketch brings the poem to a dramatic c¢limax 1in
terms of sound and pitch as Smith evoked the panic and confusion of a

fire outbreak (a common occurrence in urban areas):

vho dead? You
dead?
¥ho dead? Me dead?
He ends in a wail, "Vooeeeeeee." The horror of this incident is

compounded by reference to the historic and terrible Crange Street fire

of 197¢, a politically-motivated act of arson. (Manley, 1982,p.138).
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Anguish resolves back into the refrain, which offers hollow comfort in
its evasion of reality - "me cyaan believe it".

The poem then winds towards the conclusion. The words suggest
weariness and resignation, while the rhymes crowd one another, like the

circumstances described:

Lawd, de oppress an di dispossess [Lord, the oppressed and

cyaan get no res dispossessed get no rest

what nex? what next?]
This is followed by images of madness and disintegration ("Tek twelve
from a dozen/ An see mi muma in heaven") tefore a return to the refrain,
which now offers the only 'shape!'.

Finally, the poet turns on the audience, accusing them for the mirth
they have displayed during the performance:

Yuh believe it?

How yuh fi believe it

when yuh laugh

an yuh blind yuh eye to it?
The poem is largely an arrangement of familiar phrases and fragments. The
truths it contains should therefore be self-evident. Cne of the ironies
being explored in the poem is that Jamaican audiences tend to respond to
any portrayal of poverty (after all a majority experience) with laughter.
Smith deliberately manipulztes the conditioned response and then turns it
into part of his meaning: that people's disbelief of what is in front of
their eyes is part of the problem. His response to this situation is a
groan - Lawwwwwwwwd - emitted from the belly which evokes a well of

weariness and strain as he states his communion with, and compassion for,

the audience in their (hopefully) shearpened awareness: "me know yuh

believe it",
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OKU ONUORA

Part one: Biograrhy

Oku Cnuora adopted his present name during the 1late nineteen-
seventies. It is based on two Igbo words. Cnuoraz means 'the voice of the
people', while Cku means 'fire', a nickname by which he was also known,
reflecting friends' perception of him as a 'wild character'. He was
formerly known as Orlando Wong. Born in Kingston on March 9th, 1952,
Orlando was not yet five when his Chinese father left Jamaica. Cku has
always spoken with the deepest respect and affection for his mother, who
was a pillar of strength throughout his boyhood and youth. He attended
Camperdown Extension and St. Ceorges Extension schools. A bright student,
he was acutely aware of the gross disparities existing in Jamaican
society, A rebellious personality 1is revealed by the fact that he was
expelled three times during his school career. He left school in 1969 at
the age of seventeen.

There would have been no problem about 'getting on in the world'. He
worked for a time with the Bank of Jamaica (regarded as a very desirsble
job). In an interview he pointed out that his light skin colour was a
potential asset in a society still bound by a colour-based hierarchy
(May, 1981). However, this was not the route Cku chose..

Long before he left school he had been drawn to the Rastafari
movement, particularly through the influence of a Rastafarian leader
called Negus. Negus adhered to the religious tenets of the movement, but
at the sazme time was actively involved in local community politics and
took a keen interest in the liberation struggles of Mozambique, Angola
and South Africa. Oku said,

"My introduction to the Rastafari movement came through my desire to be
politically conscious" (1982). Before he left school he was attending

*

Rasta camps where he was acquiring an international political perspective
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which embraced Cuba, the struggles in Latin America and the ideas of Marx
and Lenin as well as issues of African liberation. Cku worked closely
with Negus. Together they established the Tafari school in the shanty
town of Dunkirk, East Kingston. The school's purpose was to supplement
the inadequate education which children were receiving in poor areas.
They became the focus of political activity in their area. Cku was one of
the riders who helped deliver the socialist and black nationalist
newspaper Abeng to the communities.

In retrospect, he called it "a period of revolutionary adventurism
for I."™ (Morris 1983c). He tired of demonstrations and painting wall
slogens, He decided on a "Robin Hood' course of robbery with the 2zim of
channelling the money thus gained into his community. In 1971 he was
arrested for the robbery of FRollington Town Post Cffice. He managed to
escape twice, being shot on the second occasion. He only received
hospital treatment shortly before his trial. In addition to the criminal
charges, he was accused of being a Communist, a subversive, and an
associate of Walter Kodney. He was sentenced to 10 years and 2 strckes of
the tamarind switch. He said, "I always regarded myself as a political
prisoner" (May, 1981).

He spent two and a half years in the dreaded St. Catherine District
Prison (home of the gellows), and was the only inmate on his block who
had not been condemned to death. He described it as having a "gruesome
vibration" (Morris 1983¢). In such circumstances, Cnuora demonstrated
resilience and strength of mind:

+o] had two choices; either to survive with my dignity, my
consciousness intact, or be swallowed up in the shit, be broken

- because that's basically what prison in most, all, societies

are for. (19€2).

His responses to the situation were two-fold. There was a growing level
of militancy amongst the younger prisoners (Hector, 1984), and Cku played

a part in the formation of the Prisoners' United Liberation League, or
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PULL in 1974, An historic revolt took place inside St. Catherine during
that period. Prime Minister Michael Manley responded to the prisoners!
demand that he should visit the prison to hear their grievances. fmong
other prisoners, Onuora gave evidence to the Barnett Commission which was
consequently set up. Following on the recommendations of the Rarnett
Commission, a parole system was established for the first time in Jamaica
in 1976, and Prisoners' Councils were set up as a channel for
communication between prisoners and staff. These were major achi‘evements,
which have created challenging contradictions within the prison system.
Cku's other means of keeping his sanity was through the writing of
poetry. He began writing consistently during his first year of
imprisonment, At first he was simply concerned to express his feelings
sbout "the conditions that affected 90% of the people in Jamaica,
especially the youths." He was more concerned with writing about the
oppression within Jamaica as a whole than he was with the immediate
confines of the jail., Poetry "was a way of escaping the ugly reality of
the place, a way of occupying myself." (May, 1981). The poems were
smuggled out to his mother, and friends including Barbara Gloudon, a

journalist with the Sunday Gleaner, whose support "kept him sane"

(Morris, 1983). leonie Forbes, one of Jamaica's best-known actresses,
read some of Cku's material on the radio, and passed it on to Mervyn
Morris. In 1976 and 1977, his poems won three bronze medzls and three
certificates of merit in the prestigious Jamaica Literary Festival. His
work achieved instant impact and popularity at the same time as its high
literary merit was being recognized.

On the 15th February 1977 Oku Onuora was invited to read at the
Jamaica centre of P.E.N., International (International Association of
Poets, Pleywrights, Editors, Essayists and Novelists). This was his third

*

reading outside prison. His play, Confrontation, had been prcduced by
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Charles Hyatt of J.B.C. Radio Theatre and broadcast. He was granted
several visits to the studio to advise on the production, and was
receiving relatively privileged treatment inside the prison. He arrived
at the centre (Kingston Publiec Library) under guard. Mervyn Morris,
introdueing the reading, described Onuora as "“already one of the most
significant of Jamasican poets", and gave a list of journals where his

work had been published: the Sunday Gleaner, the Poor People's Law

Journal and the Creative Arts Centre's Arts Review. His poems were

already with the publisher, Sangsters, and were due for publication as a
book entitled Echo. The reading had an immense impact. The question of
pressuring for his release was raised and given strong support. After
serving 6 years, Oku Onuora was released on parole in September 1977, and
was granted a scholarship to enter the Drama School.

In 1978 he participated with Michael Smith in the 11th World
Festivel of Youth in Cuba, as a "poet/dramatist" (Erathwaite, 1979). The
same year, Michael Manley stepped up his campaign egainst violence, which
was heightening instability and feeding a US press campaign arguing that
Jamaica was too dangerous either for tourism or investment. The Cne Love
Peace Concert, sponsored by the Rastafarian orgenization Twelve Tribes of
Israel, at the National Stadium brought together major figures of reggae,
including Bob Marley, to take a stand zgzinst political violence., Both
leaders of the two main parties, Manley and Edward Seaga were there, and
the eclimax of the concert came when Eob Marley clasped their hands
together above his head. Peter Tosh participated, but bravely used the
occasion to point an accusing finger at the leaders of what he called the
"shitstem". (Davis 1979, p.268). Cnuora participated, but shared Tosh'§
cycnicism about the possibilities of a lasting peace. This became the

subject of his poem 'Reflections in Red', where, echoing the words of

'

Peter Tosh he declared:
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dere can be

no peace

no peace

until/until

dere's equal rites

equal rites an

justice...tice...tice...tice,..
Mter long years of imprisomment, Cku found it impossible to conform,
even within the liberal atmosphere of the drama school. He was constantly
involved in confrontations with the authorities (Smith 1981a). He
'dropped out! after one year. During his time there he was very creative,
His collection, Echo, was produced as a "choreo-poetry drama" entitled
Reggeze Teata. He was also involved in the School of Drama's production of
Journey, which dealt with experiences inside a prison. From the time he
vas freed, ku performed at rallies and pop concerts with famous names of
the reggae 'scene!.

In 1979 his first record, 'Reflections in Red', was released on the
Tuff Gong label. In 1980 he went to Europe for the first time, performing
at the One World Poetry Festivael in Holland, and with Linton Kwesi
Johnson in Britain. He made good use of the time to study the cocmmercial
possibilities for Dub Poetry which Johnson had developed. Cn returning to
Jamaica, he established his own company, the Prugressiv Aatis Muvmant,
and brought out another record, 'Wat a Situashan' on his own Kuya label.
Returning to Europe in September 1981, he divided most of his time again
between Holland, where the Cultursl Media Collective (based in Amsterdam)
republished the Echo collection, and Eritain. He remained to perform at
the First International PBookfair of Radical, Black and Third torld Books
in March 1982, and toured centres up and down the country with Michael

Smith over the next few months., His intention on returning was to

transform the Progressiv Aatis Muvmant into a co-operative and to enter

the realm of publishing.
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rt two: Attitudes towards poetry

One of Onuwora's major preoccupations has been how to communicate his
n political consciousness, and to stir a response. He discovered in
ison that his poems, written initially for personal solace, had & very
ving effect on fellow-prisoners. His success, in terms of
mmunication, can be measured by the fact that he earned his release
‘m prison, in the words of E. K. Brathwaite, "largely on the power,
rauty and truth of his voice." (1979). He has always taken the position
at he is not speaking with a personal voice. He had this to say at the
etry reading to the P.E.N. Club in February 1977:

Poetry is the most effective form of literature. It moves one's

emotions, and stimulates one's thoughts quicker than prose.

Thus it should be used to revive, stir, make one conscious of

the state of the people. It should echo the people's thought,

laughter, cry, sigh. That's what I personzlly believe poetry

should do. I personally believe poetry should be functional. It

should serve a useful purpose. Most peorle believe that poetry

should speak of the finer things of life, but I don't really

see it so, I believe that poetry should reflect the state of

the people. We should use poetry to move people to really act,

to change the way of life today. (Wong, 1977b).
vetry could 'move one's emotions and stimulate one's thoughts quicker
12n prose' because it becomes a highly accessible medium when orally
rrformed. (The accessibility of the novel, for example, is limited by
he ability and willingness to buy, and the extent of literacy - highly
ignificant factors in Caribbean society.) In addition he feels that
here are particular qualities in poetry which make it for him the most

ffective means of communication:

It's really compressed emotions - it's like a spring that you
squeeze between your hands, just waiting to be released. Once
released, it just snaps out. It's explosive. It's like a bcmb
Just waiting to be released. It's not the size but the effect,
the impact it creates. And I do believe that poetry does this
more than prose, The best prose, the prose that has the most
impact, 1is really prose-poetry, written in that poetic vein.
(1682).

nwra's poetry at this stage was often very spare, sometimes almost

bstract. It succeeds in maintaining a fine balance between appeal to the
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intellect and appeal to the emotions. Like the other dub poets, he has
never claimed that poetry in itself can effect change. Nevertheless, he
has regarded it principally as a tool for popular communication, a means
of informing people, and msking them more aware of issues.

Oku has always taken the position that he is not speaking with a
personal voice. Many of his poems are extremely personal statements,
stimulated by, and addressed to, particular individuals who have had a
major impact on his 1life. These include fellow-prisoners, artists and
musiciens, and several women who have touched him in different ways. But
this is not the aspect of his work he would seek to stress.

For Oku Cnuora, poetry in the first instance had been simply a means
of personal survival, a way of holding on to sanity and integrity in the
dehumanising conditions of St. Catherine District Prison:

bhen I started to write seriously in 1971-72 in prison,

although I had been writing on a helter skelter basis, I didn't

have any hopes...of having my work published...I was doing this

to vent my feelings, how I felt as an individual. They were

personal observations and feeling. (1982).

So the discovery that his poems communicated powerfully to others came at
a later stage, when "the brothers in prison were the people I gzuged my
vork off" (May, 1981, p.25). Out of this communication came the
recognition that his personal voice was also representative of all those
either side of the 'thin line between freedom and jail' ('Tin Line', Wong
1977a, p.17). Relatively few of the poems dealt specifically with
corditions directly inside the prison. Many more 1looked beyond to the
deplorable conditions of the ghetto. Cku related a sense in his first new
experiences of 'freedom' that 1little had really changed by being the
other side of the bars; "Cnce oppression exist, one live in a pr'ison.j'
(Wong, 1977t). Images of beauty and love (prevalent in the poems) are the

product of a strong inner sense of self refusing to be overwhelmed by

ugliness and inhumanity.



- 172 -

Long years of confinement and isolation provided plenty of time for
polishing his craft. ku's poems can be enjoyed and thoroughly
appreciated from the printed page without ever having been heard. He has
continued to work at words that "carry a certain amount of sound within
the written poetry and, at the same time, maintain that same flavour and

feel within the oral tradition." (1981a).

Part three: themes.

