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Nyambura Mpesha
M-Diag| Nani?, Who?

Iranslated by the author






M-DIAG'

Uanzaye mwaka mosi sikiliza za DIAG
Ipo hapo mbele, puani pa Hatcher

Habari hizi sikiliza
Si mzaha, si mchezo
Iko wazi ya buluu, na herufi yake
M
‘Sikanyage ‘sichezee, uko mwaka mosi
‘Kikanyaga ‘taanguka, mitihani utafeli
Utafeli, utashindwa
Miaka yote utashindwa

‘Sikanyage M-DIAG
Ni mwiko!

M-DIAG

You starting first year, listen about DIAG
It’s there in front of Hatcher’s nose

Listen to these news

It’s not a joke, it’s not a game

It’s open, in blue, its letter
M

Don’t step on it, don’t play with it, in first year
Step on it, you'll fail, you'll fall, exams you’ll fail
You'll fail, defeated

All years defeated
Don’t step on M-DIAG
It’s taboo!

'This poem was written in Swahili for my Swahili students. T could not find a better title

in Swahili because M-DIAG is presented as a proper noun and I wanted the readers to

recognize the place name. Translating the poem into English proved challenging. The
verbs ~AANGUKA, -FELI, -SHINDWA mean the same thing and in Swahili they are em-
phatic. The English words FAIL, FALL, and DEFEATED do not seem to convey the
same seriousness. The Swahili poem and its English translation have different rhythms.

Hatcher Library is personified as having a nose but the image only makes sense in Swahili

suggesting the proximity of M-DIAG with reference to Hatcher as similar to the proximity

EYE to NOSE on a human body.
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Nani??

Walinizunguka wengi wao
Bila kunipa shikamoo

Na mie nikanyamaza

Nione walilowaza

Ya mkongwe wa misimu elfu.

Mwanifungiani jamani
Mwanivuta kwa nini

Tangu lini akahama

Mzee wa misimu elfu, kahama
Mmesikia wapi kahama?

Japo sitembei
Nyumba ninazo mbili
Ya sasa ya lazima

Japo si ya kuazima

Na ya kwanza nisahau.

“The poem was first written in Swahili when a tree was removed from the University of
Michigan’s campus. It was written as a riddle for Intermediate Swahili students. With time
the tree has been forgotten and often the students are not able to decipher the riddle. The
answer to question WHO is THE BUSINESS SCHOOL TREE. This riddle is used when

the class is learning Swahili riddles and conundrums.
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Who?

Many surrounded me
Without a respectful greeting
[ kept silent

To see their plan

Concerning the old one of a thousand seasons.

Why tie me

Why pull me

Since when did one move

An old one of a thousand seasons
Where did you hear of such a move?

Though I don’t walk

I have two homes

The current one is forced on me
Though not a borrowed one

And the first I forget.
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Mukoma Wa Ngugi

Kidane-Diva “Come See the
Other Me,” from We Sing the
Tizita to Unbury Our Dead
with Song






“Come See the Other Me!™

By the time I made it back, Kidane was serving Mohamed and the
kids hastily scrambled eggs. They had a good laugh at my expense.
She went to the kitchen to toast some bread only to hear her curse
so loudly that we all went quiet. Mohamed asked what the matter
was, and she marched and furiously placed a small loaf of bread with
no crust on the table. Then I remembered Mohamed and I high
the night before, the munchies demanding something sweet and the
only thing we could find was bread. Mohamed had insisted he was
going to make me the best peanut butter and jelly sandwich — it
involved eating toasted crunchy crust. It was the best P&J sandwich
I had ever had but we had not anticipated the fall out. The kids did
not mind though, so it balanced out in the end.

[t was time to leave for the concert — the set up and rehearsals
were going to eat up the rest of the day. The kids were also eager to
play football with their father, so after quick casual goodbyes, we
were on our way. The same cab driver that dropped us off two days
ago was waiting for us at the end of the painful, now that I was invalid
with blistered feet, long trek. But I had to make it.

“Shall I stop at the other place?” He asked as soon we got in.

“Yes,” she replied.

“What other place?” I asked her.

“You will see,” she answered and they both laughed.

The cab driver’s name I now learned was Mustafa, a Somali liv-
ing in Addis and I guess until he had seen you twice, he maintained
his cover. Xenophobia against Somali people anytime the war in the
Ogaden flared up was a constant fear. We spoke about xenophobia
all over the continent, South Africa, Libya, Egypt, it seemed Pan-
Africanism was in spirit and not in practice. We talked about Al-
Shabab and how the Islamic Court Unions might have done some
good were it not for Ethiopia and the United States. And how now
Kenya had finally invaded Somalia “officially.”

The conversation moved on to the mundane, the cost of bread,

'Excerpted from We Sing the Tizita to Unbury Our Dead with Song, a forthcoming novel
by Mukoma Wa Ngugi to be published by Cassava Republic Press. The novel is written
in English.
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petrol and so on until we were back in Addis where he drove to an
expensive looking building a few hundred yards from the African
Union headquarters. I thought we were picking up someone but we
drove to the back where he punched a few keys into a pad and large
gates opened up to a garage. | asked Kidane again where we were
going. She simply smiled. Mustafa parked his taxi next to a long
Mercedes Benz that looked all the more new next to his Oldsmobile.
We entered an elevator where he once again punched a code and we
took the long ride up to the top floor to pick up whom I now was sure
was a good friend, or Kidane’s lover.

When it turned out he had the key to an immaculately furnished
penthouse apartment and there was no one in, I started to suspect
that they were lovers. They went to respective rooms. The suspense
was killing my tabloid senses so I started looking for clues — there
were none. I looked at the magazines and newspapers on the glass
coffee table. Before I could open the latest Ebony Magazine with
barely dressed hips thrust into the camera, Beyoncé on its cover,
Kidane, and shortly thereafter Mustafa, returned.

Only it was not Mustafa and Kidane, it was the Diva and her
bodyguard. The Diva came over to where I was standing frozen,
mouth open, at once understanding what was before me and at the
same time as confused as I had ever been. She was dressed in a long
white tight evening gown, a light shawl covered with the Ethiopian
flag colors, green, yellow and red wrapped around her bare shoul-
ders, her long muscular neck naked. In white sneakers, she was a
picture of a quiet sexiness.

Mustafa was dressed in a tuxedo and where before he had
seemed thin and effeminate, even in his several sizes bigger shirts
and trousers, the Mustafa that stood before me was a guy you did not
want to mess with, his chest straining the shirt buttons as he adjusted
a gun in his shoulder holster, put on his jacket and checked himself
in the mirror to make sure that the gun was concealed. I recognized
him — he was the man I had almost run into back at the ABC when
[ was leaving the Diva’s dressing room.

“What is going on? I saw you at the ABC,” I said to him.

He shrugged and smiled.

“What's going?” I asked the Diva.
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She went over to the stack of magazines and newspapers, took
one and threw it at me so that it fell by my feet. And that is when 1
saw The National Inquisitor headline: “The Singer on Top: Drugs,
Sex and competition in Nairobi” — the piece in which I had lied in
order to bulldoze the moneymen at The National Inquisitor to send
me to Ethiopia. If the Diva had it, then others surely had seen it.

“You are not the only one with secrets,” she said with a laugh
when [ started trying to explain.

They walked to the door and for a moment I thought they would
leave me behind.

“Come,” she commanded and I followed them, less a journalist
and more like a boy with a crush caught lying. Mustafa flashed me a
sympathetic, even friendly smile.

What had I been thinking? And why was she letting me carry
on? Whatever the case, I was going to give my readers a good story,
regardless of the truth. I mean, had I written only about the Diva of
Nairobi, would that have been the truth? Or if I wrote only about
Kidane, wife and dutiful mother — would that have been the truth?
In a world of multiple covers and faces, only a fool would think the
truth was the first face one saw. In journalism school, we used to
have drunken debates in the same parties where I played my one
Malaika song about objective reporting. Ever the radicals, we would
agree there was nothing like objective reporting.

But we had it all wrong because we placed the burden of objec-
tivity on the journalists who in turn bring their biases to the story, to
be piled on by the biases of the editor dictated by whatever corpo-
ration owned the paper. But we always assumed the subject of the
reportage was objectively solid and stable. Well, what I was learning,
or rather seeing, confirmed that both the journalist and the subject
were in constant motion. And if both of you stopped and talked over
a cup of coffee or a beer, that would be a sliver of the truth at that
point in time. We had been applying the uncertainty principle to
the wrong party; both the journalist and the subject were in constant
motion.

Kidane and the Diva, Mustafa the taxi driver and Mustafa the
dangerous looking bodyguard in a tuxedo, my many selves and The
National Inquisitor reporter. All that was beside the point — the ques-
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tion was why Kidane was letting me see her many truths or lies and
whether the other musicians would do the same. I was now all the
more intrigued to a point of testing my sanity by her.

+++

The Addis Ababa Stadium & Millennium Hall — magnificence
on steroids — a country conscious of its image as the poster child of
development. In many ways the stadium itself was performing for
the TV cameras, the blog writers and tweeters because each story,
whether it’s about a football game, a political speech or music per-
formance has to begin with its vastness, filled with 60,000 people
all here to watch, listen and commune. 60,000 people in one space
produce electricity, current charged with anticipation, and in the
constant loud indecipherable murmur of talking and singing voices.

She is here to do a benefit concert for soldiers, veterans, families,
friends and anyone who cares to show up. It is free, so it's 60,000
people and probably another five thousand standing outside the sta-
dium, not to mention those watching from home. Backstage, the
Diva standing there surrounded by tech people, journalists, fans who
had won backstage passes, the Diva surrounded by the machinery
that produces the music we consume looks so small, in danger of
being crushed by all of it. She smiles, signs this, takes a photo, kisses
someone on the cheek, shares a joke with an old friend. I look again
—she is not in danger of being crushed by it all, she is in control, the
skillful surfer who seems to be in danger of being swallowed by a
massive wave but triumphs each time. Every now and then she looks
at Mustafa, the leash will keep her tied safely to her surfboard if the
rising waters were to push her off.

The anticipation builds; the band, all men dressed in army
jackets over khaki pants and army boots are playing as if on a loop,
repeating the phrase so that each time they return to where the mu-
sician should make an entrance, the crowd yells for the Diva. She
calls me over and the waters respectfully part to let me through and
she whispers, “Come see the other me.” She smiles at Mustafa and
he walks me over to a small VIP section and then hurries back. I can
hear and feel the ocean of 60,000 people behind me. I am no longer
a journalist — [ am one of them.
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I look around and see large screen monitors set up all around
the stadium show her making her way to the front of the stage,
Mustafa in front of her. The look on her face, triumph mixed with
a self-conscious smile that suggests she knows how good she is play
on her face. The Diva — Kidane transfigured into the Diva — walks
onto the stage. The united horn section goes into high gear, the
drums, bass and keyboards follow and a storm of dancing song
brews. She walks up and down the stage, she owns it — she stops
every now and then, says something and playfully wags a finger
at the crowd — I have no idea what the words mean, but I know
enough now not to worry about what words mean but what her
voice says — she is telling the men to be careful of her, or of others
like her, or telling the women to be wary of men like the ones she
is pointing at.

Call and response with the band, the horn section coming in
slightly before she talks to the men, more like sings to them with the
band all quiet and then as her voice gets angrier yet playful the band
comes in. The drums set the tone — a few angry rat-a-tats as the horn
section, the keyboards and the Diva remain silent — and then her,
just her, her voice speaking to the 60,000 people comes in, magni-
fied by the image of the beautiful lone woman on stage and we all go
wild, the band comes in — and we are hungry for more.

She paces up and down stage, her voice whipping up the band
into a frenzy — and then she does a simple gesture that almost causes
a riot — the band comes to a stop, there is only silence. She runs
to the center of the stage and takes off her suit jacket — and then
runs her fingers over the buttons of her white shirt, pretending to
undo each one of them. The roar of a turned-on crowd — the band
intervenes but not before letting one of the trumpet players talk to
her — his trumpet approving, asking for more. It is in a word the sex-
iest, most erotic performance I have ever witnessed and I feel things
in me stirring, made all the more intense by a turned-on, massive
crowd. And then she moves on to a few more disco-music like tunes
—we dance and dance, people sing along to her popular songs until
their voices are hoarse. This is not Kidane on stage — this is the Diva
and I feel I understand her even though I have no words to express
this understanding. The Diva and her all-male band — she thrives,
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loves being in control of all of them, all their macho selves held and
sewn together by her voice.

Almost two hours into the concert — a song ends — she bows her
head, and lifting only her eyes so that it looks like she is about to
charge the crowd, she says, “I believe in God.” I expect her to say she
believes in the devil as well — but this is a different crowd — soldiers
do not need to know the devil, the trenches are hell - they need to
believe that they are fighting tyranny for democracy. This group of
men yet to be wounded or killed, yet knowing that for some of them
death is certain, and those who had survived and lost a limb or faith,
and the relatives of those who died, they all need hope. They do not
need to be reminded of the devil, they need to be reminded of God,
of hope.

The band leaves the stage in silence. Mustafa comes and hands
me an envelope. “She wants you to have this,” he says as he sits by
me. A choir dressed in blue comes in and standing in front of them
is a krar player, short, and overweight. I open the envelope — it’s a
Tizita, in Amharic and in English. It’s all written down by hand. I
realize it was the Diva who has done the translation.

The krar starts off with a solo as she sways on the side, now more
self-aware. She waits a little bit more and says something that Musta-
fa translates for me as 60,000 people get on their feet, yell, clap and
shush each other. “It’s a Tizita by Bezawork. She wants to pay hom-
age to one of the greatest Tizita singers of all time,” he translates. A
few reps by the krar player, she closes her eyes and brings the micro-
phone to her mouth, keeps swaying from side to side as if waiting for
a cue that only she knows — I remember this from her performance
at the ABC. The krar player’s fingers at times a blur, at other times
picking up one note after the other, keeps nodding in her direction,
as if telling her, I am waiting for you, enter now.

60,000 people still on their feet waiting, and the waiting itself
feels like a song. The choir sways with her waiting. The band mem-
bers taking a break have also come out to the sides of the stage, a
little worry and pride etched on their faces. And then whatever she
was waiting for, perhaps a perfect balance between the krar and the
loud anticipation from the crowd comes to pass. Her voice, hoarse
from all the high charged singing earlier is cracked a bit but it adds
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to the music. I finally allow myself to look at the lyrics — they are
in Amharic but I follow them listening to her voice not for words
and their meaning, but as an instrument trying to tell us something.
What does it matter what the words mean? I listen.

Hiiwot zora zora, TeQuma tizitan

Hiiwot zora zora, TeQuma tizitan

Dirron ayto madneQ, yesekenu eletta

Dirron ayto madneQ, yesekenu eletta

Deggun mastawesha, baynorewu tizita

Deggun mastawesha, baynorewu tizita

Negen baltemegnat, sewu ... ........

Negen baltemegnat, sewu ... ........
The cadence of her voice relaxed, the voice I know to be hers — it’s
almost like she is having a chat with the Tizita — her voice . . . the
word I have been looking for comes to me — her androgynous voice
rising falling with the bass and the krar, drawing out sorrow as if from
a well — and when she repeats Tizita, Tizita, I hear split images of
Bedele and her, alive and young and vital, the tragedy of what awaits
their happiness in the horizon. Love and its mischief, it came and
left, her voice the instrument cries.

Tizita bicha newu, yelib guadegna

Tizita bicha newu, yelib guadegna

Letamemech hiiwot, meT'Snagna medagna

Letamemech hiiwot, meT'Snagna medagna
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The way her voice quivers, life has become unbearable, cannot be
lived as is and something has to give . . .

Eyayun malefin, lemedelign aynein
Eyayun malefun, lemedelign aynein
Eyayu malefun, lemedelign aynein

What is she pleading for and whom is she imploring? Here I got
lost in my own thoughts. The Diva, I know she can hit any note she
wants — she had done it with me, just yesterday with her kids running
around the yard, the sun that had just set an hour before glowing
through the clouds. But this evening she is holding back, and where
her voice takes command and soars, she flicks her hand up in the
air as if to hold herself back, and she lets the krar play on eight or so
beats before coming back to the song.

That gesture again and I put the lyrics down. I start to watch
each time she raises her hand — the gesture elides over something.
I watch hard enough to notice that she did that to pull herself back.
The Corporal had done it, the holding back, at the ABC but not to
the same effect as Kidane. We had been angry at his holding back
because we wanted a bit of that flagellation that comes with fac-
ing one’s demons — catharsis. But Kidane is getting rewarded — the
crowd going crazy each time. The choir comes and completes the
gesture by giving depth as opposed to height through a solo.

That gesture again! And then it hits me; the crowd was going
crazy each time she held back. It was so simple it makes me want to
cry. The reason why some preachers are better than others, or some
poets better than others — they merely suggest and your fears or wants
at their most absolute manifest themselves. I could tell myself she
was performing — but performance as [ understood it was about show,
fireworks — performances were not supposed to be what Kidane was
doing, merely suggesting, being content to suggest and let us do her
work. I look at the lyrics.
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Shimagilei Teffa, shibet ende’dirro
Shimagilei Teffa, shibet ende’dirro
Shimagilei Teffa, shibet ende’dirro
Shimagilei Teffa, shibet ende’dirro
Shimagilei Teffa, shibet ende’dirro
Shimagilei Teffa, shibet ende’dirro
Shimagilei Teffa, shibet ende’dirro

The choir comes in again, this time allowing each voice to be sooth-
ing yet almost distinct — I can hear twenty voices, all of them with
something to say singing together — this loss, it’s ours, it’s not to be
feared, it’s to be embraced. It is in the loss that they find life, they
play with their voices. And the Diva is somewhere in their voices;
her voice strong and vulnerable, almost lost but at the same time
carrying them all. And then they slow down and let the krar take
the lead until it too slows down and the song and performance ends.
The stage is rushed. I expect Mustafa to jump into action. He shrugs
when I look at him.

“She is safest here — no one would dare touch her,” he says to
me.

[ look again. Her fans are not rushing the stage to take a piece of
her, to take a memento home; they are hurling love and kisses at her.
Others rush and stand at a respectful distance — they just want to be
close to her. So I ask him if he can translate as I ask the people who
have overrun our little VIP section some questions, or rather one
question — What is the Tizita to you? I pick the people randomly.

A schoolboy still in uniform — it fills me with pride.

A soldier — it makes death feel warmer. I ask him through Mus-
tafa to explain a little bit more. Death, we are all going to die — me,
maybe in a war. The way she sings it? It makes me know I am part of
life — and I will be remembered even after I am gone.
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A couple that wouldn’t be able to hide their love for each other
even if they tried — If I was to lose her, I would kill myself the man
says.

And if he died, I would go on living — I would find the strength to
live for the both of us — she says, laughs, and they try to make their
way to the Diva.

An old white woman, high as a kite and dressed like a 1960s hip-
pie — The Tizita is a mirror that does not like one single thing. | ask her
to explain but she pinches me on my cheek playfully, like Miriam
would do, and says, live long enough son.

An old man with his son — my daughter died in the liberation war
— I find comfort knowing I will join her soon.

The son/brother — The Tizita is the blood in our soil — the Tizita
makes it boil. 1 ask him to explain and he says he has no words be-
yond that.

Mustafa slaps me on my back — “And you my friend, what does
the Tizita mean to you?”

[ am taken aback by the question but also surprised by how read-
ily the answer rolls off my tongue.

“Just how little of life I understand,” I answer.

“And you?” I ask him.

He looks over at the Diva and [ am almost afraid of what he will
say.

“I would kill or die for her,” he answers.
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Frieda Ekotto

LArt de Regarder: Une Lettre
de Frieda Ekotto a Frida
Khalo, The art of looking:

A letter to Frida Kahlo
from Frieda Ekotto

Translated by Emily Goedde






uel Malheur que d’étre femme | Et pourtant le pire malheur,
q

quand on est femme, est au fond de ne pas comprendre

que c’en est un.

Kierkegaard

L’ART DE REGARDER
Une lettre de Frieda Ekotto a Frida Kahlo

Frida Kahlo n’est qu’émotion. Le propos de Kierkegaard ne corre-
spond en rien a cette artiste unique en son genre. Elle s’est con-
centrée sur elle-méme et sur ses sensations. Sans conteste, c’est la
femme de mes désirs | Elle laisse au monde un patrimoine pictural
au travers duquel elle assume sa féminité jusqu’a son dernier souffle.
Etre femme pour Frida Kahlo ne fut pas un malheur, au contraire.
Sur chaque photo, elle est habillée chic, elle est sereine, séduisante,
préte a croquer et a étre croquée. Comme toutes les femmes avec
lesquelles je voudrais avoir une relation intime, j’ai honte de I'avouer,
j’ai honte de me laisser aller, mais je les admire de loin et de pres. Je
n'ose pas dire : « Ouli, je te désire, je te veux. » Je dis juste : « Oh'!
Je veux . .. » Cette phrase est simple ou du moins, elle parait facile
a prononcer. Il y a une vraie pudeur qui m’envahit quand j'ouvre la
bouche pour la proférer. Ce sont des choses qu’on ne dit pas, on les
garde pour soi. C’est mon jardin secret. J'aurais sirement tremblé
devant elle comme je I'ai été devant ce grand poete des caraibes
Aimé Césaire. I/émotion !