Page references to poems can be found in Wong (19772) and Cnuora (1981d).

a) Reflections and echoes of the ghetto

The image of himself which (ku Onuora had mcst constantly promoted
is as a mere voice echoing the experiences of the ghetto. Many of the
poem titles express this; 'Reflection', 'Reflections in Red', 'Echo', 'A
Slun Dweller Declares', 'A Message'. Sometimes imeges are  self-
consciously crafted and 'frozen' in quite a2 formal way. In 'Reflection!
(p.2) this reinforces a nightmare quality:

Eurnt-out houses

tell tales

of terrible nights

mirrored in blood-

shot eyes
The words evoke multiple meanings. The division of the word 'blood-shot!
gives us "mirrored in blood", suggesting pools of blood in which the
scene is reflected. That the 'blood-/shot eyes" merely "mirror" the scene
suggests sightlessness, either through shock or, more literally, because
they have been shot out. The sense of sightlessness is also mirrored in
the "burnt out houses" which "tell tales" by their very vacancy.

'Retrospect' uses words even more sparely. The poem divides into two

halves of four lines each. Its beginning evokes elegance and beauty



- 173 -

perched on a branch
of a leafless tree
etched asgainst

a cloudless sky

(p.7)

The reader is 1lulled into false complascency by the static quality and
petic diction. The second half rebounds with ferocity, signzlled by a
change in the language; use of the Creole term for vulture, johncrow, the
non-standard "waitin", and Cnuora's own power ful coinage,
"humenscavenger" :

a johncrow

waitin

for the humanscavenger

to leave
ku Cnuora often succeeds in focussing our attention acutely on the
extremities of urban poverty by using an element of surprise; raising our
expectations in one way, and then demclishing them. The first two lines
of 'His Daily Journey' suggest the security of a routine. It is only at
line five that we understand we are obtserving the mrethodiczl tehaviour of
aman maddened by slow starvation and his own awareness.

his daily journey

through the city

is punctuated

by pauses

at gerbzge heaps
In a manner typical of the treatment of 'mad' people in Caribbezn poetry
(heophilus Jones Nalks Naked Down King Street), Heather PRoyes; 'The Mad
Wman of Papine', Slade Hopkinson;'a Sit Dung Pon de Wall', Mutabaruka),
nwora suggests this character's tehaviour is wuniquely sazne amidst
jervasive social madness. The poem ends:

peorle laugh

when he shouts:

"look pon de mrad
mad world"
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b) Awakened Consciousness

Cnuora has always been motivated by the desire to communicate with
people from his own social background. His aim is to awaken in others the
same kind of political understanding he had geined himself., In 'Ve Will
Keep On' (p.37), Cnuora affirmed that the identity of the Caribbtean tlack
person was bound up with struggle. It was a destiny imposed by history:

ever-since

our feet touched

these shores

We have been struggling

brother man
He affirms, "we will keep on/ struggling...until we are free." His term
'brother man' is addressed outwards. It welcomes in those who have yet to
be persuaded and conveys a moral superiority over the opposition in its
vision of a 'brotherhood of man'. The imzges of slevery which Cnuors
retzins are those of resistance. For him, "the gentle 1lep of the sea"
contains "freedom songs" sung by ancestors "who leapt from the slavers".
He asks, when listenirg to the sea, "...do you hear/ 2 freedom song
beating/ in your head?" ('Freedcm Song' p.lu2).

In 'Yesterdey/Today/Tomorrow! (p.38), Cnuora not only asserts o
revolutionary ideology, but c¢laims it 1is only those who have been
struggling "ever-since" who have maintained one consistently. Noting that
in the 1970's it had beccme fashionable for the 'middle classes' to
espouse Rastafari and talk sbout revolution, the poet speaks as a

representative voice of the ghetto, reminding the newcomers that they

formerly rejected the ghetto people and their grassroots heroces ard

symbols:
Yesterday
you said:
tongo man
congo man
primitiveness
dread .
outrageous

I
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ignorant
roots
foolishness

Garvey

no big thing
Now he hears middle-class people saying that Garvey is "the greatest",
exclaiming "dread/I/Rastafari", and using phrases like "liberation from
neo-colonialism and capitalism". The poet simply states that he has been
saying the same thing all along, and will continue to do so. He concludes
by asking his audience, simply:

tomorrow

will you say what you said today

or what you said yesterday.....?
In 'T a Tell' (Morris (ed) 1983b, p.105) he cries out against the
hypocrisy of politicians who talk about 'Human rights' when "...2ll i
site/ is few/ is few/ is few-/ man rights," Finally he outlines the first
necessary stages of resistance. First, it is necessary to "free self";
emencipate oneself from "mental slavery" (Marley). Next, discipline and
unity are required before anything effective can be achieved:

step a step

as one

step a step

as one

fi mash

dis system

of oppression
The rhythm of this section echoes a military drum, bringing to mind the
discipline of a marching army. While Onuora also tells his audience that

they must "make a plan", he is not, as yet, any more specific about

achieving the revolution he would clearly love to see.

¢) Liberation, creativity and love.
In many poems, Cku Onuora explores what it means to "free self",
The principle areas of personal liberztion with which he is concerned

are: a positive view of blackness, and the development of 1loving and
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creative relationships between black people.

In 'Change yes change', the poet looks at a "soul/ful/ fingersnappin
handclappin/ shouting laughin/ blackchild", fearful of the future in
store. Change is inevitable, the child must grow to mezturity. The poet
prays that the child will not succumb to external pressures by becoming
either a "puppet/ jumping to the snap/ of the establishment" or "z storm/
lashing out/ blindly". Instead he urges her or him to "change into a sun-
/ cled God", He sees the beauty of the child, and hopes that the
potential for beauty (spiritual rather than physiczl) in adulthood may be
fulfilled. The vocabulary, short 1lines, word-breaks and general tone
suggest Black American influence.

'Beat yu drums' (pp.21-34) is a tribute to the Mystic Revelztion of
Rastafari, which began as a drum orchestra, founded by Count Cssie in
194¢, They drew on and developed the rhythms beaten by the Niyabinghi
Rastafari brethren who were founded during the 1930's. With their musiec
MRR formed & channel by which the nostalgia for continentsl Africa and
tragic sense of continuing estrangement which had been sustained in the
gress-root cultural traditions came to be more widely and publicly
acknowledged. They were an expression of Elack and Africen pride. Cku
Cnuore celebrates the sound of the Fasta drums as a liberating force that
will "touch art" (heart) and "quake taught" (thought); in other words,
stir both emotions and intellect. The refrain contszins much energy and
urgency:

beat yu drums

Rasta Man

beat dem loud an lang

beat dem

beat dem mek dem

rekindle de fire inna de people
dem soul

.

Prime Minister Smith's defence of white minority rule in Fhodesisa

provoked deep anger in Jeamaica, and strong support for the guerrilla
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fighters. BEob Marley's composition, simply entitled 'Zimbabwe' (1979),
expressed total identification with the liberation struggle: "Africans a
liberate Zimbabwe/ I an I a 1liberate Zimbzbwe" (In other words, 'we
Mricans have freed Zimbabwe'!.) When Oku Onuora wrote 'One Morning!
(1977, p.35), the country was officially still called Rhodesia and ruled
by the white minority, yet he refers to it by its African name, and
expresses confidence in the ultimate victory.

I vision a black wave heaving
gathering momentum

One morning

sun will rise

trailing

a banner proclaiming

liberty
As with Marley, this identification is also an expression of self-
identification, as a bleck man and an African.

Another aspect of affirming pride in blzckness was a celebration of
the black woman, and of love between black people. Onuora has written
many poems dedicated to women, most of them of a more spiritual than
erotic nature; to friends, to his mother, to lovers. 'Elack spectacle’
(p.2L) speaks to an individual, but is at the same time in general praise
of black woman:

i exclaim inly

in wonderment

at your sight...

pain and pride

finger my soul

when i gaze

upon your face...

Cn a personal level, the poem probebly expresses the intense and painful
emotions brought about between two people as a result of the poet's
imprisomment. The disturbing image of conflicting feelings 'fingering!'

the soul suggests a displaced desire to finger the beloved face. In fact,

the constant emphasis on 'spectacle', 'gazing', '"sight', suggests that
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physical contact is denied. Nevertheless, the tone of the poem is as cool
as the image of the women described:

woman

as black

and cool,..and

beautiful

as a star jewelled

night...
Perhaps she is after 2ll seen "inly" - a composite of the poet's
imegination. There 1is a tendency in most of Cnuora's poems addressed to
individual women to make a general political point affirming &z positive
pride in blackness and the beauty of black womanhood.

ku OCnuwra does not use a very wide range of images in his poetry.
However, certain elemental symbols recur significantly and with great
effect, Their use 1is always related to concepts of oppression and
liberation. The colour red is emphasised in several poems. Red in Dread
Talk means high on ganja, or angry. In 'Dread Times' (p.5) he writes, "de
whole scene red". The first idea that comes to mind is a red sky and
pervasive red light cast by a blazing fire. The sky could be both literal
or metaphorical. In the poem 'Scene' (p.26), OCnuora paints a minimal
picture of "tlue/ sky/ white/ clouds/ green/ trees". At this stage
imperceptibly the next anticipated colour is preceded by "earth", which

is then qualified:

red
blood red

Jemaicen earth is pervasively red, because of bauxite deposits, but here
the redness is given enother interpretation., It is seen a2s blood-soeaked.
We can add this second connotation to our understanding of Cnuora's use
of the colcur red. A reggae beat runs unmistakeably throughout
'Peflections in red' (1681b, disc), so that we are inevitably drawn to
ideas of music as we consider the title., PFere, violence and rege are

*

suggested. The poem begins:
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an di beat

wel red
The music itself has a 'red' beat. References to blood and fire follow
almost immediately, suggesting that both these products of violence are
sctually embodied in the reggee rhythm.

Fire used as a symbol suggests something more positive than the
primary red. In 'Niyabingi', the Rasta man smckes his herb: "mzn yearn/
fire burn", We imagine the communal fire around which the Niysbinghi sit,

and the glow of the spliff or chalice as the merijuana is inhaled. They

yearn for "the land/ where the gods love to bte". The fire 2lso represents
the longing for freedom which slavery and colonizlism never killed. The
'Angolan woman' (p.36) likewise has "eyes flashin fire" and is "headin
for the sun", The "eyes flashin fire" suggest an inner refusal to be
cowed , which mznifests itself in the fight for "the sun" - for personal
and political liberation. In 'The painter' (p.27), Cnuora expresses his
admiration for the artist, who is not interested in making decorative
objects, but paints: " ebstracts/ that kindle fire/ and literate". Sfun
and moon ere also recurrent imeges. A rare glimpse of the mcon from a
prison window suggests not rcmance but "a man with 2 load on his back".
Sun is generally more positive. In 'Change yes change' we have the vision
of the black child turning into a "sun-/ clad God". In ‘'Tomorrow', the
fact that the sun always rises to light znother day is used to draw
strength from the depths of degradation. Night casts a temporary shield
over the ugly scenes of the ghetto. Anticipating the sun, the poet asks:
"will it rise/ to witness/ me writhing/ in vomit?" Certain only that the
sun will rise tomorrow, he asks, "will the/ wretched of the eart/ rise?".
Mfirming yet again that the sun will rise, he finds the strength to

announce "i will rise". Thus sun is used to rerresent transcendence and

hope.
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The concept of sunset brings in a negative connotation, however,
'Sunset' is one of ku's minimal poems, It begins "blood/ smell/ of
blood" and ends:

sun

set

in

blood
The few words evoke a claustrophobic atmosphere of heat and rank smells
at the end of the day. This is compounded with a consciousness of
bloodshed., The sun is tainted; the sunset becomes equated with coagul ated
blood, The sun 1is associated with squalor and cruelty even if
simultaneously it symbolizes transcendence from them.

Onuora sees freedom from oppression as a fundamental prerequisite
for artistic creativity. Thus political and personal 1liberation are
ine.xtricably bound together. He poses a paradox; destruction must precede
creation, The poet aims to use his creative skills to?

«sokindle

a burning desire

in man

to destroy exploitation

("I want to write a poem', p.1)
Mgain we have the fire imagery, combining the will to tear down what is
"antipeople" ('Change yes change') with a creative, life-loving
elternative vision. When Onuwora was in prison, a wardér asked him why he
wrote so much about "sufferation", why he didn't write about 'love,
birds, flowers, that kind of thing'. In the circumstances it was an
obscene question. The poet responded with a poem, 'I write about' (p.id4),
which ended: "I write zbout love -/ love for destruction/ of oppression",
He envisions a landscape of "bloody mud", result of =2 "holocaust" of
violence, before "the 1last vestige/ of oppression" is swept away. Then

and only then, he can promise his "beloved":
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we can lie
upon the grass
make love
and create.
('Then beloved', p.25)

Part four: popular rhythms

It is important we bear in mind that no performence poetry realises
its full life and significance on the printed psge. Cku Cnuora declaims
his poems in strong, 'dread' tones. He does not use the wide range of
pace and pitch which was employed by Michael Smith. Cne of the principsl
performence aspects of his poetry is his use of musicel and speech
rhythms,

The expanding possibilities of performing in populer music venues,
often zlongside reggae artists, and the existence of a market for dub
poetry records were factors which very probebly encouraged Cku to compose
poems containing an inbuilt and overt reggae beat. Three of these,
'Reflections in red' (1981t) 'Wat a situashan' (1S81c) end 'I a tell!
(71982), were released with a reggae music accompaniment as singles 1in
Kingston., The poems are longer than most of his earlier work, a little
less dense, but with 2 very clear and powerful messazge. The tones of
delivery have tended to be more menacing. Cku's perfbrﬁances have always
been emotive, occasionally verging on melodrzma. ‘'Reflections in Red'
begins:

an di beat

wel red

an di scene

wel dred
The repetition of the words 'en di' continues throughout the poem. They
form two unstressed short syllebles which are 2lways followed by one or
more stressed, long syllebles. This gives the effect of an up-teat of

quavers (roughly - more syncopated in fact), followed by the heavy 'drop'

which is a feature of reggeze music. The overall rhytkmic framework of the
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pem is thus strongly influenced by instrumental characteristics. Cther
features are introduced; for example, the more rhythmically free vocal,
which cuts across the regular instrumental rhythms:"an fi a lang/ lang
time/ di man peta/ waila wailin/ in di wilderness", The alliteration of
the 'w' helps to give special stress to certain syllables, reflecting a
manner used by DJ's, such as U-Roy and Big Youth. On the commercial
recording, the effect is enhanced by the wuse of echo. In the lines
immediately following, another feature of dub music, the 'reverb', is
written into the text: "dere can be/ no peace..."

until/ until

dere's equal rites

equal rites an

justice ... tice ... tice ...

tice ... tice ...