Dans de moments de doute (comme celui-ci que je traverse),
j’aurais voulu commencer cette lettre par une date précise inscrite
dans le calendrier. Quelque chose comme ce qui suit : « Frida Kah-
lo et Frieda Ekotto se sont connues en 1986 dans son musée de la
Casa Azul a Coyoacdn au Mexique. Quelle belle couleur que cette
maison bleue ol vit encore aujourd’hui une mémoire, une vie,
I'ceuvre d’une peintre qui brise 'dme par la profondeur de son ex-
pression artistique ! Partout des peintures impressionnantes, d’admi-
rables portraits et autoportraits, ses robes colorées, son beau visage,
ses yeux qui me parlent, mais aussi des odeurs, la sensation d'une
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vie brisée par la désolation. L'effet Frida Kahlo, depuis mon séjour
mexicain qui date de mes années d’études se poursuit, s'amplifie, se
transforme, rebondit et me poursuit. Elle est partout et nulle part.
Elle est un effet de vérité sur I'histoire de mes parents, et de mon
pays le Cameroun. Tout le monde semble la connaitre, et surtout sa
vie de femme a travers une relation complexe, a I'instar de cet autre
grand peintre Diego Rivera, sa grenouille adorée.

Or, moi, je la connais de l'intérieur. C’est a travers elle que jai
commencé a aimer mon nom. Ce prénom si doux glisse entre les
levres. Or, Frida Kahlo est un nom historique, mais pour moi, ¢’est
d’abord une femme porteuse d’histoire, de politique, de philosophie
et une peintre unique voire une femme exceptionnelle comme l'an-
nongait la bande publicitaire du film Frida de Julie Taymor (2002).
Je voudrais la toucher, glisser ma main sur ses joues, effleurer son
nez, laisser mes doigts monter et descendre sur les siennes. J'aime
les mains des artistes. Je suis toujours tres émue quand je touche
les mains d’'un de mes amis écrivains. Ses doigts sont fins, longs,
attirants. Certes, pour Frida Kahlo, je meurs d’envie de sentir ses
nymphes avec le bout de mon index. Frida, je taurais aimé comme
une femme aime une autre femme. Je taime si loin, si pres de ta
peinture. Tu as vu le jour avant moi, je suis dans la nuit avec toi et
demain, je verrai le jour. Demain, tu me regarderas avec le méme
regard du portrait que j'ai choisi de mettre dans mon bureau. Cest
une photo en noir et blanc, tu es belle Frida Kahlo et je tadmire. Un
cillement de I'ceil sur ta peinture donne de 'intensité a ma poitrine
comme si elle arrachait mon cceur. Tes peintures circulent a travers
le monde. Chacune d’elles est différente, une émotion particuliere,
quelque chose de tres touchant, ma chere Frida. Quelle émotion,
ton art | La, tu y déposes ta souffrance, ton humanité.

On les aime, on les admire, on peut méme y toucher ou sentir
cette douleur qui te terrassait sur ton lit d’hopital des années durant.
On apprécie surtout ta féminité exubérante, tes belles robes assor-
ties aux colliers magnifiques. On entend presque leur timbre, mais
la derniere scene ot elle se fait transporter dans son lit de malade
pour se célébrer dans cette galerie ot son mari Diego et les autres
admirent son travail, elle débarque avec son lit dans une robe aux
couleurs vives, elle est pleine de vie, elle est Frida comme dirait
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Baudelaire, il sagit de « la célébration de quelque mystere doulou-
reux. » De la voir s’animer dans son lit, on oublie qu’elle est malade,
mourante a la limite. L'enthousiasme de cette femme rappelle que
la vie n’est que regard et passion.

Ce qu’elle est, Frida Kahlo I'est tout d’abord en vertu non d’un
destin, fatalité cosmique, volonté divine ou nature déterminée, mais
d’une histoire. Et dans cette histoire, on ne saurait I'enfermer com-
me dans une limite contraignante et indépassable. Son étre et son
aeuvre éclatent dans toutes sortes de postures possibles, insaisissables
tout autant qu’affirmation de soi. Je suis Frida Kahlo. Soy yo !

Je reviens a nouveau au Mexique. Cette fois avec Frida Kahlo,
peintre allemande et mexicaine. J'arrive trop tard, car elle n'y est
plus, seule sa peinture continue de m’éblouir. Sublime, cette femme
qui a tant souffert dans sa chair. Comment la repenser, comment
Iextraire du silence de mon dme ? L'accident de voiture ou elle a
failli perdre la vie. L'accident de voiture ot j’ai aussi failli perdre
la vie. A cinq ans, je perds mes camarades d’école dans un acci-
dent mortel. Mon pere vient récupérer mon cadavre comme d’au-
tres parents. Or moi, je suis dans les décombres a la recherche de
mon cartable. Javais un joli petit cartable cuir marron. Il se trouve a
présent dans les objets que ma famille collectionne passionnément,
telle une relique. Fort ému, a la soutenance de ma these, mon pere
raconte cette histoire les larmes aux yeux. « Ma fille, Frieda, ma Su-
lamithe, ma mere est née avec une étoile lumineuse, elle a déja frisé
la mort plusieurs fois. C’est un miracle qu’elle soit la aujourd’hui,
qu’elle soutienne sa these sur un criminel, Jean Genet, un lumineux
comme elle, ¢ca ne me surprend pas du tout. »

Au ceeur de cette histoire d’amour platonique s’entrecroisent
celle de nos deux pays et celle aussi de nos peres : L’Allemagne et
le Cameroun. Inutile de revenir sur ce malheur, il n”’empéche : le
prénom Frida/Frieda est la marque pour chacune de nous d'une
blessure profonde. Ce qui m’intéresse dans l'itinéraire de ces prén-
oms, ¢’est leur affrontement a I'Histoire. Frida Kahlo, qui devrait étre
I'’Allemagne méme, s’y oppose. Frieda Ekotto accepte I’Allemagne,
qui lui donne une assise, du leste. L'histoire coloniale nous tatoue
jusque sous la peau. Certes, j'ai aujourd’hui le choix de refuser ce
prénom. Je pourrai me faire appeler Sula, c’est court, c’est direct,
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c’est doux a prononcer. Su-la contient deux sons comme d’ailleurs
Frie-da.

Je suis née au Cameroun d’'une mere Congolaise et d’un pere
Camerounais. Je viens a la rencontre de la grande majesté Kahlo
avec mon passé dominé. Les Allemands occupent le Cameroun.
Notre histoire commune commence en 1885 autour d'une table en
Allemagne avec les dignitaires de tous les pays européens pour le
dépecage de I'Afrique : aucun Africain n’est présent parmi eux. Que
dois-je donc penser moi de cette division ? Aujourd’hui la retombée
de ce grand conciliabule est ce prénom que je traine comme un
boulet. Car, méme au Cameroun, la nouvelle génération ne sait
plus que notre pays a été une possession allemande. J'ai appris a
aimer ce prénom parce que toi aussi tu le portais. Mais quel poids !
1885, la Conférence de Berlin : le but est simple, se partager la par-
tie subsaharienne de 'Afrique. Partout 'inscription de la violence,
partout 'horreur qui nous meurtrit chacune dans son coin. Un point
commun : 'Allemagne de Bismarck. Frida, jaurais tellement aimé
te parler de cette histoire, de notre histoire. J'imagine aisément tes
réponses a mes questions. Je sais que tu regarderais le contour de
mes levres sensuelles. Le collier rouge que je porte aujourd’hui au-
rait attiré ton regard. Tu l'aurais trouvé joli et tu m’aurais fait un
clin d’ceil. Ta passion, ton génie, ton désir pour ce Diego qui s’en-
flammait au quart de tour au contact des corps. Il baisait toutes les
femmes qui passaient sous ses yeux, y compris ta propre sceur. Toi,
Frida, tu as réagi en femme jalouse, tu as quitté ta grenouille adorée,
enfin | Mais la vie vous avait scellé et cela personne n’y pouvait rien.
Il est revenu dans ta vie comme ton deuxieme mari. Ce petit gros tal-
entueux, un étre impossible, vivant sa vie d’artiste, oubliant que toi
aussi tu n’avais qu'une envie de vivre cette vie avec lui. Ton ceuvre
artistique est aussi importante que la sienne. Ce n’était pas cela la
donne. La, tu as eu quelques relations avec de jolies femmes, Frida !
Je sais, c’est le désir, n’est-ce pas ? Tes caresses sur leurs fesses, tes
baisers doux, humides, tiedes, chauds, ta langue sur leurs seins, ton
parfum de femme. Oh'! Frida, ton regard, trop profond, je le sens
sur moli, discretement. Je reste figée dans un coin et je tobserve jouir
avec elles.

Nous sommes dans I'Histoire. Je parle du passé au présent, du
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présent au passé. Tout se mélange, mais tout reste clair aussi. Frida
Kahlo, c’est toi la femme que je désire ou disons que j'aurais voulu
avoir dans mon lit. Ce n’est pas vulgaire ce que je dis 13, en somme,
c’est un peu de l'ordre du sacré, cette femme qu’on idéalise de loin,
dans I'Histoire . . . Que nous dit 'Histoire ? Pour Frida, une passion
violente, une souffrance infinie. Quelle souffrance, mes aieuls. Ce
monde de mensonges dans lequel nous vivons. Au moins Frida, tu
avais ta peinture, tes pinceaux sont des armes révolutionnaires ou
comme dirait le poete Césaire, tes armes miraculeuses !

Frida Kahlo, je me demande encore comment te dire que je
suis dans ton ombre, petite, mais pharaonique, car je t'éleve dans la
profondeur d'un baiser de femme, dans la douceur de ma caresse. Il
y a un portrait de toi dans mes bureaux, dans ma chambre, dans mon
bureau a la maison. Tu es dans ma vie, tu es importante pour moi,
tu me signales ta grandeur, ta dignité, ta passion, ta créativité. Dans
le quotidien, dans ma philosophie du moment, du maintenant, je te
vois me regardant, me souriant, me donnant ton soutien. Je sais que
tu es 1a sur ce chemin compliqué du quotidien, que tu m’acceptes
comme je suis avec toutes mes contradictions. Toi-méme, tu avais
une montagne de contradictions. Vivre veut dire passer des com-
promis et comprendre les contradictions qui nous définissent. Je ne
saurais me lever sans ton soutien. Quand il m’arrive d’oublier qui
je suis, je souffle un peu, je me conte et me raconte, comme me le
recommande Marthe, ma compagne.

J’ai décidé de raconter ma relation avec toi. Mais tu sais, Frida
Kahlo, tu sais que je me demande souvent qui je suis. J’avance dans
I'ombre, doucement, en cherchant une lumiere pour m’énoncer,
me guider. Hier, jai parlé avec mon grand ami Nimrod sur qui je
suis. Il me parle de la limite de la paranoia. J’ai un peu peur, peur
de me savoir peut-étre malade. J'ai peur . . . je sais que Rimbaud l'a
dit : « Je est un autre. » Est-ce mon cas ? J’aime parler avec cet ami,
c’est doux, c’est tendre, c’est passionnant. La question de la vérité
reste une idée majeure dans la vie. Le dire vrai, étre vrai, ne pas se
mentir. Se laisser vivre dans ce monde qui m’échappe, mais auquel
je dois faire face. Toi, Frida, je sais combien tu as souffert, combi-
en tu te battais pour dépasser cette souffrance physique de par ton
accident, mais aussi cette souffrance psychologique, tu voulais étre
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mere. Je sais que toi, dans ta maison, tu avais des enfants, beaucoup
d’enfants qui venaient se nourrir chez toi, qui venaient te donner ce
sourire que tu recherchais chez un enfant. Comme moi, tu as eu
des enfants, ceux des autres. Moi, je ne suis pas mere non plus. J'ai
juste élevé quatre enfants laissés par ma feue sceur Mirabelle. Je suis
quand méme mere par procuration, mais pas comme tu le voulais
toi . . . Mais je sais que tu as donné beaucoup d’amour aux enfants,
a tes enfants, aux enfants qui venaient manger chez maman Frida.
Tu les attendais tous les jours. Ils arrivaient bruyants, pleins d'un
bonheur qui te comblait.

Dans mon imaginaire, tu es une grande femme, un amour, une
passion ; I'inspiration, je la puise en toi et ton ceuvre. Enfin, Hector
Biancioti me donne les outils pour faire tomber le « e » de mon
prénom. Clest dans son fauteuil que va s’asseoir Dany Laferriere,
cet écrivain haitien avec lequel j’ai eu le plaisir de travailler pendant
mes premieres années d’enseignement. J’aimais ces cours ot il te-
nait des conversations completement décousues avec les étudiants.
Biancioti disait que ce qui I'a décidé a abandonner I'espagnol pour
le francais, c’est le e muet frangais. En italien tout comme en espag-
nol, la voyelle muette n’existe pas. Le jour ot Biancioti a savouré la
lune au lieu de luna, cela fut pour lui une grande découverte. Or
que découvrit-il ? Le silence. Et que découvrir avec Frida Kahlo ?
La fureur qui fait voler en éclat le « e » muet! Plus précisément,
son inutile inscription. Mais est-elle si inutile que ¢a ? Rien n’est
moins str | Le i de Frida est long, il sert a prolonger la voyelle de ce
joli nom ! Tout comme le h de Kahlo. Chaque langue a son génie
propre pour faire sonner les mots. La génétique textuelle n’est jamais
transcodable telle quelle d’'une langue a I'autre. Mais tu n’es pas
femme a procéder avec prudence. Pourtant, tu n’es pas imprudente.
Frida est désormais un prénom hispanique, telle est ton éclatante
victoire, a I'égale de ta planétaire renommée !

Je tadore, calorifique Frida Kahlo ! Ta Frieda Ekotto !
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What a misfortune to be a woman! And yet, for a woman the worst
misfortune is to fundamentally not understand that she is one.

Kierkegaard

THE ART OF LOOKING
A letter by Frieda Ekotto to Frida Khalo

Frida Kahlo is sheer emotion. Kierkegaard’s comment has nothing to
do with her, this artist, unlike any other. She concerned herself with
her being and her feelings. There’s no question: I desire her. She left
behind a pictorial legacy in which she grappled with her femininity
until her dying breath. For Frida Kahlo, to be a woman wasn’t a mis-
fortune, quite the opposite. In every photo, she is dressed stylishly;
she is serene, seductive, ready to devour and be devoured. As with
every woman with whom I'd like to be intimate, I'm ashamed to
admit it, ashamed to say too much, but I admire them both close up
and from afar. I don’t dare say, “I desire you. I want you.” So I simply
say, “Oh, I want...” It’s a simple phrase, easy enough to say. There
is this pudeur when I open my mouth, when I say it. These things
are not said. We keep them to ourselves. This is my secret garden.
I would have surely trembled before her like I did before the great
Caribbean poet Aimé Césaire. Passion!

In moments of doubt (like the one I'm having right now), I
would have liked to start with an exact date. Something like: “Frida
Kahlo and Frieda Ekotto met in 1986 at the Casa Azl in Coyoacdn,
Mexico.” What a beautiful color, the blue of this house, which today
still holds a remembrance, a life, a painter’s work that crushes the
soul with the depth of its artistic expression. Breathtaking paintings
are everywhere, exemplary portraits and self-portraits, her colored
dresses, her beautiful face, her eyes that speak to me, but also the
smells, the feeling of a life crushed by desolation. Since this stay in
Mexico during my college years, the Frida Kahlo effect has contin-
ued to grow, to transform, to twist and turn and haunt me. She is
everywhere and nowhere. She is an element of truth among the story
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of my family and my country, Cameroon. Everyone seems to know
her, especially her experience as a woman involved in a complicated
relationship with that other great painter, Diego Rivera, her beloved
frog.

As for me, I know her from the inside. It’s through her that I
began to love my name. My given name, which slides so sweetly be-
tween the lips. It’s true that Frida Kahlo is a historic name, although
for me, she is first and foremost a female bearer of the historical, the
political, the philosophical, and a singular painter, in other words an
exceptional woman, as the teaser for Julie Taymor’s film Frida (2002)
puts it. I would like to touch her, to run my hand across her cheek,
to brush her nose, to let my fingers climb up and down hers. I love
artists’ hands. Something in me is moved when I touch my writer
friends’ hands. Their long, fine, beautiful fingers. I'll admit it. I'm
dying to touch Frida Kahlo’s labia with the tip of my index. Frida, I
would have loved to love you like a woman loves another woman. I
love you so close, so far from your painting. You saw the light of day
before me, and I am in the night with you and tomorrow I will see
the day. Tomorrow you will look at me with that look you have in
the portrait I chose for my office. It’s a black-and-white photograph.
You are the beautiful Frida Kahlo and I am your admirer. A glance
at your painting makes me feel as if my heart were being torn from
my chest. Your paintings travel the world. Each is different, with its
particular emotion, infinitely touching, my dear Frida. What pas-
sion, your art, there where you placed your suffering, your humanity.

They are loved, admired. The pain that left you prostrate on
your hospital bed for years at a time can even be touched or felt.
We admire your exuberant femininity, your many beautiful dresses
and magnificent necklaces. We can almost hear them tinkling, as in
that the last scene, when she has herself carried in on her sick bed
to be celebrated in the gallery. As her husband Diego and the oth-
ers express their admiration, she appears upon her bed in a brightly
colored dress, full of life. She is Frida as Baudelaire would have put
it, “the celebration of some painful mystery.” Lying on her bed, her
face aglow, we forget she is ill, practically dying. Her enthusiasm
reminds us that life is nothing but passion and vision.

Whatever she is, Frida Kahlo is first and foremost a result not
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of destiny, cosmic bad luck, divine will or natural causes, but of a
history, a story. And in this history, story, it is impossible to hold her
fast within restrictive, impassable limits. Her being and her oeuvre
explode into all kinds of possible points of view, which are elusive
even as they are affirmations of self. I am Frida Kahlo. Soy yo!

[ return again to Mexico. This time with Frida Kahlo, German
and Mexican painter. | arrive too late, for she is no longer there, only
her paintings, which continue to dazzle me, remain. Sublime, this
woman who suffered so in her flesh. How to think of her anew, how
to extract her from the silence of my soul? The car accident in which
she almost died. The car accident in which I too almost died. Five
years old, I lose my classmates in a fatal accident. My father comes
with the other parents to claim the bodies. But I am in the wreckage
looking for my schoolbag. I had a pretty brown leather satchel. We
have it still, a relic among the other objects my family so passionate-
ly collects. My father was so moved at my dissertation defense, that
he told this story with tears in his eyes. “My daughter Frieda, my
Sulamithe, my mother was born beneath a bright star. She has been
close to death more than once. It’s a miracle that she is here today. It
does not surprise me at all that she is defending her dissertation on
the criminal Jean Genet, a bright star like herself.”

Intertwined at the heart of this platonic love story are those of our
countries and our fathers: Germany and Cameroon. It’s pointless to
revisit this misfortune. There’s no reason to—the name Frida/Frieda
marks the depths of our wounds. What interests me is our name’s tra-
jectories, their confrontations with History. Frida Kahlo, who should
be Germany itself, is opposed to it. Frieda Ekotto accepts Germany,
which gave her a foundation, a ballast. Colonial history tattoos us
beneath our very skin. Indeed, I could now reject this name. I have
the choice. I could call myself Sula, it’s short, it’s direct, it’s easy to
say. It even has two syllables like Frie-da.

[ was born in Cameroon to a Congolese mother and a Camer-
oonian father. I come to my encounter with Kahlo, Her Grand Maj-
esty, with my dominated past. The Germans occupied Cameroon.
Our common history starts in 1885 around a table in Germany with
dignitaries from each European country present and ready to carve
up Africa. There was not a single African. So what should I think of
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this division? Today the consequences of this great secret meeting is
this name I drag around like a millstone. For, even in Cameroon,
the new generation no longer knows our country was a German pos-
session. | learned to love this name because you, too, carried it. But
what weight! 1885, the Berlin Conference. The goal is simple: to
divvy up sub-Saharan Africa. Everywhere the inscription of violence;
everywhere the horror that wounds each where she is. A common
point: Bismarck’s Germany. Frida, I would so much have liked to
talk with you about this history, our history. I can easily imagine
how you would respond to my questions. I know you would study
the contours of my sensual lips. That the red necklace I'm wearing
today would attract your attention. You would have liked it and you
would have winked at me. Your passion, your genius, your desire for
Diego who set your body on fire the moment your bodies touched.
He kissed all the women who passed beneath his eyes, including
your very own sister. You, Frida, you reacted as a jealous woman,
you left your beloved frog, finally! But life had fastened you together,
and there was nothing anyone could do. He returned to your life
like a second husband. That fat, talented, little man, an impossible
being, living his life of an artist, forgetting that you, too, had only one
desire: to live that life with him. Your artistic oeuvre is as important
as his. But that was not the deal. So you found some pretty women,
Frida! I know. It’s desire, non? Your caresses on their buttocks, your
soft kisses, wet, warm, hot, your tongue on theirs, your female per-
fume. Oh! Frida, your look, too deep. I feel it upon me, discreetly. I
sit frozen in a corner and watch you enjoy yourself.

We are within History. I speak of the past in the present, of the
present in the past. Everything mixes together but still remains clear.
Frida Kahlo, I desire you, or let’s just say I would like to have you in
my bed. I'm not being vulgar, this belongs to the realm of the sacred,
this woman idealized from afar, in History . . . . what we call History?
For Frida, a violent passion, infinite suffering. What suffering, my
ancestors. This world of lies in which we live. At least, Frida, you
had your painting, your brushes, your revolutionary weapons, or as
the poet Césaire said, your miraculous weapons!

Frida Kahlo, I ask myself still how to tell you that I am in your
small but pharaonic shadow, for I raise you in the depth of a wom-
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an’s kiss, in the softness of my caresses. There is a picture of you in
my office, in my room, in my office at home. You are in my life,
you are important to me. You remind me of your grandeur, your
dignity, your passion, your creativity. In the everyday, in my philos-
ophy of the moment, of the now, I see you look at me, smile at me,
supporting me. I know that you are there on the complicated path of
the everyday, that you accept me as I am with all my contradictions.
You, too, were a mountain of contradictions. To want to live means
to compromise and to understand the contradictions that define us.
[ wouldn’t know how to get out of bed without your support. When
[ forget who I am, I breathe a little, and I speak to myself again and
again, as Marthe, my partner, recommends I do.