The effect of the fading echo emphasised the loneliness of the figure
(Peter Tosh) crying from the wilderness. A more subtle echo, again
reflecting a typical feature of reggae vocals, can be heard in: "fram di
crack/ a dawn/ a dance/ a dance/ wid death" which has a mournful quality
beyond the literal meaning of the words.

Finelly, in this poem, there is a build-up of rhymes reflecting the
D.J.'s toast, emphasising the musical qualities: ™it's ritten/ on di
wall/ babilan/ Kingdum/ must fall/ natty dred bawl". (ku was developing
this feature of his poetry before he left prison in 1977. 'Sketches',
which is included in the first collection entitled Echo, contains a DJ
chant, which has the same menacing and repetitive quality: “blood
dungtung/ an blood uptung/ blood all over jamdung" [blood uptown/ and
bloed downtown/ blood all over Jamaical.

Many of those poems which do not have such an overt reggae influenqe
still reflect the experiences and sensibilities which infuse the music.
The music of Bob Marley and others was a far greater influence on Oku's

generation of Jamaican poets than printed works. A common effect of
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reggae is a sense of spaces; one is listening for sounds which have been
left out. For considerable stretches of the music there may be only
minimal musical interjections, although the drum and bass always remain
constant. This often evckes a very menacing, or Lread, feeling. The same
spare quality is very much a feature of Onuora's work, which has a
tendency towards abstraction and minimalism!?

man bruk

man waan wuk

man a fret

man don't know wey

de next meal a come fram yet
de whole scene red

time dred

We have already discussed the implications of the word 'red' in Onuora's
work, The directness and stark simplicity are messages in themselves., The
final phrases are distinctly ominous.

Despite the fact that 'Retrospect' is largely in standard English
(with significant exceptions), Cku's delivery gives the opening words a

strong reggze accent, using the same two sharp up-beats employed in
'Reflections in Red': |

pe;;hed oun é'br;xch

V v = = -

of a leafless tree
The understatement of the second half of the poem, and the inevitable
pauses, reflect the significent sparseness which we have mentioned as a
feature of the music: "a johncrow/ waitin/ for the humanscavenger/ to
leave",

¥hen Cku spoke of 'popular rhytkms' in an interview with Mervyn
Yorris (Cnuora 1981a), he did not only mean reggze rhythms, although
these were an integral part of his mezning. He was also talking about the
rhyttms of "people speech", which influences and is influenced by reggae

lyrics and music. '"Bwoy!' won a Certificate of Merit in the 1976 Litereary

Competition of the Jamaica Festival. Perhaps one of the qualities which
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brought it to the Jjudge's attention was the way it captured popular
phrases with a passion which embodied exactly what it was: a cry straight
from the ghetto:

when mi look an si

de ole heapa mad people

wey a roam de street

an de olda head dem

pon side walk a beg

an de amount of youth
inna de prison dem

The phrases are sharp and rhythlmic. The poet balances them in a
controlled build-up to the passionate denunciation

a wey dis ya society ya a defen?
The Creole use of 'ya' either side of 'society' heightens the opprobrium
which is heaped upon it. 'Society'implies politeness and order. 'Ya' is a
snarl of anger and contempt from those masses whom the society so

manifestly fails to protect.

MUTABARUKA

Part one: biography

Mitabaruka was formerly known as Allan Hope. He began to use his
present neme around 1969, It is taken from a Rwandan poet, and means
"medicine man". He was born on 26th December 1652 in Rae Town, Kingston.
After attending Wesley Primary school, he majored in electronics at
Kingston Technical High School, which he attended for four years. During
his teens he began reading books that were frowned on, 1like Eldridge

Cleaver's Soul On Ice, or actually banned in Jamaica, 1like The

Autobiography of Malcolm X. He elso read some black Mmerican poetry. He

became a political activist, involving himself with local youth
programmes. He worked as an electrician. His second job on 1leaving the
technical school was for the Jamaica Telephone Company Ltd, He was in a

*

solid trade, and on the way to a reasonably secure conventional future,
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if he wanted 1it., However, he said that he found the telephone company
"reactionary to my way of thinking" (1980b). During the period of working
there, he was drawn to the Rastafari movement, which in his view was more .
radical than the secular politics he had been involved in.

Brought up a Roman Catholic, a spirituslly-centred viewpoint
remained vital for him, although he rejected, and has continued to
reject, institutional religion, going so far as to denounce Christianity
as "the most devilish thing on the earth now" (ibid.). He took his
conversion to Rastafari extremely seriously. He started growing
dreadlocks, and gave up eating any animal products while still working
for the telephone company.

He began writing poems in 1969. In 1971 'Festival Seventy-one' was
his first poem to be published, in Swing masgazine, a Kingston-based pop
music journal. There was an enthusiastic response from readers. For two
years Muta's poems appeared "almost in consecutive issues" of Swing,
according to John A.L. Golding Jr., in his introduction to Muta's second
published collection, Cutery (1973). This, &and his first collection,
simply entitled 24 Poems (1672), were both published by Swing. Muta
continued to write after 1leaving the telephone company, and made his
living by cooking and selling 'itzl' food on the streets of downtown
Kingston, (Ital food is prepared according to Rastafarian rules - without
salt, and generally completely vegetarian.) His work was quite widely
known and supported some years before the other Dub Poets gained
recognition., Mervyn Morris comments, "I can still vividly recall the
pleasure of hearing Mita read at the Creative Arts Centre in the eearly
1970's" (Introduction, Mutabaruka, 1980a). He also recited poems on the
Jamaica Information Service television programme.

Mutabaruka has tended to express his philosophy, which is well

+

thought out and expounded with conviction, through interpersonal
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relationships and lifestyle rather than public actions. His relationship
with Yvonne, his companion and mother of his children, is evidently based
on principles which are in the best spirit of the Rastafari movement,
enriched through the mutual sharing of ideas and work. They left Kingston
in 1974 for the peace of the rural district of Potosi. They first built a
bamboo shelter because they could afford nothing else. Over the years
they have built a solid wooden house, one room at a time, and dug steps
down the hillside to where it sits at the bottom of a valley. It is
simple, orderly and attractive. Many natural objects are used, such as
calabashes, which serve as food vessels and carriers. Water comes from a
spring, and there is no electricity.

Mutabaruka was not writing poems during this period. For four years
he and Yvonne sold knitted crafts at Negril Beach Village. Negril was
promoted by the Manley government. The idea was to encourage a different
kind of tourism, which would alter the consumer-service relationship to
one of more equal exchange. More contact with 1local people was
encouraged, so that tourists would recognise that 'We're more than a
beach, we're a country' (Tourist Poard poster). The popularity of Bob
Marley in the United States encouraged a shift in tourist expectations.
Rastafarians were sought after as exotic children of nature. There were
many elements in common (the most important being the smoking of
merijuana) between the Rastafarian and hippy lifestyles. Muta spent a lot
of time talking to foreign visitors and felt he had greatly enriched his
understanding. After some time, Muta was actually employed in this role
by Frank Rance, then manager of Negril Beach Village Hotel. His earnings
went towards building his house. When it was completed, he stopped
visiting the hotel.

In 1976 Muta published his third collection of poems ,‘]'ointly with

the female poet Faybienne Miranda in a book entitled Sun and Moon. His
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poens were not included in the Savacou anthology, New Poets from Jamaica,
published in 1979, This was because he was still 1living in relative
obscurity, (Many of his friends in Kingston thought he had gone to
prison.)

Later in 1979, Mutabzsruka re-emerged on the public scene with an
appearance at the Internationzl Year of the Rasta Child concert held at
Kingston's Mational Arena. His poems appeared in a smert paperback

entitled Mutabaruka: the First Poems, with an introduction by Mervyn

Yorris, in 1980. The publisher was a local businessmzn called Faul Issa,
member of one of the most powerful Jamaican femilies. After performing at
a concert with the reggee singer, Jimmy Cliff, Mutabesruka was zapproached
by Earl "Chinna" Smith, one of Jemaica's leading reggae guitarists, who
has his own record label and record store, both called 'High Times', The
first single, also produced in 1980, was called 'Everytime A Ear De
Soun', which was loosely based on an earlier, very populsr poem. It was
quite a hit, especially in Montego Pay. Cther singles followed: 'Naw Give
Up' (1981),and 'Hard Times Love' (1982). He has 2lso produced an album
entitled Check It (1983) on the High Times label. Michael Smith had to
wait until he came to lLondon to produce an a2lbum. There hass been merkedly
more preparedness from loczl enterprise to back Nutabarﬁka than the other
duo poets., This suggests that he has been the most commercielly
successful on home territory.

In 1982 he made a visit to Cuba with Jimmy Cliff, and later that
year toured Nigeria with Steel Pulse. In March 1984 he was invited to
Britein to perform at the Third Internationzl Fookfair of ERadicsl, Bleck
and Third World Eooks, and gave many live and television performances

during his visit.
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Part two: attitudes toward life and poetry

Miutabaruka's philosophy and general approach to 1life have two
central aspects. In the first place, they are grounded in pragmatism.
Secondly, without any sense of contradiction, all aspects of his life are
explored and explained in terms of the spiritual. These two threads were
clearly evident in the context of Tuff Gong (EBob Marley's) recording
studio., Muta, in a direct and unabashed way, was aiming at commercial
success with the two tracks being cut. The T-shirt he was wearing was
emblazoned across the back with the title of one of them: 'Dem Invade
Mngola Agen', The second was a 'seasonal' item, designed to catch the
Christmas sales, called 'Mek We Postpone Chrismus Dis Year'!'. Muta was
completely at home with the technology and atmosphere of the studio. On
the other hand, he had the air of a rustic, completely cut off from urban
taste and fashion. While the 'inner circle' (exclusively male) exuded 2
combination of self-conscious dignity and mystic reverence in this shrine
to "the late, great Pob", Mita shambled =zbout barefoot, some spare
belongings contained in a 1large calabash, drinking warm fruit juice
brought in from the country in a2 screw-top jar. In contravention of Tuff
Gong custom, he imposed a ban on smoking of the 'holy weed' during his
session because it made his throat sore.

Mutabaruka clearly enjoyed recognition on the streets. Despite a
manifest lack of interest in personal possessions, he recognises the need
for -financial backing in order to promote and develop his own
productions, and pursues this object with energy and thoroughness. Cn the
other hand, he is very purist about living out his philosophy. He didn't
"really care" about missing out on the Savacou anthology "because I
rezlly prefer to be where I is, in the hills there, beca' a 1lot a
development take place". His diet is extremely rigorous. He eats no

n»

animal products, and no cooked food (not even herb teas). Cooked food is
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"dead food".

Thou shalt not kill means thou shalt not kill period...If you

eat live food you don't kill it, you become one with it."»

(Mutabaruka 1980b).

He perceived a conspiracy by the rich (white) and powerful to make poor
Jamaicans eat bad food. His contacts with Americans who 1like him were
preoccupied with an uncontaminated, non-processed vegetarian diet,
confirmed this. They were rich and "they knew" wholefood was the best
food, while the U.S. dumped 'chicken back! and other poor quality food on
Jamaica, What 1is more, wholefoods were freely and cheaply available in
the United States, while expensive and virtually impossible to obtain in
Jamaica.

Mutabaruka dismisses the PRomen Catholic church, in which he was
brought up, as "a fraud". He is opposed to 211 institutional religion. He
rejects, 1ike all Rastafarians, the notion of any 'god in the sky'.
Divinity rests within every individual. In his view, it is only in this
sense that Haile Selassie is divine:

Haile Selassie is historicelly there, representing a history

that was lost... Haile Selassie to I is a symbol, representing

that awareness, then, but Haile Selassie is the same as I. I

and Haile Seleassie is one...

He speaks at length sbout ‘'the system', and suggests he has a
revolutionary perspective. To the extent that he is consciously
political, it is from a Garveyite, bleack nationalist point of view:

I is not a politician. I'm not a Marxist or 2 cepitalist. I

feel that black people can't use another man's ideology to free

themselves. African people must use African influences to free

themselves. (Pradshaw, 1982).

Many of his poems deal with nostalgia for Africa, but there is very
little detail of contemporary Africa in them. As with Garvey, there is a
tendency to accept the velidity of a white racist point of view. Bis poem
't Mo Good to Stay in a White Man Country Too Long' advises Placks to

*

leave Eritain beczuse Enoch Powell 1is telling them to, contrasting
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strongly with Linton Kwesi Johnson's poem 'It Dread Inna Inglan',
embodying the slogan, 'Come what may, we are here to stay' (Johnson 1980,
p.14),

Muta says that he doesn't like reading poetry; that he has never
read a whole poetry book - not even his own. He started writing poetry in
reaction against the English verse he was taught at school. He wanted to
produce the sort of poetry he could relate to. He was also influenced by
the black Mmerican poetry he had read. "Poetry was part of the radicalism
of that time." (1980b). He hoped it would "make people wake", but he does
not simply write about "ghetto and ghetto and ghetto" (ibid.). He writes
on a wide range of subjects, using a range of 'voices' and 1language. A
high proportion of his poems are in Standard English. He always composes
his poems straight onto a typewriter. They are written at one attempt. He
is prepared to make changes, however, for the sake of relevence -— if he
is performing, for example, in a place where certain references will not
be understood.

He sees his poetry as an important educational tool. The important
thing is to reach people, and the most effective way of doing that is
over the radio.