[ decided to speak about my relationship with you. But you
know, Frida Kahlo, you know that I ask myself often who I am. I
move forward in the shadows, slowly, looking for a light to clarify me,
to guide me. Yesterday, I spoke with my good friend Nimrod about
who I am. He spoke to me about the limits of paranoia. I'm a little
frightened, afraid others might think I'm sick. I'm afraid. . . .  know
Rimbaud said it, “I is an other.” Is this true for me? I love talking
with Nimrod. He is gentle, tender, passionate. The question of truth
remains an important idea in life. To speak the truth, to be true, not
to lie to oneself. To let oneself live in this world which eludes me
but which I must face. You, Frida, I know how much you suffered,
how much you fought to overcome the physical suffering from your
accident, but also psychological suffering, you wanted to be a moth-
er. [ know that you, in your house, you had children, many children
who came for nourishment, who came to give you the smiles you
sought in children, other people’s children. Me, I am not a mother
either. I only raised my late sister Mirabelle’s four children, so I am
mother by proxy, not as you wanted to be. . .. But I know that you
gave so much love to your children, to the children who came to eat
at Mamad Frida’s house. You waited for them every day. They were
rowdy and filled with a joy that delighted you.

In my imagination you are a great woman, a love, a passion;
inspiration, I draw from you and your oeuvre. In the end, Hector
Bianciotti gives me the tools to drop the “e” from my name, from
in his Académie seat, which the Haitian writer Dany Laferriere will
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come to fill, and with whom I had the pleasure of working during my
first years of teaching. I loved his courses consisting of completely
disjointed conversations with students. Bianciotti said that the reason
he decided to give up Spanish for French was the French silent e.
In Italian, like in Spanish, there are no silent vowels. For Bianciotti
the day he learned to savor la lune in the place of la luna was one of
great discovery. What did he discover? Silence. And what to discover
with Frida Kahlo? The fury that explodes in that silent “e”! More
precisely, the uselessness of writing it. But is it so useless? Not neces-
sarily! The i in Frida is long—it’s there to prolong the vowel in this
lovely name! Just like the A in Kahlo. Each language has its genius
for making words sing. Textual genetics is never transcodable from
one language to another. But you're not a woman to do things pru-
dently. Although youre not imprudent, either. Frida is henceforth a
Latina name, as is your brilliant victory, your planetary fame!

[ adore you, my arousing, enkindling Frida Kahlo,
Your Frieda Ekotto

Translator’s note

“Frida Kahlo n’est qu’émotion.” This first sentence is, naturally, one
of the hardest in the piece to translate. The ones that seem simple
often are. It isn’t a question of grammar. It translates fairly directly
into “Frida Kahlo is naught but,” if you want to be archaic about it.
Or “Frida Kahlo is only,” if you want to put a more positive spin on
the exclusionary aspect of “n’est que.” The difficulty lies elsewhere,
in the subtle differences between the cognates émotion and emotion.

The formidable French dictionary Larousse defines émotion as:
“Trouble subit, agitation passagere causés par un sentiment vif de
peur, de surprise, de joie, etc.,” which we could render as “sudden
disturbance, temporary state of agitation caused by a strong feeling
of fear, surprise, joy, etc.” (here, too, we have a tricky cognate in
“trouble”). The New Oxford American Dictionary, however, estab-
lishes emotion as “a natural instinctive state of mind deriving from
one’s circumstances, mood, or relationships with others.” These two
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definitions allow us to begin to sense some differences. The French
emphasizes the passing affect of strong feelings, while the English is
focused on a state of mind or mood. In this way, émotion reads more
as an active reaction rather than a state of being influenced by cir-
cumstance. For our sentence, this means that Frida is not so much
“naught but a state of mind,” but rather the “pure, active harnessing
of intense feeling or sensation.”

These subtle differences are what we learn from the translation
process. Theyre the reason translation notes like these are (in my
opinion) so fascinating. They are opportunities to observe what can
be gained and learned as we move between languages, considering
a vast Venn diagram of interlingual synonyms and metonyms. This
expansive space translation creates is not often apparent in the final
translated product, however, and is often further obfuscated by criti-
cism that focuses upon lack or poor choices, rather than considering
each translation’s particular arc of meaning.

For me, it isn’t translation that’s lacking, but the discourse to ac-
knowledge what is generated in the process. Because in the end, we
have to make a choice. Among the many possible words and phrases,
which glow before me in their Venn diagram glory, how am I going
to translate “Frida Kahlo n’est qu’émotion”?

“Frida Kahlo is sheer emotion.” This way keeps the strong syn-
tactic and rhythmic simplicity of Ekotto’s sentence, but uses “sheer”
to emphasize émotion’s intensity and force. (When émotion appears
elsewhere in the essay, I've chosen to translate it as “passion.”) What
do you think? What does the space between languages, created in
the process of translation, evoke for you?

- Emily Goedde
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Susan Kiguli

Omuti, The Tree
Nnakazzadde, Mother
Wayirindi, The Plague

The Unending Game,
Omuzannyo Ogutakoma

Translated by Merit Kabugo






oMUTI"

Ahaha sooka olabe omuti bwe
gwettika
Obukoola lukunkumuli

N’enkuyanja y’ennyembe

N’obunyonyi obw’omu bire
Kw’ossa okwo n’ebisu byabwo
Labayo bwe gwettika
Waggulu ne gwettika

Ne wansi ne gwebagajja emirandira

gyagwo
Wamma omuti ggwo gwayitawo.

Wabula waliyo abababuukirira

Mbu tippa eza loole

Mbu nazo zettika nnyo

Kafankunaali wabantu

Babuwe ne zikubako enfaafa
y'ebintu

Wabbuto n’abwegera

Naye leka leka wamma

Kuba yo tippa oluusi

Egenda mu kkubo eyiwaayiwako

Ate nno ka nkubbireko
Olumu bagiziyizaako

Nti leero eneesomba wali ow’a
Katale ak’e Nsambya

THE TREE

Ooh! Behold, what a tree can
carry!

Millions of leaves

Multitudes of succulent
mangoes

As well as little birds of the sky

And their nests, too

Behold, what a tree can carry

On its head, it carries

On its feet, it heaves and
carries its roots

Indeed the tree surpasses all.

But there are those who are
voluble

Who argue that lorry trucks

Are also such big carriers

Of tonnes of all kinds of goods

They brim over with countless
goods

And the stomachs bulge

But wait a minute

The truck, on occasions

spills some of the baggage
along the way

Let me tell you a little secret

Sometimes the truck’s workload
is regulated

Deciding that today the truck

Will only carry goods at
Nsambya market

"The original versions of the poems “Omuti | The Tree,” “Nnakazzadde | Mother,” “Way-
irindi | The Plague” were written in Luganda.
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Aaah kati tulabe wamma
Waliyo amayinja gali ku kasozi
Namungoona.

Naye era eyawa omuti ebbeetu

Bannange yasukkuluma
Akeera maliiri n’alagira

Nti obukoola bwa leero
Bulina kuba butono ate nga

Bwasongolerera

Ate oba okyali awo

Okutunula ennyo nga bwa
bigondogondo.

Kw’ossa buli baaba obulinga

Obulina ebisukko ne kakugwaako

Anti ggwe ne weyagula
Wabula kyokka kkiriza

Omuti ggwo gwayitawo
Fra alosa omuti kyokka

Ye yasukkuluma n’akamala.
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Come on, let us plan properly
There are those slates
At Namungoona hill.

But the one who gave liberty to
the tree

Transcends all

He wakes up early to give
instructions

Ordering that this time

The leaves must be small in
size

And pointed in shape

While you are still mesmerized

A second look reveals that they
are variegated.

And ooh! There are those that
look like

They have lesions and if they
fall on your skin

you desperately scratch yourself

You really need to acknowledge

That the tree surpasses all

And whoever gives life to the
tree

Is indeed an invincible force.



NNAKAZZADDE MOTHER

Leero ebigambo ntambudde na  Today I have moved with filtered

bisengejje words

Mbisengeka mbisengejja saagala I pattern and sieve them because 1
kuwammanta do not want to grope for words

Kale nze nteesa buteesa nti I come with a simple proposal that
nnakazadde awaanwako a mother deserves praise

Kisaana okusaasaanya The value of a mother needs to be
omuwendo gwa maama broadcast

Teriiyo aliguvuganya. The value of a mother is

indisputable.

Kyokka kyo kya mazima ye It is indeed true that a mother is
maama ayatiikirira an icon

Era singa nsobola bannyabo If it were possible, I would bring
nandibatadde wamu all mothers together

Olwo ne nsooka nsaba I would then pray to the Almighty
Nnamugereka angerekere ku to bequeath some of His stars
mmunyeenye ze. to me.

Kuba ddala nandiddidde eddaala I would then get a ladder and

ne nninya ne nnona climb up the sky

Ku ziri ezimyansa mwattu buli ~ To pick some of the twinklers and
omu ne muwaako emu hand one to each mother

Ate oba nandisabye Omutonzi  Or [ would ask the creator to lend
n’anjazika ku langi eza me some of the colors of the
musoke rainbow

Bambi buli omu ne muwaako  Then [ would give a color to each
emu. of the mothers.
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Kuba bambi omukwano gwa Because I am not sure whether
maama simanyi ani anyone can ever fully express a
aligwogerako. mother’s love.
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WAYIRINDI THE PLAGUE

Wayirindi, otwerigombeddeko  Plague, you have indeed trampled

nno! on us!

Ani yakuwa olukusa okwekkusa  Who permitted you to be such a
otyo? glutton?

Oddidde ebyali ebitiibwa What was once respectable
obitimbye okwo

Ku bisenge ebimogofu You now hang up on gaping walls

Olwo osiita ng’asiika ebinyeebwa You are as mischievous as one
ebisiriira scorching peanuts while

roasting them
Nti bwe binaggya tunaggyako  Anticipating to skin the nuts after
ebikutal the roast!

Otukongoodde ate n’otubaaga  You have bullied and skinned us

Olinga kamunye alengedde You are like an eagle that has
enkoko enjeru? spotted a white chicken?
Wayirindi otwerigombeddeko  Plague, you have indeed trampled
nnyo! on us!
Essungu oliggye wa eryo? Why all that rage?
N’obwebweena n’obwerippye  You even devour little ones
mu lubuto? clinging to the womb!
Ne weddiza obukoko You snatch the chickens
N’obatika obubuzi You stuff your cheeks with the
goats
Ne mu ggana n’oweekamu In a herd, you pick the bull?
ennume?
N’obusolo ku ttale Including game in the jungle
Okudaala n’okirako abazadde  You brag like parents at a child’s
ku mbaga wedding
Nti atalina aweeke ejjinja Who urge the childless to babysit
a stone
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Wayirindi otwerigombeddeko
nnyol!