You see, the thing is that mecst people in Jamaica they don't

read, but they listen, and the airwaves is what they hear. So

for a poet 1like me to stick in a book, 1like the message you

want to say out there to the people, it not going to reach

them, beca®' how much people can go in a book store and buy a

book for eight dollars? And furthermore, the mass of the people

don't go in a book store unless it's comic them going to read,

but they listen to the radio every day ... (1981)

It is for this reason that recording the poems with reggze music is so
important, This gives the poet the possibility of regular air play. The
music helps break down the barriers most audiences put up at the idea of
poetry. Eventually the 1listener may identify with the message of the

poem, and seek out the beook in order to read more. In this way, Mta

hopes he is encouraging new people to "extend themself" (ibid.)
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The music is not simply a new gimmick, however. Muta used all kinds
of musical accompaniment to his poems from his very early days of
performing. He worked with percussionist Larry McDonald, who subsequently
played with the band Taj Mahal and Black American 'rap' poet, Gill Scott
Heron. The use of music forms part of an interest he has in experimenting
with and broadening methods of presentation, He was also talking about
using video and slides to develop a more dramatic stage presentation.
(1981).

From early in his poetry career, he was reading at the prestigious
established cultural venues, such as the Creative Arts Centre on the
university campus, and the Drama School. About these audiences he said,

...them is just a nice little people who want to hear some

poetry read with their rum punch glass in their hands on a

Sunday afternoon. They don't have anything else to do... so

when the poetry reading finished, them finished too. (ibid.).

The Creative Arts Centre gave him his "first society audience". He
performed there with Mervyn Morris, Slade Hopkinson and Dennis Scott.
Later he made appearances at the Little Theatre and Ward Theatre,
Kingston's two major theatres. On the other hand, he performs widely in
schools, and increasingly with live reggae shows. Muta 1is particularly
willing to perform in free concerts held in the street. "Dem call we
street poet. We want to carry the poetry to the people... poetry pass a
elite stage" (ibid.). He feels these performances encourage other youths
to develop their own talents. His favourite audience, and the one from
which he felt the greatest understanding and response was at Eelle Vue,
Kingston's psychiatric hospital.

Is only the insane would make a neutron bomb, and only the

insane woulda bring guns inna this island yah for young people

dem kill off one another. So me don't see dem people as

insane.,.(ibid.)

He has in recent years written a number of poems highlighting the

predicament and the relative sanity of so-called 'mad' people in Jamaican
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society.

Mutabaruka is articulate on the poet's relation to economics.
Without economic independence it was difficult for an artist to preserve
integrity:

eeeif I call upon the Ministry of Culture or A.P.I. [Agency

for Public Information], or even the university, them going to

want to show me how is certain runnings. Now, if I have the

money, I just go do it, seen? (ibid.)

For Muta, artistic independence was only possible if you had backative
(drive), and a source of finance. The fact that he has received more
local promotion than the other 'dub poets' does not appear to have
resulted in any ideological compromise, but then it may be that his
political attitudes were in the first place more acceptable. One benefit
is that he has produced an album with 1local musicians, wunlike Mikey
Smith, In terms of getting music to harmonise with poetry, this is
clearly an advantage:

Well, you see, there's certain musicians ... beyond them

grounds, just away (pointing), and them feel yuh poetry, beca'’

them read them, seen? An true yuh know seh every man inna de

same position, 'ca' it not really no Philharmonic Crchestra

inside deh - a some ghetto youth, like me same way ... ¢trying

to be musician ... so the experience, when you read the poetry

to them, them feel it too. (ibid.)

There was no doubt that Muta was widely known on the streets, and his
records had sold well - well enough, Muta claimed, to be "chartable",
Nevertheless, neither his nor any of the other dub poets' work got much
air play. He felt there was a general conspiracy against all reggae which
expressed protest. He complained that the radio simply played the worst

DJ dub, which dealt in slackness (lewd, anti-women lyrics) and gimmicry.

(Bradshaw, 1982).

Part three: themes

Mutabaruka's most consistent concern 1is the heighténing of Black

Consciousness. He plays a great deal on the word 'Negro': a word invented
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by white society, which represents a denial of any identity beyond skin
colour and other aspects of physical appearance. He contrasts this
'negro' 1identity, epitomising a state of dispossession, with the
continuing reference to West Indians of Indian (subcontinent) and Chinese
descent according to their regions of ancestral origin. In '"Weh Mi
Belang?' (1980, p.21) he affects ignorance and simplicity in order to
underline this fundamental difference in identities. The Chinese relate
back to China, the Indians to India. Can the Negro then relate back to a
place called 'Negroland'? (See Nettleford 1970, p.41). He 2lso draws
attention to the insultingly arbitrary nature of the term 'West Indian',
historical product of a white man's blunder, which set the tone for the
entire foundations of Caribbean society:
west yes

but i nu indian
den a which country i belang?

By way of contrast, Mutabaruka poses specific African identities., These
are introduced as the awakened ancestral memories of the formerly puzzled
'Negro':

a remember a land

weh man ack like man

dem use fe call wi

NIGERIAN

CHAMANIAN (sic)
ETHIOPIAN

Even the sound of his former name, B£llen Hope, is a constant reminder
that his identity is a product of =slavery. His ancestors were denied
their African nemes, having imposed on them instead, 1ike the brand so
many of them also received, the imprint of their slave master. So, every

tine he hears the sound, "the sound that is not my name", it echoes in

his mind as a series of racist insults and injuries:



everytime i hear the sound
the sound that sounds like
remember nigger remember
the sound that sounds like
the whelps on your back
the sound that sounds like
the chains round your neck...
the sound that sounds like
who built nations from nigger sweat nigger gold
the sound that sounds like
remember nigger remember
you're no aethiopian
you're a negro
i nemed you a negro
('White sound', 1980a, p.20)

Much of the power of this poem, apart from the brutality it expresses,
comes from the repetition of a phrase and the cumulative intensification
of bitterness and anger in the zlternating 'responses'.

The upholding of a white image of God is identified at the centre of
the black person's self-negation. In a simple poem entitled 'The change'
(1980a, p.29), Muta "takes stock"™ of the fact that God and good are
associated with whiteness, evil with bleckness. Recognising this, he
"changed"., The meaning is left deliberately ambiguous. We know that he
could not change his black skin, so we assume that he changed his
religion to one which would endorse him as a black man.

Mutabaruka has also written several dramatic monologues which re-~
enter the slave past. Three of them have the words "I, the slave" in
their title, emphasising the identification of the poet with the mcment
in which the poem is set. This identification is of course zlso embodied
in the act of performance. 'The Lament of "I, the Slave™ (1980a, p.21)
portrays an individual constantly drawn to the seashore, hoping against
all logic that he may see Africa zgain. Despite constant beatings as a
result of his inattentiveness to orders, he retains a grain of hope until
one day his reality is harshly brought home to him. Seeing a ship, he at
first thinks God has answered his prayer and is providing t‘he means for

him to return hcme. He does not remain under this illusion for long:
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bu-bu=buh but ... [but...

a wha dis mi si? what's this I see? .
0 Lawd...! 0 lord...

anada ship wid another ship with

more more

a of

mi mel

Here we see the poet in deep sympathy with those early experiences which

underlie the continuing longing for a 'return' to Africa embodied in the
\

Rastafarian movement.

The liberation which Mutabaruka speaks of is primarily a cultural
liberation from collective self-contempt, towards a positive sense of
unity, The primery medium for this cultural liberation in his poems is
the drum, together with associated ritual readily identifiable with
Africa. 'Drum Song' (19€0a, p.34) is full of the kind of paradox commonly
found in oracular statements and prophecies. The drum 'speaks of':

deaths that start livins

i enslave to set free

i breed

among you i breed
yourself

only you will know it

i speak to free you fram yourself
A certain kind of death is a necessary prelude to a2 new life. The black
person will be freed from 'slavery' (to an alien consciousness) only if
he or she becomes a 'slave' of the drum. The drum releases the true
'self' and yet wultimate freedom is 'freedam from self'. The drum
therefore brings liberation in the form of a spiritual experience.

Muta turns to Africa to find a focal point for meditation. Resisting

divisions symptomatic of collective self-negation, imesges of wunity and

harmony become Africa-shaped:

God one man [God and man one

heart to heart heart to heart

shapin map of Africa forming a map of Africa

"nuh more piece-a-piece, yah, "no more fragments, you hear,
sight up JAH" find faith in JAH"]

('Oneness', 1980a, p.19) )

This poem may be based on 2 Rastafarian painting or drawing. Jah becomes
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the spiritual embodiment of a hezled collective black consciousness.

His philosophy of 1life emtraces a total commitment to pacifism., For
Mutebaruka, every aspect of nature is a revelation of the Divine Plan. In
nature he finds a purity and simplicity, frequently violated ty human
intervention. Even engaging in an act so 'natural' as washing in a river,
he finds himself guilty of such violation, He pollutes the water, and
crowds the space of a fisht

todey i stepped into your world

"I'm sorry if i did wrong"

('To The Fish That Passed By', 1980a p.50)

By contrast, Mutabaruka finds little spirituality in churches. They are
associated in his mind with violence and death. The preacher in his
pulpit is "pulpin out your mind... crucifyin u", while the marble statues
"rape your soul” ('Church I', 19802 p.52). For him essentially a church
is "Void of people", with the central imege a cross "depicting death"
('Church II', 19802 p.53) . He also criticises the Romen Catholic
emphasis on Confession as an empty and hypocritical gesture:

u have just saved yourself - again

u have just repeated your week's sins - again

('Church I')
His use of non-standard orthography has a particularly harsh and
excluding quality (c.f. Sonia Sanchez (1669, p.12):
don't u know
where u at when
u call me nigger?
('nigger'))

in contrast to the warm and inclusive significence of the Rastafarian 'I
an I',

A very major preoccupation in the work of Mitabaruka is the question
of what it is worth writing about. Poetry has very negative connotatior{s
for him and yet he is caught in the paradoxical situation of being a poet

(despite his protestation 'Call Me No Poet or Nothing Like That' 1980a,

p.16). A poem has little interest for him wunless its intention is to
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liberate:

i shall not never
write for lovers or
dream makers

lillies
and moonshine romance
never
unless they are me
free
(ibid.)

The poem must 'be' the black poet (as a representative of black people);
it must speak with his tongue, echo his thoughts. The piling up of
negatives is a deliberate violation of 'correct' English grammar and an
expression of the absolute defensiveness and frustration the poet feels
in the face of "lillies/ and moon shine romance". Such images are an
insult, he reminds the reader, in the face of the rezlities his people
still have to endure. The poets of the Great English Tradition are a
threat to the integrity of his own mind:

shakespeare/milton/chaucer

still drenchin

the souls of black folks

tryin to integrate

in my life your life

poems poems  poems

and we're still shitin in pit toilets

(ibid.)

Like the other dub poets, he emphasises the impossibility of writing
pretty lyrics in a context of violence and oppression. He is also aware
of what an intangible thing poetry is, and how easily corruptible., Fis
response to an ‘'intellectual' audience is an ambiguous one. There is a
hint of contempt, of enjoying pretentiousness exposed:

in your mind

i see you

havin an orgasm

trying to put my poem together
('My poem your mind', 19802 p.t59)

There is also a realistic version of the process taking place when a poem

.

is 'interpreted':
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there is everything
already in my poem
that is in your
mind...
(ibid.)

In audience which 'appreciates poetry' can undermine a poem's original
purpose, if it was written with revolutionary intent. A poem can be
'appropriated', a poet 'sbsorbed's

revolutionary poets
'ave all gone to the
creative art centre
to watch
the sufferin
of the people
bein dram at ized by the
oppressors
in their
revolutionary
poems
('Revolutionary poets', 19€0a, p.€4)

The Dub Poets have all been faced with this dilemma. Acceptance at any
level of the establishment is a threat to their identity, yet without it
survivel is far from certain, There has always been a thinly-veiled
rivelry between them; an inevitable product of their extremely precarious

social standing, and the individual temptations which are proffered.

Part four: performance persona, changes in style, response to popular

pressure.

Mitaberuka's physical presence is impressive, and forms an important
aspect of his performance persona. Mervyn lMorris has noted his "resonant
baritone voice" (1983a, p.191). He is well-built, and this, together with
the voice, gives an impression of strength. Thick Rastafarian locks, with
an arresting white strezk, over a young and open face, give him an air of
great distinction. A dry wit and relaxed manner complete his
authoritative image. He employs a considerable range of voice tone. He

also exhibits & command over a wide range of English usage. Thus his

inpact on a fairly intimate audience 1is extremely powerful. These



qualities may help to explain the high degree of acceptance he enjoyed in
literary circles in the early 1970's.

Cn stege, under lights, the figure remains impressive, although the
subtleties of voice are 1lost under amplification. With the added
dimension of space, his performance becomes less electric than that of
Michael Smith, In one observed performznce (Montego Pay High School,
13.11.81), he made use of the stage space, but his movements were
repetitive and added 1little to the delivery. The single mood suggested
was compounded by an unvarying basic reggae rhythm, generally referred to
as 'Studio One' (after the studio owned by Clement Coxsone Dodds, one of
the early 'dutmasters'). The response from the audience was extremely
warm, however.

On record, Muta again ccomes into his own. The listener's attention
is concentrated on voice quality. His sardonic humour re-emerges
strongly, and the listener becames aware of the powerful effect to which
he puts pauses in order to amplify significance in his delivery. His
records have been successful, both in terms of sales, and artistically.
Some of this could be put down to the quality of relationships he has
with musicians and recording technicians. He has built up a longterm
working relationship with Earl 'Chinna' Smith, who fosters musicians from
the ghetto.

Mutebaruka emphasises continuities in his poetry rather than changes
over the years. He says that he has "zlways used all kinds of music" with
his poetry (1981). He appeared to underplay any developments, or
responses to changed circumstances, which have taken place. According to
other dub poets, however, performing with a reggse band was a development
which took place towards the end of the 1970's, when ©poets began
performing at music festivals and big concerts. All communities can

*

provide a band, and now Mutzbaruka invariably performs with reggae
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accompaniment, whether at a free street concert, or international music
festival.