Obadde otya atalina nsonyi?
Ku buko otwala nsonzi

Nti yii ekyennyanja kyayinga
obuwoomi!
Otulanga ki atubunya obufo?

Ebiwoobe bifuuse eby’olulango

Olwo okubye akakule akatalaba
mujja

Nti he n’oyo anaafumbal

Wayirindi otwerigombeddeko
luno!

Naye naffe tunaakukwata bulago

Tunaasooba nga nnawolovu
alabye enswera

Tunaabanga Nakibinge nti
n’emmuli zinaalwana

Anti baalugera nti okwerinda.
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Plague, you have indeed trampled
on us!

Why are you so shameless?

You carry little tiny fish to your
inlaws

Claiming that fish is such a
delicacy!

What do we owe you that you
harass us so?

Weeping is such a common sight

With your cynical laughter, as
loud as that of a co-wife

Who belittles a new co-wife!

Plague, you have indeed trampled
on us!

But we shall take you by the neck

We shall sneak on you like a
chameleon catching a fly

Like Prince Nakibinge of old, we
shall use even reeds to fight

Like the adage goes, be on your

guard.



THE UNENDING GAME?

We are at it again.

No one deserves to lose

A son, a father, a brother, a
nephew, an uncle

A daughter, a mother, a sister, a
niece, an aunt

No one.

No one deserves news
That a rock full of hatred hit her
husband

That he writhed in blood
As television cameras rolled

No one merits public humiliation

With legs thrashing about

And foam at his mouth
While television cameras roll.

No one.

No one deserves to receive news
of
The death of a father

By watching uniformed men
Club his head

Until he crumbles in an

*This poem is originally written in English.

OMUZANNYO OGUTAKOMA

Tuguzzeemu nate.

Tewali asaana kufiirwa

Mutabani, kitaawe, mugandawe,
kizibwe, oba kojja

Muwalawe, nnyina, mwannyina,
nnyazaala we, oba ssenga

Tewali n’omu.

Tewali asaana kuwulira

Nti ejjinja ericuuma obukyayi
lyakubye bba

Nti bba yalaajanidde mu kitaba
ky’ omusaayi

Ng'abentambi za ttivvi beetala
okumulaga

Tewali asaana kuweebuulwa atyo

Ng'amagulu ge gagudde
nnagalaale

Ng'abimbye n’ejjovu mu kamwa

Ng'eno ab’entambi za ttivvi
beetala okumulaga.

Tewali n'omu.

Tewali asaana kubikirwa

Nti kitawo yafudde

Ng'alaba abenaanise
ebibomboola

Bakuba omwagalwa we entolima
ku mutwe

Okutuusa lw’agannalama
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Incoherent heap
While television cameras run.

No one.

No one deserves to see

Bullets lodged

In the womb of their

Pregnant daughter

Her clothes shredded

By the power of violence and
silence of terror.

No one deserves knowledge of

Never knowing why such anger

Moves in loaded guns

No one.

No one deserves to travel long
distances

To fetch the body of a child

Sent to university in hope of

glory
Because a bullet was lodged in

His head by a security guard
Who has lost the sense of foolish
daring youth

No one deserves this deliberate
extravaganza
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N’afuuka omutulumbi

Ng'eno ab’entambi za ttivvi
beetala.

Tewali n’omu.

Tewali asaana kutunuulira

Amasasi nga gasindirirwa

Mu lubuto lwa muwala waabwe

Eyetisse endalettu

Engoye ze nga zisensulwa

Mu bikolwa eby’obukambwe
nettima.

Tewali asaana kumanya

Lwaki tamanyi Iwaki obukambwe
nga buno

Butambulira mu mmundu
ezijjudde amasasi

Tewali n’omu.

Tewali asaana kuseyeggera
nnendo

Okuwondera omulambo
gw’omwana

Eyagenda ku yunivasite afuuke
ekkula

Kubanga yakubiddwa essasi ku
mutwe

Nga liva ku mukuumi eyabadde

Tamanyi kalaaca ka bavubuka

Tewali asaanira ffujjo lino lya
lugenderezo



Of robbing life

Knowing it will be news for a
day

Then another folly will take
over

As families struggle with sorrow

With furious young people
Growing up

To wreck their own nation
Which they disown everyday
While they live in it

Which they desire to flee
Recognizing they cannot leave
Realising they are knotted up

in balls of rage and love

Unable to disentangle.

Effujjo ery’okutirimbula abantu

Ng'oli akimanyi nti gajja kuba
mawulire ga kiseera buseera

Olwo ate wajjewo kazoole
omulala

Ng’abantu balumwa obugigi
olw’ennaku

Ng'abaana bakula n’obusungu
obuzibu

Nga bambi bajjudde ekiruyi

Eky’okutaagula eggwanga lyabwe

Eggwanga lye begaana buli lukya

So ng’ate babeera mu lyo

Naye nga baagala okulyabulira

Bwe bakizuula nti tebasobola
kuliviira

Ne bamanya nti balippiddwa
muli

Mu bituttwa by obusungu
n'omukwano

Mwe batakyasobola
kwetakkuluza.
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Afua Ansong

8 1 %
“The Earth Is Heavy/

Holds Weight” “Drum”
“Ananse’s Web”

Translated by the author

'The following poems are from Afua Ansong’s Adinkra symbols in translation series



[Nsa’a- money collected from family members and

friends to help cover the cost of burying one’s dead.
Asaawa-Cotton balls inserted into the nostrils of the dead

to absorb fluids.

Note: In North America and Barbados, African women who were
enslaved from West Africa were the largest harvesters of cotton.|

Mother, what have we done with earth’s lower?
forcing it into holes of the dead

and wrapping it around cold limbs

not to warm but to exchange for coins and grief.
We laugh with the white man who drags

our hands into the deep soils until we are hoes
turning the calm of earth.

This cotton pulls children out of our bellies

to chains their nakedness.

This cotton is the labor of our fingers

we hide under our beds and uncover again

to weave a dress, to cover the holes in our skin.
This cotton drives away our angels

and brings near spirits with rusted keys

to ring in our ears:

That if we wanted to be free we could stop picking,
that if we wanted to run, we could bury ourselves,
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lie in the field of flowers, our burial white and soft
until water pours out our holes.

Mother, do not fear, the earth itself will drink our blood.
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At the artifacts show,

outdoors, you see a drum

and touch its face,

hit it right in the middle

where the leather tears.

The red tag says $35

but the man selling it sees

that you are drawn to it

and that you want to beat it,

carry it home with you in your red van

for times when you are

in a room and the trees

are dancing without a melody

or when you are on your bed

and see how the birds

dip their necks back to swallow

light. You take your hands off when he says
$20, You want to get it off my hands?

You don’t look at his hands to see whether
he is responsible for the decay,

whether he understands that drumming
anything creates bruises

like drumming the stomach of a woman
who is forced out of her country

or drumming a little boy who carries healing
in his arms. You raise the drum,

[t wears small rings around its waist
Where could it be from?

He sees that you draw nearer to it,
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that you imagine things you would

do with this drum, under your armpit

or between your legs.

Whose feet have you dragged

to the dance floor? Whose soft rage have you drowned?
You beat it one more time and hear it sound

echo a song you must have sang for your people.
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Some frafra woman with scars
on her cheeks and a blind baby
on her back bends to pound
clay into fine particles of pot

Does she know this is art?

Does she know she is like god?

A cloth hugs her naked breasts

All the way to her feet.

She has not touched her braids in weeks.
Her ritual with clay uninterrupted:

her fingers yielding mud to a curve

Or licking sweat off her man’s back.
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Mary Pena

Rescripting Visual Codes:
A Poetic Translation






Rescripting Visual Codes: A Poetic Translation

i. looking

An elderly figure stands dignified on a roadside, emerging from a
backdrop of cane fields.

Her long skirt lingers in a gentle sweep. The fabric curves along
her lead leg, bent forward, as her torso turns slightly toward the one
framing this picture postcard. She dares to confront the gaze of an
unseen photographer, a scornful look that emanates from the dark
shadows cast on her face. These defining shapes contour a furrowed
brow, high cheekbones, and pursed lips. Yet, her beautiful face,
graced with age, holds a look that cannot be contained by shadow, or
frame, or colonial optic, or photographic convention.

The vibrant constellation of brow, cheekbones, and faintly il-
luminated lips refuse the terms of spectatorship and surveillance. It
is an unmistakable expression that eludes the enclosure of touristic
capture, at the hands of an exalted French descendant, who promul-
gated the northern landscape of Puerto Plata, Dominican Republic,
in the 1900s. His name, appearing across public records and genea-
logical accounts, has become fodder for folk historians and deltiol-
ogists. The beautiful silhouetted figure remains unnamed and ten-
uously linked to the plots of colonial promotion and technological
innovation.

Looking at the image, in digitized form, her shadowed expres-
sion absorbs my attention, never mind the undulating dirt path that
spills out to the bottom edge like a limelight, much less the gallant
horseback rider emplaced at the center of the frame. She is con-
scripted to the periphery, on the side of the road, a supporting actor
in a visual composition that foregrounds a cavalry of workers, who
ride towards the city on horses and mules piled with harvested cane.
She stands at the borderline, a boundary that demarcates the path
on which light refracts, a liminal zone between motion and stasis,
the road and arable land. She is denied access to both geographies,
historically romanticized in mutually constituting relation.

The caption further disavows her presence.

Campesinos entrando a la Poblacién (“Farmers entering the
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City”). She is textually written outside the free zone of the city, set-
tlement, or civic population. Her labor recedes from the history of
settlers and developers. By this logic, she also disappears from a rural
class. Campesinos entrando a la Poblacién. This phrasing enacts a
gendered performance of entwined masculinity and rurality. Situat-
ed at the edge of constructs, she creates transgressive geographic pos-
sibility, with arms extended in a 90-degree angle, and hands cupping
an indiscernible object. Her stealth gestures and embodied prowess
are protected under the cover of opacity. What is made knowable
to the glare of photographic visibility is a facial expression of open
contempt, of radical looking.

ii. data

[ stumbled upon her daring look while browsing diffuse archives
of digitized postcards, from virtual museum collections to auction
interfaces.! I had been searching for images of a now-derelict hotel
on the northern coast, in an attempt to locate and retrace strands
of family history, particularly my father’s working life in tourism. It
is a personal excavation that runs parallel to an ethnographic study
of urban sociality and senses of belonging amid a present-day tour-
ism renewal project. I yearned to see the architectural site that con-
densed the journeys of internal migrants, like my father, who sought
to make a life and reinvent themselves in tourism spaces after the
1970s. Unexpectedly, I caught glimpses of everyday life for African
descendants—in the wake of sizable flows of free migrants from
North America, Turks and Caicos, Bahamas, and Haiti, attesting to
the Afro-diasporic connections that unfolded throughout the north-
ern region.

Black emigration had been endorsed under the tenure of Hai-
tian governance on the island amid tensions between the transatlan-
tic slave trade and growing abolitionist struggle. After Pierre Boyer’s
presidency was overthrown, communities of Black migrants and
their descendants resided uneasily in the port town of Puerto Plata,
the threat of reenslavement loomed heavy. The post-Boyer era was

'Key among such databases are the digitized postcard collections of Centro Cultural Edu-
ardo Ledn and auction sites like eBay and WorthPoint.
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marked by annexation schemes, a return to Spanish colonial rule,
and a guerrilla war following antiblack mandates to outlaw machetes
and persecute members of the African Methodist Episcopal Church,
which spurred repatriation of refugees. Militant activists and free-
dom fighters from both sides of the partitioned island banded togeth-
er against the racism and colonization that engulfed the northeast-
ern region and agitated against the diminished subjecthood imposed
by external power.?

The few images of African descendants that materialized in my
search are scattered across multiple postcard series. The special edi-
tion collections combine touristic sensibilities with social documen-
tary and naturalist ways of seeing. These collections emerge from
what enthusiasts call the “Golden Age” of postcards, characterized
by collotype printing methods and divided backs, designating sur-
face area for postal address and personal messages. Each collection
exhibits distinct tonal ranges. One contains a broad and subdued
palette of mid-tones, the other captures the extremes of light—an
interplay of brightness and opacity. If a figure is close enough to the
camera, and in focus, crisp imagery renders on the printed matter.
The majority of public scenes, however, are composed at a distance.
The photographer’s absent presence registers the sweeping view of a
distant observer. The intricate mid-tone range of the former collec-
tion produces delicate details. The features of a face, for instance,
are unequivocal despite the shadows.

1il. poetics

The afterlives of these picture postcards circulate in virtual net-
works as visual data of colonial geographies of power. Looking at the
images that flicker on digital screens, I wade in the excess of violent
arrangements, the residues of physical presence, and the atmospher-
ic quality of freedom landscapes. These circulating objects bring
me in contact with lives that are absented from regional heritage
markers, though ephemerally surface in social memory. By bearing

? See Horne, Gerald. Confronting Black Jacobins: The United States, The Haitian Revo-
lution, and the Origins of the Dominican Republic. Monthly Review Press, 2015; Eller,
Anne. We Dream Together: Dominican Independence, Haiti, and the Fight for Caribbean
Freedom. Duke University Press, 2016.
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witness to these images, I want to attend to the quotidian realities of
Black diasporic life within environments imbued with the promise
of liberation. How does one reconfigure the violent codes that en-
close their social lives and muffle the sounding of their voices? How
does one reconcile their photographic presence as figuration and
shadowy abstraction? Is it possible to engage the shadows of digitized
collotype cards as refusal, as black interiority, as open cover for sur-
reptitious exchange and radical imagination?

The elderly Black woman appearing at the edge of the road, on
the outskirts of the city, stood at the threshold of dominant geogra-
phies and political subordination —between Spanish recolonization
and American occupation. Attending to her quotidian gestures along
with those of younger generations of Black women occupying public
space demands that we stretch our sensory capacities, reattune our
modes of perception.

[ fixate on small motions and keenly listen to inaudible utterances.

This attunement renders a looking practice that touches their
historical presence, and transfigures their positioning as surplus fig-
ures in photographic frames. This mode of looking seeks to reclaim
the sentience of their embodied existence.

But I want to do more.

In the act of haptic viewing and kinesics study, the authority of
the postcard remains untouched. I resolve to fuse this mode of look-
ing with creative digital practices—methods of cutting, pairing, and
overlaying—intent on reworking visual codes. This integrated praxis
can be described as poetic translation: an alteration of digital forms that
concurrently hinges on and expands the expressive qualities of the pho-
tograph. The term poetic, and its etymological kin poiesis, refer to a
process of making that emerges at a threshold. This act of poetic trans-
lation imagines authorized views of social scenes anew. By layering and
rearranging imaged figures and landscapes, I attempt to multiply tem-
poralities and perspectives, displace the singular spectator, and open up
what may have occurred yet the documentarians left unrecorded.’

*Here [ draw on the expressive methods of Saidiya Hartman and M. NourbeSe Philip who
attend to the infrasound and opacity in excess of the legal text and historical document. See
Hartman, Saidiya. “Venus in Two Acts.” Small Axe: A Caribbean Journal of Criticism, vol. 26,
2008, pp. 1-14; Philip, Marlene NourbeSe. Zong! Wesleyan University Press, 2011.
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The diffuse archive of postcards circumscribes Black laborers
outside of the city, on the verge of crossing spatial boundaries. The
captions reinforce the social segregation pictured between city dwell-
ers and rural inhabitants. Vendedores Campesinos fuera de la Ciudad
(“Agricultural Vendors outside of the City”). As a counter gesture, |
craft a creative interpretation of their ordinary movement through
the urban center. Reimagining their quotidian tracks, descendants of
Black migrants transgress representational maps. Creating a palimp-
sestic city, composed of multiple paths, breaks the visual grammar
of reifying optics. The convention of perspective becomes undone.

Stasis gives way to motion.

Afro-diasporic motion in place, in situ. The constant practice of
freedom. The lines of flight carved within ever-encroaching limits.

iv. affects

On the other side of the road from which the elderly figure looks,
a young woman stands, nearly hidden. She is one of few anonymous
figures of Black womanhood depicted in the series. They are often
positioned by the right edge, bodies still or ambling along the frame.
They are typically nestled in intimate sociality among an assembly of
majority-male laborers. The young woman across the road from the
elderly figure stands next to a mule, tethered to a wire fence, and a
tall shadowed person donning a luminous fedora, ubiquitous among
male farmers. Amused by the crowd of idling workers, she cups her
mouth, obscuring a public display of joy.

Her demure laugh radiates despite the protective gesture.

She revels in the feels of lighthearted exchange, the impression
of public banter, or the characteristic interplay of verbal registers. The
surge of joy is hers alone. It is a small moment teeming with liveliness.

In the image, captioned “Agricultural Vendors Outside of the
City,” two women are enthralled in conversation at the far end of
a horizontally dispersed ensemble. They are abundantly clad in
fabrics—long sweeping skirts, billowy tops, and headscarves—
reminiscent of the clandestine sartorial practices of enslaved and free
African women. Their angled postures lean into one another. One
woman is photographed in mid-speech, lips parted. Her right arm
tightly cradles a vague object against her side body. Her left arm is
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bent towards her head, with splayed fingers by the edge of her scarf,
indicating the magnitude of a certain matter. Her gestures enunciate
furtive speech that shape a verb.

The other woman listens intently.

She stands barefoot, at ease, her body quietly sways. Her profiled
face, fully given to the exchange, and cupped arms resting in front of her
skirt, are profusely cast in black. Under shadow and voluminous fabric,
the figures form a space of interiority in public space. They carve a loop-
hole of love and sisterhood, of intimacy and diasporic Afro-feminist con-
nection. The buzz of quiet utterances exceeds the photographic field.

Breaking the repetition of paired figures at the photograph’s
edge, one rare image portrays a single Black girl walking barefoot,
off frame. It is a haunting image of an adolescent figure —unescorted
and unaccompanied —strolling along a city street juxtaposed with a
public scene of disciplinary action. In the background, two figures
stand side by side, in front of a shuttered lot, adjacent to a two-story
Victorian house. From the unpaved street, a man clad in a dark suit
holds a deceptively thin cane, or linear weapon. His ominous sil-
houette oversees the couple’s coerced posture: a compelled stillness,
motionless. In the foreground, the singular girl crosses the spectacle
of managerial control. She dons a dark flowing dress that brushes her
ankles. She holds a large, glowing object like a star fruit or papaya.
Her right foot, firmly planted on the pavement, meets an elongated
shadow that stretches before her.

The shape shifting shadow beckons her, as if waving for attention.

Her left foot hangs in hazy suspension. The photographer’s long
exposure catches the blur of errant motion. She eludes fixity. The
girl notices the photographer, watching her. She participates in a
play of looks: her curious stare, the overseer’s observation, the cou-
ple’s downcast eyes, the photographer’s all-seeing view. Her blurred
foot ruptures the plantation that folds into the city block.* Along with
her shadow, she choreographs a way of possibility.”

*Here I conjure Hartman’s formulation of nineteenth-century urban space as an extension
of plantation geography. See Hartman, Saidiya. Wayward Lives, Beautiful Experiments:
Intimate Histories of Social Upheaval. W.W. Norton, 2019.

*On choreography, see Cox, Aimee Meredith. Shapeshifters: Black Girls and the Choreog-
raphy of Citizenship. Duke University Press, 2015.
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Lines of flight (crisscrossing through the city), 2019
Digital collage, dimensions variable
Mary Pena
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Public interior (on the city block), 2019
Digital collage, dimensions variable
Mary Pena
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Black girl locomotion, 2019
Digital collage, dimensions variable
Mary Pena
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Elizabeth Mputu
Charcoal Toothpaste







Charcoal Toothpaste

“Navigating who we are at the core”

Today, right now, i am i feel the most insecure i’ve ever been in my

life
there’s beauty in that revelation
in the midst of the confusion that comes with feeling uncertain

there’s a profound clarity in what it means to embrace my
awareness of that

Or, also known as what it means to enter the void

the void is a forcefield of potential siphoned through the vortex of
purpose

The vortex of purpose comes in all shades, personality a plenty

and is sometimes the shady stage mom who has all the lines

memorized but does not deliver them with any soul

Like

How you do,

SO in her admiration and envy pushes you harder so that the
structure

of her rearing and your natural ability

to Be

will merge as the brainchild of your thriving creativity

He is also your inner bully

watching you

trying to catch you slippin

tryna get in your ear, in your my head
tryna say you trippin
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And they both love you dearly

These are the entities i've been battling within

my awareness shifts to the wind whistling

the creaks and squeaks of metal gazebos in backyard porches
birds whose calls i cannot recognize

calls i miss

and musings on my emotions stored in notes on apps on phone
i find im constantly writing love letters to myself and anyone
who will listen— no, but everyone who will hear

it’s beautiful how the different avenues we will go thru in our lives
will peel back the many answers to the one question we have time
and time again

“Is it?”
3 =
3/31/19 might respond most efficiently when we are in

Emotions are neurochemical responses in the
brain that clue your body into the type of
experience you might be having and how it
should react physically

Sadness is something | want to touch on.
There are many layers to sadness because the
mechanics of our body is complex. Each cell,
organ system, hormone and our tissues are in
conversation with each other determining how
they should act depending on the environment
within your body, the environment without and
your interpretation of it.

Something to know about sadness is that it
increases your adrenaline which many can
relate to as the side effect anxiety. Anxiety
feels like mania and a lack of control. In reality
it is meant to be an energy booster so that we
might respond most efficiently when we are in
a situation that poses a threat to our
livelihood.