The changing circumstances in which Mutabaruka has found acceptance
have clearly had an impact on his composition. Literary references,
whether jibes at the 'Great Tradition', or allusions to black American
writings, which must have gone down well in the Creative Arts Centre (see
'Call Me No Poet or Nothing Like That'), have given way to much more
direct, verbally simpler and more repetitive expressions suitable for a
commercial recording and mass audience. About the only literary reference
on Muta's album Check It is the repetition of a line from one of his own
earlier poems, 'White Sound': "Every time a ear de sound...". In addition
to the repetition of the phrase, the poet repeats, "the sound, the sourd,
the sound", in imitation of a DJ's 'reverb'. Like Mikey Smith with 'Mi
Cyaan Believe 1It', Muta had, with this highly successful dub poem, come
up with a phrase which large numbers of people found satisfying, both in
tems of sound and of multiple meaning. Some would know the former
meaning of the 'sound' - Muta's previous 'slave' name - of which a small
reminder remains in the later poem: "The sound dat is not my name". The
second more obvious meaning is made clear by the sound of machine gun
fire with which the piece opens. Through the means of &allusion,
Mutabaruka thus merges an old historical hurt with one of the most modern
manifestations of oppression = the hired gummen who terrorise the wurban
ppulation., This writer cen testify to the impact the phrase had had. Cn
seeing Muta in the street, people would call it out by way of recognition
and greeting.

Other more recent poems have created a 'character' - a (so-called)
'mad man'. 'Butta-pan' and 'A sit dung pon de Wall' exploit the appealing
sound qualities of Jamaica Creole to create sympathetic portraits of

these pariahs of Jemaican society. The humorous effect of the repetition



- 201 -

in the refrain of 'A sit dung pon de wall':

is 1lang lang time a sit dung pon de wall
a watch im a watch me

creates an impression of precarious balance as two men, one well-dressed
and materially secure, the other (with whon the poet identifies)
dishevelled and rejected, circumspectly size one another up over a period
of time. The advantage lies with the 'mad' man who unnerves the other one
day by changing his habitual position and sitting down on the sidewalk.
The well-dressed man, to avoid him, hurries to cross the road, where he
is lknocked down by a car. The 'mad' man has the last laugh, through his
witty language and superior sense of poise.

Mutabaruka's more recent compositions have become oriented to a
broader and more dramatic kind of performance, exploiting the appesling
aural qualities of Creole, the audience's enjoyment of repeated phrases
which for them are redolent with meaning, and the creation of humorous or

surprising stage personae.

BRIAN MEEKS

Part one: Biography

Brian Meeks was born in Montreal in 1953, His mother was from
Trinidad, his father from Jamaica. This is significant, as the recent
political history of the two islands was to have a fundamental impact on
the poet's development. He grew up in Jamaica fram the age of three,
attending Jamaica College, one of the island's leading secondary schools.
Unlike the other dub poets, he came from a materially secure background.
He was already something of a rebel and politically active while still at
school, He went to the Trinidad Campus of the University of the West
Indies in 1671 to study for a degree in economics. Trinidad was still
reverberating with the impact of the PBlack Power upheavals - the

'February Revolution' - of the previous year (see chapter four). Many
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activists were still in prison on charges of sedition. The black
nationalist and socialist-oriented National Joint Action Comittee (NJAC)
continued to have a radicalizing influence among students, the unemployed
and many sections of the working cless. On his return to Jamsica in 1¢T74,
Brian Meeks registered for an MSc under the supervision of Dr. Trevor
Monroe, head of politics at the Jameican campus, and a prominent Marxist
intellectual and politician. The title of his thesis was: 'The
Development of the 1970 Revolution in Trinidad and Tobego', completed in
1976.

He worked in the Public Affairs Department of the Jamezica
Brosdcasting Corporation, presenting a current affairs programme called
'Sunday Report'. By this time a member of the Workers' Party of Jamaica
(WP - of which Dr. Monroe 1is Generel Secretery), Brian Meeks was
presenting a radical view of national and international affairs which was
broadly supportive of the PNP programme under the leadership of Michael
Manley. Nevertheless, he was seriously critical of the Manley regime, as
is evident in his poetry. Almost immediately after Manley's electoral
defeat in Novembter 1080, Meeks and many other media workers were sacked
to give way to appointees more sympathetic to the pro-fmerican views of
the new prime minister, Edward Seaga. He subsequently spent some time as
a media worker in CGrenada under the People's Revolutionary Govermment.

Brian Meeks performed his work at PNP and WPJ rallies and meetings
during Michael Manley's prime ministership. He helped organise CARIFESTA
76, held in Jamaica, and participated in the 11th World Festival of
Youth, held in Cuba in 1978. Political work has taken precedence over
poetry performance, so he is less widely known than the other dub poets.

He is, however, generally regarded no differently froam the others:
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That his work feels equally authentic may be partly due to his
political identification with the oppressed and his profound
engagement with Jamaican popular music. (Morris, 1983a, p.191).

Nine of his poems are published in E.K. Brathwaite (ed.) New Poets from

Jamaica (pp.60-70).

Part two: sources and context

Though a university-educated intellectual, Brian Meeks as poet has
generally expressed himself through the dread idiom of Kingston's
dispossessed youth. While drawing inspiration from the Russian, Cuban and
African revolutions, he, 1like the youth, locates an indigenous
revolutionary consciousness within the Rastafarian-influenced reggze
music tradition and in the rebellious attitudes and frustrated hopes of
its followers.

'Mendeville Boomtown: Elues and Resolution’ begins in a
conventionally modern tone, in Standard English except for one dropped
'g', setting a scene of contrasts between the sweltering devastation of a
bauxite mine and the suburban opulence which has grown out of it,
nestling in the breezy hills above. Then the poem launches into dialogue
as dramatic as any of Michael Smith's. The vitality of verbal exchange
sharpens the aural impact immediately. The bitterness of the vision is
intensified by wit.

johannesburg in jamaica!

sout! africa in dis yah

babylan quarta?

yes ista
down a mendeville

dem ave one pleace

de people call wha? johannesburg
johannesburg?

While the black workers sweat below, the exclusive residential area is

'whites only', apart from the two 'token Blacks' the residents felt it

+

wiser to admit after the Black Power upheavals in "sixtynine". This area
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is so exclusive that the wezlthy Eeverly Hills suburb of Kingston (its
aspirations evident from its name) is nothing in comparison. The image of

Suth Africa persists as we are told a black man cannot welk through this

area without a kind of 'pass':

an natral de man know [and naturally you know
who compulsory cyaah who is forbidden
welk pass de gate widdout to walk past the gate unless
im fork an pickaxe he has a fork and pickaxe,
is true site? wha yu seh It's true, isn't it?
iyah? ¥hat you say then?]

(ibid.)

The bitter commentator is clearly identified as a [Iread by his
vocabulary. He refers to Jamaica as "dis yah/bsbylan querta", and to his
partner in dialogue as "ista" (an I-word), rather than "mista". He turns
for confirmation, asking, "is true site?"; in the Rastafsrian manner
replacing the concept of agreement (opinion) with having Seen and
understood the truth. The irony of this passage will be strongly felt by
a Jamezican audience, because official policy so strongly promotes the

image of a racially egalitarian society.

In 'Is Qulcha Weapon?' the sounds of reggase music ere concretized as
sights of the ghetto life from which it has sprung:

will

jamrock rock
walk naked
«ees Shake
out his
lion dreed
faint biznessmen
outside sheraton
fart freely?

'Jamrock' is Jamezica (often referred to as 'the Fock'); "jamrock rock" is
reggae music, The music is personified in the ghetto man who has nothing
(rot even any clothes to spesk of) but his "lion dread", his dreadlocké.
Yet even in his poverty his aspect is so terrifyirg to the businessmen

standing outside the Sheraton lotel that they "fart freely": Througlout,

the power of reggae music is related to the potentizl of the oppressed
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masses to rise up and:
piss
upon the
green bazize desk.
The last stanza draws on phrases from the Vailers' classics. The "weepin
an & wailin" music of the masses ('Burning and looting', 1¢73t) should

bring the privileged no comfort, for it "dcesn't/ want to see/ you

dance". The oppressed will continuve to "swing de/ smell zxe" ('Smzll

Axe', 1973b) until the big tree of Eabylon is chopped down.

'March Q@ 1676' expresses most perfectly the poet's passionate
invclvement with reggae music. The 1lines describing a dance hall
pwerfully convey the dense crowded atmosphere, the air filled with the
smell of marijuana and the heavy bass sounds of the dub music:

an' de muted

dub want to

eat itself

an de bass note
alone

stop de idrens from
flyin'

The phrase suggesting that the music "want to est itself" expresses
organic strength and completeness. The music anchors down the stoned
dance hall crowd, illustrating the almost concrete function it fulfills
within the ghetto society. Music is one of the only things which 'keeps
people in one piece', The poem aslso draws on a harsher kind of street
languege:
.. machine gun

mentalities

centred on tripes

everyone check

when de cleppers

firs' start
The slang words 'tripes' (guts) and 'clappers' (mechine guns) give the
scene of violence en appropriate level of brutelity. A dance heall setting

»

for mechine gun killings is a common subject in reggee dub music, because
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it is an accurate reflection of life. The killing in this poem is, as so
often the case, politically motivated. The poet places .the bleme on the
CIA, The languzge towards the end of the poem takes on a new tone, that
of lament., It has a 1lyrical quality, remaining within the same Dread
idiem: "eryin i sight/ brown grass/ of a city/ trying to out/ dry flames/

with i tears",

Part three: other themes

Brian Meeks' political position is clear. FBEe considers Jamsica's
biggest problem to be North American imperialism, manifested most
obviously by the multinational companies like Alcan and Kaiser, and more
subtly by the activities of the CIA., Alcan ard Kaiser both mine bauxite,
which is Jamaica's major foreign currency earner. They thus have
tremendous power in relation to the Jamaican economy (Fezrce 1982, pp.T76-
78, S4-96). PBauxite is extrzcted from the earth, which is a
characteristic red colour. The process leaves a scene of devastation in
its wake which has been described by more than one poet (see e.g. 'Red
hills', by Wayne Prown, 1672) as a gash or wound. The 1literal scene of

bauxite mining beccmes an image for the social znd economic damage done
by multi-national ccmpanies:
a bloody
alcan bauxite
gash
bleeds red mud

oozes out a clotted future
('"Mendeville boomtown')

Local business finds itself in a contradictory position. In many ways
threatened bty foreign ecoromic domination, it finds common cause with
these companies in resistance to the aspirations of the workers and
unemployed. Cne of the ressons Michael Manley's goverrment comes in for
criticism in these poems is because of the degree to which local business

interests were allowed to influence policy in direct contradiction to the
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socialist platform on which the PNP had been elected (Beckford & Witter
1982, pp 93,96,69). This coalition comes in for particulerly biting
satire:

well coiffed

afroes

imege of the

new jamaica

the firs bizness

labour coa

lition in the

whole wide

world

('The Trenchtown Assault Case')

External interference is blamed for much of the wurban violence. The
murder which takes place in 2 dance hall is just a "number" to a "crew
cut accountant", who "closes/ the doors/ on a stars and/ stripes file",
'The Coup-Clcck Clicks' details Meeks' conviction that, amidst a scene of
increasing economic crisis, violence and confusion throughout Manley's
second term, the way is being paved for a Chile-style coup:

confusion reigns

reaction smiles

and files

its blede

(ibid.)

"Rezction" is personified in the imesge of the street gangster, freguently
the sgent of politicelly-organized crime. That he should smile as he
files his murderous knife enhances the sense of a particulerly sinister
end cruel envirorment. At the other end of this destructive viclence 1is
another force, symbolized &s "wall street/ john crows" (vultures). As the
crisis deepens, they "take a closer/ perch/ prepesre/ to pick the/ pieces
out", This probably refers to the increesing stranglehold of the IMF in
the effort to safeguard investments (Manley 1682, pp 183-4, Feckford &
Witter 1¢82, pp O4-5). The comtinetion of violence, IMF-impo sed
constraints and economic szbotzge finally exhausted the Jamaican fpeople,

vho duly voted in the pro-US Edward Sezsgz in Novemter 1680 (Manley 1¢82,

p208, Feckford & Witter, pp125, 128-9).
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Like Cku Onuora, Prian Meeks exhibits a strong internationalism in
his poems, Meeks grounds his view more explicitly in the sense of a
common  workers! struggle @egainst the might of the international
corporations, and of solidarity with the socialist countries,
perticularly Cuba and the Soviet Union. During the mid to late 1970's, a
majority of Jamaican people supported & non-sligned policy. In this
climate, Michael Manley pursued friendly relations with Cuba. Although
(uba is only G0 miles from Jamzica, to most Jamsicans it seemed
infinitely more alien than Barbados, a thoussnd miles away, or the United
States, Meeks expresses this perception of an alien neighbour in 'Cuba
Cne' in which he begins by describing himself as a young boy, sighting
Cubs for the first time through a spyglass:

thought i'd see

a dull grey line

tinged with red
and barbed around

In fact what he sees is "Caribbean green", just like his own island. That
first visual shock is enough to start him questioning the stereotypes he
had received sbout Cuba. The poem celebrates a shift in the views of many
Jamaicans as they experience their first tangible contacts with this
wknown place, Cheap milk, he says, "meant more/ than years of twisted,/
tailored 1lies" (ibid.). Like 'The coup-clock clicks?, this poem
anticipates the shattering of these tentative new bonds, and the defeat
of the rising pressure for radical change coming from the bottom of the
society. Nevertheless, he considers that visions of alternative
possibilities have been glimpsed, and cennot be taken cway.

the blinds begin to

blow away

for Garvey's scattered

offspring waiting,

waking in the

wings.

'Angolz Foem' is an optimistic roem, celebreting the success of the
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liberation struggle in Angola, describing it as "the/baby of/new Africa".
Meeks portrays the triumph as a reversal of previous popular defeats all
over the world: "Spaniard/ Indonesian,/ Chilean/ comrades/ rise again".
The overthrow of repressive dictatorships throughout the 1970's (eg
Vietnam, Ethiopia, Mozembique, Angola, Iran, Grenada, Nicarsgua) led to a
sense that the tide was turning on a world scale in favour of the poor
and oppressed, It is in this spirit that the poem concludes:

back weh

Sout' Africa!

back weh

Merica!

Angola is

the baby of

new Africa

next stop
JCHANNESBLRG

Veeks is expressing here the intense desire of 2lmost every black person

(snd meny others too) to see the bastion of apartheid crumble,

Part four: performance

The writer unfortunately has never seen Erian Meeks perform, apart
from three poems kindly recited into her tape recorder. The only written
description of Meeks' performance style is by Mervyn Morris:

Erian Meeks, when he performs in public, sometimes plays the

flute and is nearer in style to Linton (Kwesi Johnson) than to

the more mobile three (Michazel Smith, Cku Cnuora, Mutzbaruks).

(Morris 1082, p.12).

Irmediately preceding this, he writes in relation to Linton Kwesi

Johnson:

.+o.the comparative stillness of Linton Johnson serves to focus

attention on the word itself and the music in it or behird.
(ibid.)

Thus we can infer that Meeks does not employ bedy mcvement and dramatic
gesture as an integral part of performance. lLike Johnson, his words are

inveriably sharply directed end specific, often introducing new ideas or
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new information to an audience. Expznsive body movement would therefore

be a distraction. Meeks and Johnson both demand a mcre disciplined

attentjon from their audiences; it is a part of their distinctive

plitical messages. They are asking their audiences to take 2 more

analytical look at the society in which they live.

In a radio performence Meeks linked the poems either with flute

improvisations, which were plaintive, meditative or abrasive by turn, or

by fading in Wailers songs, which expressed a collective, urbasn, vital

energy. Meeks' poems can be fully appreciated fram the printed page by

anyone reasonably familiar with Jamazican Creole and Dread Talk.

Performance is therefore for him primzrily for the purpose of

communication (especially of idezs) rether than 2 vehicle for self-

expression,
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CHAPTER FCUR: REVC! POETRY AND STRUGGLE IN THE EAST CARIEEEAN

Section one: context

A number of poets in Trinided and Crenzdz emerged out of the Eleck
Fower movement, Events czme to a first dramatic c¢limax during the
upheavals of 1670 in Trinidad which ceme to be known as 'the February
Revolution'. In Trinidad the uprising was successfully defeated, but in
Grenada the movement gained in momentum, undergoing continuous politicel
development wuntil it transformed into the revolutionary New Jewel
Movement which successfully overthrew Eric Cairy in 197¢.

A Nationsl Joint Action Committee ('N-JAC') was formed in Trinidad
and Tobzgo in 1C€7 under the leadership of WI students Geddes Grainger
and Pave Darbeau. It was a coslition of black militants, student and
youth groups, radical trade unions, and cultural orgenizations, all of
vhom felt the need for a political challenge to the Prime Minister, Dr.
Eric Williams and his party, the Feorle's hational VMovement (PNM), who
had held power continuously in Trinided since 165€6. A skilled orator,
Williams dazzled the populstion with his learning and ran rings round his
political opposition. However, it becezme increasirgly clear in the years
which followed independence (1¢€2) that Williams' ebility to articulszte
the aspirations of the masses was not matched by rolitical zction. There
was very 1little change in the distribution of weeglth and power. Above
all, the raised black consciousness that was percolating down frem North
Mmerics increased awareness that these remzined to a significant degree
in the hands of white people. A 1971 study of the ethnic distribution of
economic power in Trinidad and Tobego, 'VWho owns Trinidad and Tobego!'
(Camejo, Tapia 29/8/71), was to demonstrate this clearly. It found that
51% of the local business elite was white, Z2U7 "off-white", 10% mrixed, ¢%

Indian and 47 African. Afro-Caribbeans, the largest racizl group, were at
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the bottom of the pile, with the mejority of Indo-Caribbeans in a
comparable position. Prestigious jobs, such as work with benks eand
airlines, were reserved for the fair-skinned.

The incident which sparked off mass demonstrations and disturbances
took place not in Trinided but in Canada, at the Sir George Williams
University, Montrezl in Febtruary 1969. A number of Trinidadian students
became involved in a dispute with a professor of biology whom they
accused of practising racizl discrimination in his marking of examination
papers. When the university authorities came to the protection of the
professor, the situation exploded. First of all there was &an occupation
of the computer centre and then, as resentments boiled over, the computer
was smashed and the plece set alight. The students were held on charges
of conspiracy by the Canadian authorities. The Trinidadian goverrment
retained a2 1low profile over the incident, although they did provide
legel, diplematic and financizl help for the students (Ryan 1972, p.i54),
The incident reised sawareness of the extent of Canadian economic
interests in Trinidad, and there was talk for the first time of "Canadien
imperialism", During 166G Stokely Carmichael, a Trinidadian who had
become a leading spokesperson of the American Elack Power movement, was
banned by the government frém entering the island of his birth.

Warnings of a state of extreme discontent amongst the low-paid and
unemployed emerged clearly during thke 167C Carnivel, held in February. A
band calling itself 'Pinetoppers Inc.' coming from the poor east side of
Fort of Spain portrayed 'The Truth about Elacks!, which protested the
continuing low status of the black majority. Finetoprpers continued to
pley an important role in the protest movement which subsequently
developed. (Craig 1082). Grassroots support for a students!
demonstration, which began with a rally outside the Royal Eank of Canada

on February 2€, 197C, developed into more generzl demands for Elack
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Power, for an end to foreign economic exploitation and 2l1 forms of
inequality. Demonstrators later entered the Pomen Catholic Cathedral,
also identified as a bastion of white dominance, draped a black shirt
over the statue of St. Peter, and hung a sign over the 'keys to Heaven'
saying 'Freedem MNow', (Craig 19€2, p.3%92). Subsequent protests attracted
thousands, who marched into the shanty arees of East Iry River and
assembled and debated in the centrzl VWoodford Square, which they renemed
the 'People's Parliament'. Ir. Williams had made Woodford Square symbolic
of popular protest in the 1950's when he declared it the "University of
Woodford Square" and lectured the people on the evils of colonialism. For
two months "the pounding feet of thousands of black marchers were heard
all over Trinidad and Tobago" (Ryan 1972, p.455). The reaction from the
authorities was sggressive. The leaders were imprisoned without bail, and
horses, guns, sticks and tesrgss were used to disperse the crowds. This
only intensified the mood of resentment, and the number of groups
sympathetic to the demonstrators.

tn March 12th 197C the NJAC led a march into the &2ll-Indian sugar
belt, appealing to all Africens and Indisns to unite. Massive
demonstrations continued in Port of Spain during which one demonstrator,
Pasil Tavis, was shot dezd bty the police orn Zfpril 6th. Eis funerzl marked
& high point of intense emotion and anti-gcverrment feeling (Fohlehr
1970/71, 1-19), It wés well-known that meny junior officers and privetes
in the defence force were sympathetic to the protestors. Cn March 25th,
George Weekes, president of the Cilfield Vorkers Trade Union, in an
eddress to the 'People's Parliament' in Woocdford Square, sligned powerful
sections of the lezbour movement with the rrotests. Cn fpril 22nd there
was to be a general strike which would unite workers in sugar, in oil, in
the utilities and in transport. Cn the night of April 20th, however, a

State of Emergency was declared and the leaders were rounded up. The
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following day, there was a massive demonstration in Port of Spain, and 2
section of the army rebelled and begen to march towards the city (Oxeal
1971). However, their route was cut off by shells fired from a Coast
Guard which blocked the road, while the demonstrztion, deprived of its
lesdership, petered out in aimless destruction. Eighty-seven soldiers and
fifty-four civilian activists were arrested, among them the poet £bdul
¥alik, later to be charged with desecration and sedition.

The political movement was paralleled by cultural developments. The
post-independence period witnessed the first flowering of 1literary
crestivity inside Trinidad since the 163C's (zlso & period of politiczl
turbulence), which both influenced and was influenced by the new
nationelism. V.S, Naipaul and Samuel Selvon had both chosen exile in
London in the 1G50's because neither found the Caribbean enviromment
conducive to creativity. OCwing much to the exceptionsl talent and
cermitment of Derek Walcott, theatre provided an early treak with this
tendency, Migrating from his native St. Lucia, he had estasblished the
Trinidad Theatre VWorkshop in 1659 and with Errol Hill founded a tradition
of excellent mcdern theatre in the East Caribtean. Michael Anthony was

foremost emong the new novelists who elected to stay at home, publishing

The gemes were coming in 1663, The year in San Fernasndo in 1665 end Green

days by the river in 1667. Earl lovelace, based within Trinided's non-

privileged community, published ¥hile gods are falling in 1965 &and The
schoolmester in 1068, Lovelece's prose is characterised bty an easy and

unsel fconscious use of Trinidadian idiom from which he draws a strongly

foetic and 1lyrical quality. A sense of self-satire, so strorgly evident

in Naipaul's early work and to a lesser extent in felvon's, is replaced

in Lovelace by 2 much more radical challenging of the society's official
fremises. Voices, edited by Clifford Sealy, marked the

re-emergence of

the little megezine in 1064,
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In response to the increased politicsl and cultural zgitation
triggered by the Rodney and Sir George Williams affairs, a numbter of new
periodicals appeared, including Tapia, produced by Lloyd Best's Tapia
House Group, New Voices, edited by Anson CGonzalez, and Kairi, edited by
Christopher Laird. New Voices was, and continues to be, a literery smezll
megazine, containing poems, stories, reviews and critical erticles. Kairi
is less specialist in its approach, including more discussion of populer
culture. Tapia contained a stimulating mixture of political, cultural &and
literary analysis. Much of the critical work of Cordon Rohklehr appeared

for the first time in Tapia, or Trinided and Tobazgo Review, as it was

renamed. Rohlehr was radicalised by the events of this period. FHe was a
member of the Pivot group, a number of writers, secondary school and
university graduvates who held regulsr meetings during 1668 and 1S6G to
share their poems and prose and engeged in intensive discussion zbout the
role of culture in Trinidadian society (Gonzalez 1674t). The need to
wite in langusge which echoed 1local speech idioms and reflected the
rhytkms of indigenous musical and speech forms was given a hkigh priority.
Pivot also attracted militants like Dave Darbeau who was subsequently to
become a leader of NJAC. Intellectuals and artists beceme increasingly
concerned to make their worl; more relevant to the mass of the peorle.,
Cther members of the group were Victor Questel, Anson Conzalez, and
Cheryl Byron, who braved the male-dominated calypso tents with her
visually spectaculer chanted deliveries and became a performing artist of
scme  popularity. Victor Cuestel endesvoured to evolve a critical
voczbulary more appropriate to the Caribbean cultural metrix. In 1672
Gonzzlez and Cuestel jointly published a collection of their poems,
entitled Sccre. Poklehr comments, "Since 1970 thke volume of published

writing has swollen beyond 2ll measure" (1676, p.2).

& a more grassroots 1level, many participants in the unrest and
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members of 'N-JAC' were writing and performing poetry themselves.
Throughout 1971 and 1972 NJAC was organising all-day cultural events
aimed at consolidating Black Consciousness and emphasizing the African
heritage. Rohlehr (ibid.) describes them as "a mixture of variety concert
and political protest", Abdul Malik, Lasana Kwesi, Chetswayo Murai and
others were performing their poems at community and trade wunion centres
with certain calypsonians like Valentino, Plack Stalin and Chalkdust who
identified themselves with the movement.

NJAC community activists produced an agitational paper called East

Dry River speaks, which also contained poetry. The Dry River is the dry

bed of a diverted river that once flowed through Port of Spain. It
separates 'respectable' Port of Spain from the shanty town to the east.
East Dry River was largely abandoned to the jurisdiction of the bad johns
who received patronage and local power in return for services rendered to
the PNM (Howe and Rennie 1982). During this period, more genuinely
representative members of the community took a lead, bringing East Dry
River to the centre of radical political concern. However, the E.D.R.
community's lack of a structural relationship to the means of production
(because few were workers) resulted in a very vague sense of how to exert
pressure in order to achieve demands (Howe and Rennie -1982),

Brian Meeks 1in his thesis, 'The development of the 1970 revolution
in Trinidad and Tobago' (1976) points out that there was a tendency to
retreat into 'culturalism' after the political defeat of the Black Power
movement, Rohlehr suggests that many of the same youth who had
participated in the Black Power uprising, were by August 1970, "now
dressed in the wierdo outfits of Woodstock"™ celebrating Independence "by

a 16-hour long soul session at the Perseverance Club", He continues:
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For the rest of 1970 these sessions were encourzsged by the

establishment as a means of channelling dissent, and by 1971,

2ll, the various aspects of folk, urban and youth cultures were

employed as election gimmicks. There were free concerts

advertised full-pege in both dailies, and sponsored by various

business firms. These went on until just after the elections

when they ceased. Since that time the youth have expressed no

mass political loyalties... (1976, p.8).
Strongly influenced by developments in Trinidad, a Black Power movement
emerged in Grenadez. In May 1970 there were Plack Power demonstrations in
sympathy with the upheavals in Trinidad and Tobago. Underlying the racial
issue was a demend for economic and social justice with the slogan "More
jobs now". Aroused black consciousness was however a significant spur to
sction, The analyses of Jacobs and Jacobs (1¢80, p.S4) and Searle (1283,
pp. 14-15) both point out that the large numbers of Grenadian students
receiving education sbroad had a significant effect on consciousness in
Grenada itself,

As a direct result of the unrest, a new group called Forum, in which
a yourg lawyer, Maurice Pishop, played an active part, was formed with
the 2im of establishing a newspaper to act as the focus for a new
polticel movement. In November 1670 &ebout thirty hospital nurses
peecefully marched through the streets of St. Ceorges, protesting sbout
the lack of medicines, basic equipment and appslling working conditions.
The Prime Minister Eric Cairy penslised them harshly, threatening some
with dismissal. His response to the nurses' just demands aroused anger
anengst broed sections of the community and 2 lerge demenstration formed
on December 15th, protesting esgainst Gairy's corrupt and authoritarian
rule, The crowd was tesr-gessed and thirty people, including Pishop and
Unison Whiteman were arrested and tried on serious charges, all finally
to be scquitted seven menths leter. By now Cairy had formed his notorious
secret police, the Mongoose Gang, many of them, on Gairy's ezdmission,

criminals released from prison for the purpose. (Jaccbs and Jacots 1¢8C,

p.%6).
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Eric Gairy had bitterly disappointed the expectations Grenadians had
of him, As a trade union leader in 1651, he had 1led the agriculturszl
workers in strikes and crop burnings which had finally culminated in a 30%
wage rise. Despite the fact that he made & dezl with the Eritish
authorities to squash what looked like turning into a revolution (EPICA
1982, p.37), the wage rise geve him the popular base on which he built
his political career. From that time on he seemed to think of little but
his own personel advencement (Hart, introd. in FEishop 1984 p.xi).
Corruption and neglect characterised 21l areas of Grenadian life by the
1670's, Gairy totally discredited the VWestminster parliamentary system in
the eyes of Grenadians by ebusing his power and privileges and rigging
electoral registers (Jacobs and Jaccbs 1680 p. €4, and pp. 113-5).

In 1972 an organised radical political opposition began to emerge.
The Novement for £Assemblies of the People (MAP) led ty Maurice Eishorp,
and the Joint Endezvour for Welfasre, Education and Liberation (JEWEL)
founded by Unison ¥hiteman jcined forces as the New Jewel Movement (NJM)
within months of their separate formation. Meanwhile, Cairy was engeasgec
in independence negotiations. Gairy's opponents were not agzinst genuine
independence, but feared that he would use the handcver to further
consolidete his power. 'Ihéy demanded a referendum, which was stipuleted
in the Constitution as a necessary precondition to indeperdence. When he
refused, a ‘People's Congress orgenised by the KJM in Novembter 1073
attracted 10,00C reorle (10% of Grenada's population). The Corgress
demended that Gairy resign within two weeks or face & genersl strike. Cn
the day appointed for the strike, which was, strangely, a Sunday,
(Novemter 1€, 1973), six NJM leaders were rounded up by Mongcose memters,
who bludgeoned them into unconsciousness with sticks and shaved their
heads with bits of broken glsss. They were weeks in hospital recovering.

The day czme to be known as 'Eloody funday'. This event fineally convinced
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'moderate' Grenadians, including the church and business sectors, that
Gairy had to go, and & 'Committee of 22' was formed to achieve this. The
dockworkers went on strike, 2and school students were constantly
demonstrating. Cn 21 January 1¢T74, in one of the demonstrations, Rupert
Pishop, father of Maurice, was killed, trying to protect schoolchildren
from Gairy's troors (Searle 1683a, p.22). Despite these criminal =zcbuses
of power, independence was granted to Grenada with Gairy as Prime
Mnister in 1974, with aid from PEritain and loans from Jamzica, Trinidad
and Guyana.

Cultural 1life was profoundly affected by the politicsl and econcmic
sitvation, For years Crenadians with artistic talents were tempted to
leave for oil-rich Trinidad. They were part of a wave of Grenadian
migration to that country and further afield, searching for better
conditions. An educztion certificate was generslly regerded &s a passport
for escape. The wittiest, most inventive, prolific, enduring and famous
'Trinidedian' calypsonian of all time - the Mighty CSparrow - comes in
fact from Grenada. £bdul Malik, the mesjor poet to be dicussed in this
charter, was born end spent masny childhood yeers in Crenada. Paul Keens-
Douglas grew up in Grenada. They are three of the dominant figures of the
Trinidedian cultural scene.‘

The Elack Power mcvement had a strongly cultursl orientation. The
movement not only gave 2 stimulus to political crgenisation but helped to
revive cultural activity in the island. Poetry and drumming were
charscteristic forms, and in this context a young poet, Chris 'Kojo' de
Piggs was gaining respect and populerity. Celypsonians had graduzlly
gained in prestige, from teing buffoons and mere imitators of the songs
caming out of Trinided, to being reccgnised as ‘'people's commentators'.
In 177 & calypsonian of radical views, Cecil Eelfon, known as the

'Flying Turkey', helped to set up a calypso 'tent! in the parish of St.



- 220 -~

Pauls. They celled it 'We Tent' to establish its identity with the people

and inderendence from govermment interference. Maurice Eishop, by now MP

for St. Pauls, became closely associated with the 'tent'. Cnce more, one

of the principle traditions of calypso, as a vehicle for political satire

and subversive comment, was given an opportunity to flourish. 'We Tent!

quickly beceme more populsr than its rivsls (Searle 1283t, p.5C). Every

device was used to suppress this popularity. We Tent's czlypsoes were

never played on the radio, and the group were prevented from using

lowdspeakers, the main means of advertisirg events in Grensada.

Flying Turkey's calypsoes of this period emphasized patriotism,

pride in one's roots and the better times to come after the bitter days

ahead, He says that he esczped the violence which befell many of the mcre

critical celypsonians because of his 'respectable' position as a worker

in a benk. The dictatorship could get away with beating up a "lumpen

artiste" simply by claiming ke was smoking ganja, and there would be no

questions asked. "Quite a few artistes had a bitter experience, some

getting bed licks and having microphones torn away from their hands"

(ibid. p. 53).

The NJM consolidated its strength within the anti-Gairy unions,

notably the teachers' union (G.U.T.) &and the newly-formed Pank and

Genersl Workers Union. It enjoyed the mass supprort of school students,

who bore much of the brunt of Gairy's brutality. Incressingly isolzsted
internationally, Gairy consolidated ties with Generzl Pinochet of Chile

(Jacobs and Jacobs 180 p.11C) &end shamed his peorle by taking his

obsession with Unidentified Flying Cbjects to the United Nations

bssembly. When Cairy left for a visit to the United States in VMarch 1€7€,

leaders of the New Jewel Movement decided to attempt to seize power.

Fepression under Cairy had led to the necessity for orerating

clendestinely, and by now the N.J.M. was a tight-knit and disciplined



- 221 -~

organization, In the early hours of March 12th 2 group of zbout U4C were
involved in an oreration to take over the True Elue barracks, to seize

the radio station and ensure the surrender of the police stations. After

a brief engegement at the barracks, the soldiers surrendered with one

fatality. Morale azmongst them was extremely low. The radio station was
taken with 1little difficulty and one policemen who, unlike his

collezgues, put up a resistence, was killed.

Cecil Eelfon was among the NJM cadres who responded to Pishop's
broadcast appesl to come and take up arms to defend the radio station.

From that time on he became a soldier, although he continued Lis role =as

& celypsonian and later worked in the media. This combination of soldier
and revolutionary artist was not unique. Revolution and =z release of
culturel creativity were two sides of a coin in the Grenadien experience.
(hris de Riggs, &already referred to, who became z leading poet of the
revolution, and a minister in the govermment, also earned his position as
amilitary official through his role in the events of March 132th iC7¢€.
The majority of the population, having lived for years urder the
terror of the lMongcose Gang, geve a determined response to Bishop's
broadcast messege that Gairy's regime was at an end. They poured out into

the streets in a spontaneous island-wide demonstrationA, and marched to

the police stations, which were flyirg white flegs, to confiscate zmms.

Volunteers set up watches and patrols to guard egeinst any counter-

revolutionary activity, while telephone workers blocked zll cverseas

calls, There was little serious internal cpposition (EPICA 1S82, p.tS).

The following four and 2 helf years saw the first whole-hearted

attempt in the English-speaking Caribbean to brezk free of neo-colonial

dependency., Manley's experiment in ‘'democratic socizlism' had beer

inspiretional to the New Jewel VMovement, and somg programmes,

particularly the literacy progremme, were emulated. Nevertheless, Manley
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and the P.N.P. had in fact followed & 'zig zesg' course, oscillating
between grass-roots demands and the dictats of the I.M.F. The commitment
of the N.J.M. to education, to heelth provision, increased production and
orgenisation especially in zgriculture, and to equal rights for women,
was backed up with thorough plenning and organisation, and substantial
advances were made in each area (EPICA 1682, pp. T4-93; Payne et. al.
1684, pp. 24-31). CGrenadians experienced a complete reversal in self-
image. Under Gairy development had lagged far behind other islands. After
the revclution, Crenada was regulerly receiving foreign delegetions,
including visits fram African presidents Semora Machel and Kenneth
Kaunde, and speakers like Angela Davis from the United States. The Prime
Minister, Maurice PBishop, was an internationally renowned leader,
respected for his stance. As lMerle Collins, one of Crenada's best and
most popular roets, puts it:

khen de men esk

Way you from?

No more

Playin' you doh heer

Cr sayin' scme shit like

A...

A...

A islend

Near by Trinided

Cr

A.Q.

A few mile

Cff Venezuela

But out

Lloud en' tole

Like you make de name
GCrenada

The development of public forums, whether the mejcr public rasllies held
in St, Georges, the capitel, the councils which formed chznnels for
populer consultation and debate or the activities and meetings of the
wmen's and youth orgenizations, provided many openings, for cultural

performance, Culturel liberetion was an important item on the agenda for
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(renadiens as it was for all Afro-Caribbeans who had suffered centuries
of repression of their lenguage, their identity and their fundamental
cultural forms (Searle 1984). The envirorment was conducive to the
production of poetry, calypso and drams. New artists were to emerge. Much
of the work expressed and celebrated a new sense of potentisl, of
liberation. The People's Revclutionary Covermment made a commitment to
cultural revolution within a wider context of economic and social
revolution (Bishop, 1982). Crenadz was the first country in the English-
speaking Caribbean where teachers were being encouresged to see Creole as
a velid medium, equal with standard English, and to use it in education,

particularly as a creative medium.

Section two: Abdul Malik: biograrhy

Abdul Malik was originally nemed Celeno de Coteazu. He was born in
1940 in St. GCeorges, Grenada and lived there until he was two, when he
was brought by his parents to Laventille, the slum quarter of FPort of
pain, Trinidead. There, he says, his memories begin (Malik, 1876). Fe
developed 2 deep-rooted sttackment to Laventille, which was to remzin
with him. When he was eight, his mother decided it was beccming too bad
an area for children to grow up in, so the family returi'led to Crenads. He
first attended the Morris (primery) school. Pe was in Grenada and eleven
years old et the time of the 'Sky Red' uprising which convulsed the
island, and out of which Eric Gairy emerged as charismatic lezder. FHis
grendmcther, lLouvise 1lMurray, was a memter of Carvey's Universal Negro
Improvement Association and a supporter of Vest Indian Federation. His
early experiences and education in Crenade were to have a profound impact
on his political development. He went on to Presentestion College where he
was expelled "for some rezson" (ibid.) =zfter two years., He returned

briefly to Trinided, end then back zgain to the Crenada Foys Secondary
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School (G.B.S.S.), which he left of his own accord at the zge of
seventeen, He describes himself as having been "insecure &and very
uncertain of where (he) was as a person" (ibid.). He felt out of place in
Grenede; the only plece he cculd relaste to at all was Laventille. He
began reading Caribbean novels, but his own creative tszlent went 1largely
unrecognized. His parents jcined his teachers in regarding him as
scmewhat "worthless". Somekow, however, his mother must have recognized
his talent with words, as she always cherished the hope he might become a
preacher, In terms of his politicel awareness, one of his fellow-students
at G.B.S.S., Fernando, an Afro-Venezuelen, was to make an impact. Malik
remembers "...,the positive faith he Fernando expressed in the Cuban
guerilla Fidel Castro...Fe [Malik] has often wondered zbout Fernando
since this was in 'S7 scme two years before the revolution and since
Fernando besides having definite anti-American views was also in the
hebit of coming to school with his .38." (V.C.W. p.%6).

AMfter leaving school, Malik headed back to Laventille, where he has
lived, with occasionel visits to Grenzda, ever since. Cne of the main
fascinations of Laventille was the panyards, where the steel pan players
gathered, lived and practised. He "continued the learning process in the
streets and public libreries of Port-of-Spain and St.. Georges" (Malik,
1675). EHe ‘took intermittent jobs but spent most of the time scrunting -
surviving precariously without employment. Pe first became politically
active "after digesting the autobicgraphy of Mzlecolm X" (Mzlik, 1975) in
1667. Pe helped to found the Eleck Panther Crgenisation in Trinidad in
the seme yeer, which soon merged with other groups to form 'N-JAC', also
formed in 1667. Fe was regularly to be found on the dreg - Frederick
Street, the main street of Port of Spain - selling militant bleck

newsgapers.
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He remembers being moved and being involved in everything that
moved, left, and hitting 'the drag'...He remembters scattering
words like seeds and seeing faces multiply, seeing 1limbs
glisten, and joining hands...shaking hands with other Islands
other continents - on the street - on the way - exchanging

letters with the heirs of Malcolm under seige... (V.O0.W. p.98).

He became a Muslim in 1968. There was 2lready a sizeable Indo-Caribbean
Muslim community in Trinided. The Imam lectured him on the errors of
"Plack Muslimism" when he said his chosen neme was Shabazz (after Mzlcolm
X) and named him Abdul Malik instead. Malik puts the fact that there was
a constant emphasis on moving away from black politics down to the close
reletionship the Muslim community had with the P.N.M. (Islem is noted for
its lack of race consciousness in practice. Malcolm X, after years of
advocating Plack separatism, was profoundly moved ty his own journey to
Mecca where, in the context of Islem he recognised a genuine brotherhood
(word used advisedly) of different reces. (Little 1268, U78-80).)
¥hatever the motivations of the Trinided WMuslim heirarchy, VMelik
experienced 2 conflict between his politicel beliefs and the emphasis of
the religious teaching, so he ceased to practise in an orthodox way. It
is also probeble that he found the strict personzl code demended by Islem
impossible to practise. In 1976 he maintained: "I remsin a Moslem,
however, in my totzl self; in my inner teing." (Malik 1C7€),.

Be played a prominent role in the uprising of 197C. With other NJAC
founders, he led the protest merches. After the defest of the wuprising,
he was arrested and tried. For some time the possibility of a death
sentence hung over the detazinees, First of all they were imprisoned on
Nelson Island. Malik has only made reference to the experience once in a

poem, 'Motto Vision'. In the interview with Pruce Faddington, he

described it as "mentasl torture":
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on EXILE islend

wid mechine guns

covering we

black backs

hunched wid tension

locked back in

before sunset,

salt crystals fine now

like gelignite

in mih mind

(*Motto Vision', BU p.34)

Later he was transferred to the Foyal Gaol, and it was there that Malik's
most intense period of fpoetry camposition began. He was released after
nine months detention. A collection of twenty-thkree poems, many of them
long and widely inclusive in scope, entitled Black up, was published in
1972, All had tbteen inspired bty his involvement in the Flzck Power
movement, B few were written in the two years prior to the 1970 uprising.
The mejority were written in the prison and dezl directly with the
experience, revealing a deepening of thought and conviction. The others
were written on his release, and show an increzsing sureness of touch and
clarity as he works out the implications of his tumultuous experiences.

In the aftermath of the 'February Revolution' thkere was a high level
of cultural activity. Pesides the business-bzcked, 'Woodstock! style
events, MNJAC continved to be 2 source of new politicel and cultural
sction, and held regular rzllies and other events. N.JAC dominated the
'People's Parliament', which has become a permznent feature of Voodford

Sguere, In all these settings, WMalik found a pfplatform. He was s&lso

invited, no dcubt as something of an enfant terrible, to "occasionzl

literery getherings" (rrogremme note, The Ead Poet, Mov. 1675). FEy 1975

Vo

he was being called "Trinidad's mejor poet of the time" (ibid.) end was
poised for acceptance by the more readicel intelligentsia and artistic
elements of the petit-tourgeoisie. Cn Movemter 6th, 7th and 8thk, Malik's
show, The Fed Poet, first delivered as a NJAC event on 18th Cctober 1975,

came to Port of Spain's mzjor theatre, the Little Carib. The show was an
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ambitious and highly drematic event, bringing together on stege the
Trinided Scherzando, "the only one of the msjor steelbands to be
comunity sponsored and a band that has placed itself right in the
venguard of steebend evolution" (ibid.), and the New VWorld Performers who
provided chorus and vocsls. It was sponsored by the Kairi group, which
produced the mesgazine of the same name and pleyed & mgjor role in
supporting end promoting Trinidad theatre (Fohlehr 197€, p.2). 'Bad' in
Trinided is wused to mean tough and hard, with positive implications. It
can in fact mean its straight opposite, good. It is in this sense that it
is used in the title. It also implies a rejection of bourgeois standerds
of good poetry.

Valik also produced his second volume of poetry, entitled Revo in
1975, During the 1670's he was working as a lezbcurer for the Trinided and
Tobago Electricity Campeny (T&TEC), and was active as 2a member of the
(ilfield Workers' Trade Union (O.W.T.U.). The exrerience informs the work
of this collection, which contains many references to the working class
and trede union leeders like the Crenadian Uriah 'Buzz' Butler, who
founded the Trinidedian trede union movement, and Ceorge Weekes, then
leader of the C.W.T.U. Fevo merks a move away from a narrowly-cdefined
bleck politics., In his interview with Eruce Paddiﬁgton in 1C€7€ Malik
said, "...fran the 70 period I rezlised that there are limitations in
lebelling yourself a PBlack poet...] rezlised that what I had to do was
try and see things from different angles and not look in one direction."
(p,115). This development merked 2 slight distancing from FNJAC which
remained firmly &and exclusively black nationslist. Bowever, he
"meintain(ed) brotherlood with N.J.8.C. and the ceuse in particulear"
(Velik, 1675). In no sense did he relinquish thre cause of black feople
eand the legacy of Carvey. Be did, however, thorcughly emtrzce the Cuben

revolution, regarded by scme black nationelists as "white", and opened
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his eyes to the implications of international class struggle and the

national liberation movements. He stated his commitment, in the foreword

to Revo, tc "nothing less than totzl revolution", During these years, he

had witnessed much that could Lave led him to despair. He had seen the

movement for democracy end human rights in Grenada met with increasing

brutality, including 'Bloody Sundzy' (1673) &and the death of Rupert

Bishop in 1974, After the defeat of the Black Power uprising in Trinidad,

a grovp of young idezlists went to the hills with the aim of estzblishing

a guerilla movement. During 1974 they were picked off one by one and

gunned down by the police. Revo contains poems dediczted to two of them.

The collection inevitably contains a strong sense of grief, buoyed uvp by

a conviction that the 1legescy of struggle, with heroes 1like Garvey,

arryshow, Putler, Fidel Castro and VMalcolm X (whose mother was

Crenadian), is mevirg the people of the Caritbean inevitzstly towards

their own liberation.

In 167¢€ Malik's performances included en appearance in Cheryl

Byron's show entitled Fusion of Vibes a2t the Little Carib on 15th June.

'Fusion Part 1 - The Vhirlwind' was directed by Malik and ccmbined his

ow work with the poetry of Lasana Kwesi, Chetwayo Murai and Kasi

Serghor, Supporting ertists were musician Andre ‘Tanker, calypsonian

Velentino, female poet Chioneso Kaur. The Trinidad Scherzando steel

orchestra were an integral part of the show. It was first put on at Fort

of Spain's Town Hell in July 1677, and was subsequently rereated at the

Little Carib, and verious venues throughout Trinided. As with most

productions in Trinidad, finences and other resources had to be found by

the artists themselves. The show pleyed to "elzted end eppreciative"

packed audiences (Cxley 1977) "at a perticularly 1low point in the

cultural and political 1life of Trinago." (V.C.W. P.115). A reviewer

cormented that it was "a much needed reminder of the '1670' mocd." (Kairi



- 22¢ -

8, p.68). Visioneerer was first staged at the Little Carib in 1978 and
then in June 167G at Port of Spain Public Library. The 1976 Visioneerer
performances included a celebration of the recent NJM takeover in Crenade
and autobiographical accounts of Mslik's life which were to form part of

his prose-end-poetry work V.C.W. (Voice of the Vhirlwind). In January

1680 Malik was invited to Cuba, to the Internationzl WVriters' Festivel.
He regarded this invitation as "the high point of his career...total
acceptance of his work" (Oxley 1680). His visit meant that he regretfully
‘turned down an invitation to 'resd' in Trinidad with Mark Strand, Joseph
Brodsky and Derek Walcott., Malik also visited Jameica for the first time.
These islands, one the birthplace of Garvey, the other of Marti and
Castro, held much symtolic meaning for him, whick subsequently emerged in
new prose and poetry. The significance seemed almost overwhelming in view
of the recent triumph of the New Jewel Movement,

Cn Cctober 24th and 25th 1G6€C, Malik gave a

new presentation,

Cverview at the Little Carib, It ccnsisted of a fusion of

autobiographical prose-poetry from V.C.W. (as yet unpublished), and
poetry, both sung and spoken, in which he sougtt to express his sense of

being driven, as a lone voice, to celebrate past heroes, like Eutler, to

praise the revolutions of Cubez end Crenadaz, and the Spirit of Carvey in

Jmaica. Throughout the years of the People's Fevolutionary Govermment,
Malik paid regular visits to Crenadz, where he was tremendously porpuler.

In July 1981 he formed part of the Trinidad contingent at Carifesta
in Earbados. At the end of Cctober the same year he teemed up with Paul

Keens-Douglas for the first week of Keens-Douglas' annuel show at the

Little Carib, which was entitled Twice upon & time. In the second week,

Louise Eennett jcined the show (Trinided Cuardian 2¢/1C/81).

In Marchk 1682, & record zltum cf some of Malik's poqtry linked Gty

sections of the score he hed composed for a T&TEC film was released under



- 230 -

the title More power...to the people: the poetry & music of Malik. Malik

composed this extended piece without being able to play an instrument or
read music, Apparently, because he was working with musicians he had
associated with closely for years, they were able to reproduce his ideas
satisfactorily. The music consists of a dialogue between acoustic guitar,
steel pan and piano and is suggestive of different phases of Caribbean
history, The combination of poem extracts is obviously the result of
careful thought, and an ambitious overall idea. In March 1983 and March
1985 Malik came to England to take part in the International Bookfair of

Radical, Black and Third Vorld Books.

Section three: the poetry in performance

a) Methods of composition

Malik works through entire poems in his head, repeating sections to
himself and to friends and reworking them until he is satisfied before
they are committed to paper. By this time they are fully memorized, so
that paper becomes more a medium of transmission than of recording; a
necessary stage in getting the work published. This oral method of
composition has apparently been increasingly employed, especially with
the chant-like poems of the recent period,

In the second collection, Revo, it is clear, however, that Malik
made a number of typographical experiments, so that composition was
probably affected as it went down on paper. In the case of 'X'd', which
is written in the shape of an X in honour of Malcolm X, typographical
demands almost override those of meaning. Such an approach is untypical;
a form of experimentation that did not last long. However, Malik has from
his early days paid close attention to the appearances of tl"le poem on the

printed page and the additional nuances that can be signalled by the
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arrangement of words or parts of words. For this particular approach to
words, he owed a great deal to E.K. Prathwaite.

Two examples of this are: in 'Sea Plues', the rearrangement (and
adjusted spelling) of 'flagellation' to read:

s0 ﬂag-
elation

to express the complex impact of a fraudulent independence day; and a set
of paradoxical juxtapositions in 'Black womb/ movements':
we are
not still
born
we move
we are
still moving
on
The arrangement of words places emphasis on 'we are', 'we move', 'not
still', 'still moving'. The first usage of still, meaning motionless,
carries over to the second occurrence of the word (meaning 'as yet') and
vice versa, so that despite the syntactic assertion of movement there is
some ambiguity. We have 'still' and 'moving' placed side by side, which
creates a sense of tension and mystery. While taken out of context these
may seem like simply cerebral forms of word-play, in context they attract
the eye and generate the excitement often associated with ambiguity in
literature. We shall moreover see that both these poems are fully
realized as oral performances, and such textual play (which may be
reflected in performance) 1is an additional pleasure to someone who has
already enjoyed them aurally, rather than a feature on which appreciation
of the poems hinges.
Malik's poems have become increasingly orally-based but rarely 1e§s
complex. In Revo, many of the poems are songs or have sung choruses, or
are spoken ageinst a background of song. The poems which are a part of

V,0,H. are either songs, like 'Wuh de mountain say' and 'Discovery', or

chants like 'Steady as she blows', 'The display' and 'The whirlwind'.
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Repetition is constantly used, but it 1is a progressive rather than
'static' repetition. Thus in 'Steady as she blows' (a celebration of the

revolutionary take-over 1in Grenada), new elements of imagery or rhythm

=N
are introduced up to two-thirds of the way through the poem, and then all

of these are reworked to build to a crescendo. The metaphor of taking

over the ship, for exemple:

we done take the wheel

we done change the course
we on full control

is made more explicit two stanzas later:

we done arm weself
we done free weself
we on full control

thile the weary-sounding:

we can't stand no more
we can't take no more

is answered by the urgent rhythm and meaning of:

we tired lose
now we boun to win
we tired sink
so we start to swim
we tired crawl
now we walkin tall

The repetition of form reflects a great effort of will, and the enormity
of the task ahead. This builds to a climax before the ~author steps back
to enjoy a moment of calm and satisfaction at the achievement so far. He
contemplates the N.J.M. "like jewel specks of diamonds/ shining now in
mih mind/ dem men make me feel good man/ dem men make me feel so good."
The pace slows, and these last four 1lines 1lengthen, their novel

introduction right at the end heightening the sense of repose and

pleasure,

His method of composition is akin to music. Often his poems have

tunes or are conceived of within presentations which are.fundamentally

musical ., As he plays no instrument, Malik has to maintain his ideas in
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his head and communicate them by humming, At a rehearsal witnessed in
Trinidad, a new chorus to accompany 'Pan run' was communicated to a choir
in this way and clearly posed few problems for all concerned. Later
instrumental parts were added in the same way. While Malik never tinkers
with the words of his poems once they are completed, he 1likes to

experiment with presentation, developing new arrangements, 1like a

composer of music,

b) The presence on stage

Malik has an astonishing impact on stage., He is about six feet four
inches tall and dark, with a rather fearsome-looking bearded face. His
voice is very fine and resonant. A critic, Jeremy Taylor, wrote of his
first performance at the Little Carib in 1975:

Some of his poems are songs, some are a dialogue between his

voice and the musicians, some are spoken with a quiet drum

backing, some are strazight poems. He speaks them well, not
chanting, not hypnotised by the sound of his own 1lines, as

poets tend to be; he acknowledges with every breath that for
him the poem is the meaning, the political message, the

expression of his own suffering and frustration, and not just a
literary form, In between he talks, very quiet and dry, in a
throwaway style; there is power there, but it is kept in, the
movements are languid, the voice very controlled, as if
everything emerged from a terrifying weariness of spirit,
rising only rarely to vigour. (Express 12/11/75 p.9)
Malik is haunted and driven by the words he composes; in many cases they
seem to frighten him. He ponders, years after they were written, over
words which acquire revealing or disturbing new significance .with time.
He does not 1like the word "performance". Presentations of his poems are
rare events, not only because it is difficult to get the material support
to put a show together, but also because the poet clearly regards them as
acts of ritual intensity, takes a perfectionist approach to presentation,
and is completely drained of energy in the process. Alvin Massey

('Mauby') commented, 'An actor who had not tasted prison life would be

hard put to it to convey the desolation as Malik .did with muted
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simplicity in 'No Tears'. (Trinidad Guardian 14/11/75, p.4).

Steel pan has always been an integral part of presentation. In 1975
and 1977, Malik appeared with a full steel band, Scherzando. Performances
of his 'Pan run' sequence (1972, pp.42-50) must have been breathtaking.
It has remained the most popular item in the repertoire ever since. Words
and music are complementary. The music enhances the rather noble epic
structure and helps to explain the passion embodied in the expression,
while the explosion of violence, obscenity, desperation, suffering and
conviction which the words by turns represent root the beautiful music in
its true context and history. "The importance he himself attributes to
his music as an intrinsic part of the poetry showed in the urgency of his
hands marking the rhythm, in the almost unbridled force with which his
phrases snatched at the beat even ahead of the musicians... His calypso
heritage became increasingly apparent..." (Massey ibid.).

tAfricindia’ (1972, pp.36-9) is accompanied by an ominous and urgent
drum, representing both the "shango drum" (Africa) and the "tassa drum"
(Idia), and a symbol of underlying common ground. 'Africindia' expresses
a deep sense of anger, heard also in the sound of the drum and t