This can be hard to make use of when what
triggers our sorrow is not an immediate threat
but one that impacts our feelings of being
balanced and grounded all the same. It can be
hard when that sadness is creeping, nameless
and devoted to making you a host for it's
biology. Causing the adrenaline disguised as
anxiety to remain for much longer without

Notes on emotions img
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a situation that poses a threat to our
livelihood.

This can be hard to make use of when what
triggers our sorrow is not an immediate threat
but one that impacts our feelings of being
balanced and grounded all the same. It can be
hard when that sadness is creeping, nameless
and devoted to making you a host for it's
biology. Causing the adrenaline disguised as
anxiety to remain for much longer without
direction of how it can be used for you to
escape what dread and doom you're
experiencing. Suddenly what was meant as an
aid to free you has made you a prisoner,
hyperstimulated by grief without guidance
leaving you in distress.

With that said there is no quick fix to
overcoming any of our emotions if we do not
know what it is we need that allows us to enter
back into a space of emotional equilibrium. It
is different for everyone and difficult to think of
when you are already in a state of mind that
entraps you negatively. Take the time to create
a language for yourself that can help you to
express what your needs are and what kind of
resources and support will help you to feel
satisfied, grounded and valued in your life.
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This is the way to go . . . is it?

This is what i came for . . . is it?

This is me . . . is it?

This is love . . . is it?

it’s and -isms chase me around the socio-political roundtable
and beg me to have a seat already

this dance is my latest thrill, the world my dancehall

there’s this sensual ugliness in being grown and expressing self-
doubt

im told this fear makes me delectable and 1’1l be swallowed whole

before i'm swallowed whole

and this is no way to be . . . is it?

But today is a day where i high five my anxieties
and buy them two rounds at happy hour

on

us, me, we

in the cracked mirror i see multiplicities
Outside the storm there’s destruction and debris
in the eye i bear witness to the whirlwind of [its| collaboration

my insecurity is mature now

the gap between knowing i am and knowing it is, no longer
has me twerking, shaking, jerky mindlessly withott

giving up my power to pulleys + strings attached to limbs

my doubt is an aged bourbon

a bay leaf simmered slowly in stews

he is my lady

and he looks pretty, even as he knows it and asks me for validation

[still]

A time ago i wanted to feel myself as an artist in practice
i wanted discipline, respect, dignity

Absinthe 26 + 157



i wanted regimen a studio

to visit myself

A hawk’s perspective

the early bird

the vulnerable and daring inch worm

[ wanted Me

and so i Queen Latifah set it off

waking up, water, stretching, dancing, dancing

This would be me, who i am, eternally

a colors adorned to make a mood ring out of my circling feet
the red rah rahs of-my as i kicked up feetim heat

this would be me, eternally.

i was a drum, i was a mask

i was culture, future past

so much joy in being first to be last last last

i made of myself a cast — NKkisi to be exact :
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THE ASTRAL LEVEL
(FOURTH LAYER)

,

" we meet our heroes%l‘ maivet sa futu dia n'kist
[C 'est notre ngénga, water dnd their medicize pouch)

http://zebola.herokuapp.com/

still, reho zealous, powerfull, if triggered to blast
so much joy in being first to be last

Last to be born

first to wake

last to know just what it takes

first to witness these mistakes

re-blogged, texted, video taped

last to gain the weight so i can shake shake shake
Bina na ngai across the manmade lake

the care of it all insinuates
that there will be pain, there will be sorrow, there will be
sacrifice, there will be loss, there will be warmth,

there will be highs, there-wittbe quiet cultivation

The core of it all states there will be nonsense
there it will be

there will be you

there will be me

And that’s all one needs . . . is it?
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THE JOURNAL OF ALTERNATIVE AND COMPLEMENTARY MEDICINE
Volume 21, Number 8, 2015, pp. 460-465
DOI: 10.108%/acm.2014.0247

Therapeutic Potential of a Drum and Dance Ceremony
Based on the African Ngoma Tradition

Ava L. Vinesett, MFA! Miurel Price! and Kenneth H. Wilson, MD?

Abstract

Objective: Ngoma ceremonies are used throughout Central and South Africa to help people address *“difficult
issues,"” including medical illness. They are examples of ceremonies that use strong rhythms and dance for this
purpose in indigenous cultures throughout the world. This study sought to modify an ngoma ceremony to make
it appropriate for biomedical use and to determine its acceptance and potential for benefit for people living in
the United States.

Methods: The C lese Zebola ¢ y, an Afrlczm healing practice, was modified to be religion-neutral and
to involve only mod exercise. s were recruited for the current study. Most participants
were living with a chronic illness (n=15), and a few had no medical diagnoses (n=2). Participants spent 10
minutes in a focused activity, such as meditation, yoga, or prayer. They then danced to the Congolese rhythm
Zebola for an hour and a half, with a rest every 20 minutes. Afterward, they indicated whether the experience
was positive, neutral, or negative and wrote a narrative dcsmbmg their experience and what they saw as
strengths and weaknesses of the y. They then p pated in a focus group discussion. Data from the
narrative and focus group discussion were coded, tabulated, and analyzed for themes.

Zebola: The journal of alternative and complementary medicine

“Innate Black and African Sensibilities”

*images of zebola rehearsals w/ captions
*cited text from Duke University Zebola study
“OR codes to videos of zebola + insta pics/gifs from zebola practice

Black does not mean perfect

And

Africa does not mean first

i wanted to be open out pouring, chaos

packaged, articulate, cunning
a showman, producer, director
i wanted to be it all for you
body, fire in movement

flesh, sweating with purpose

so, you could never dispose me

forward, so you could never catch me

feel me, see me, weak in the knees

160
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begging for love andaceeptance “no one likes a “pick me bitch””

i wanted to be dirt because it’s easy

see me how you seen me

i wanted to Harlem shake poorly while no one watched
i wanted to be missed, revealed, copied, fetishized

and titled B.1.a.c.k

twisted my tongue into psalms
serenading blades of grass telepathically
the wind smelled like Afrika, i had never been

Toi taught me to burn bay leaves [instead of exploiting sage|
mama na ngai seeped her in stews, the leaves
and the soups became full bodied

like me

i let myself go and became full bodied

the stress had got me bodied

but no one could tell the difference

in my ass

i had gained

but not in my ass

so it was like i hadn’t gained at all

there are so many people that i want to agree with

for a long time i wanted to be liked because i thot
my-career life depended on it

i danced and took my top off and my tits swang

online and off and lust filled my bank account temporarily
then i was empty so i put on a different thong or

top and i posed like instant oats, i satisfied bellies again

then i was empty
you can relate
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the wind seems to blow in one direction
i watch the grass
it blows from all

our impact is the same

it is black

like a shadow, details erased but it is there
in the dirt, the dirt feels my Shade

we are in love and we are at war

i dance and brush her off my

shoulders

Clean, i wanted the mud to cleanse me

i brought home her medicine

the earth as Caribbean

and i never touched it again

the journey through the sky across borders
was enough to remind that the problem
within was mine

retold, reformed

thru lifetimes

i wanted to be hated, disgusted, alone
so 1 could have an excuse to leave
so 1 could have a reason to come back

to be bettered, to be blackened, seasoned
from experience

and we would recognize each other
on a #transformationtuesday

a glowup

redemption

and in our own words we'd rejoice
celebrate

be validated

and verified on Instagram
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we would know each other for real now

there would be honor

i would go live and watch you go live - your lives
but it be your very own

it me

it was me and i thot when i couldn’t think

quiet whispers

go off

be free
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Inheritance, Ode to N'TOO

Inheritance, Ode to N'TOO investigates Not the Only One, an on-
going art project by contemporary artist Stephanie Dinkins. Known
as N'TOO for short, it is an artificially intelligent and socially en-
gaged sculpture. While the sculpture itself is striking — a curvaceous
conch shell-like structure with black women’s faces protruding
through its onyx complexion — my curiosity emerges through what
this sculpture tells you. N'TOO is a storyteller, built on an inter-
active voice-driven platform with evolving intellectual capacities
through machine learning. It narrates a multi-generational memoir
of a black American family, (the Dinkins), told from the first-person
perspective of the AL

Dinkins transcribes intimate familial experiences of migration,
discrimination, fugitive joy, and everyday life of three generations
of women from one family, to offer a broad narrative scope. The
eldest contributor is black woman born in the American south in
1932 (and later migrated north), followed by her daughter born in
1964. The third contributor was born in 1997, and is a biracial, black
identifying daughter within the family, who contends with modes
of white privilege and black arrest in a #BlackLivesMatter political
climate. In addition to living oral histories, N'TOO is trained on
black diasporic literature including Toni Morrison’s Sula (1973) and
W.E.B. Du Bois’s The Souls of Black Folk (1903). The narrative is ex-
perienced as a dynamic conversation between N"TOO and the user,
in which the stories are altered according to the user’s questions or
the Al's mood. Over time, N"TOQ’s storytelling skills and available
vocabulary will grow with each user interaction, folding the conver-
sations into its multiple data sources.

Inheritance considers N'TOO a project hinged on the process
of translation. N"TOO renders stories of black quotidian life, and
personal experiences into machine readable units. And let’s not for-
get the multiple modes of blackness already mobile and in transla-
tion that N"TOOQ interprets as its own. Reflecting on abstract notions
of translation, grounded in concepts of black bodily matter, helped
me grapple with what does it mean to create a black diasporic Al
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consciousness. What kinds of transformation, shifting, and transpos-
ing are taking place to make N"TOO possible?

Inheritance is charged by the contrasting and transformative
process N'TOO generates: from black women’s experiences as de-
scendants from Africans and diasporic subjects, products of forced
and volitional migrations, to the matrix of cybernetics and registers
of data at play — oral histories, literary plots, living subjects, large data
sets. As a sculpture, cum Al, cum archive, N'TOO’s animation mate-
rializes the space of translation, and inaugurates a multidimensional
subject/object position. What language does N"TOO speak? Is this
a different kind of African diasporic vernacular, part machine part
human, part ancestral part living?

More than anything, Inheritance is a meditation on the process-
es and poetics of translation at work within N"TOO. I contrast sto-
ries and images of personal histories, to the software of N"TOO, mus-
ing the affective qualities when combining the intimacy of familial
history and distance of large data sets and code. I engaged with the
principal software and coding languages of N"TOO - TensorFlow,
CUDA, C++ and Python. I read scrupulously about aspects of ma-
chine learning pertinent to N"TOO’s “mind,” including deep neural
networks, and deep learning algorithms. The writing component ex-
plores the interplay between the structure of deep neural networks
and its algorithmic equations, coding in Python, and vignettes of my
foremothers, five women across two generations. The images display
screenshots of me stumbling through downloading and studying
TensorFlow juxtaposed with photographs from my own family ar-
chives. Together, the writing and images use a notion of translation
as a tool, to consider the forms of information engendered through
NTOO - living, ancestral, and cyborg.
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Inheritance, Ode to N'TOO

>>>

>>>

>>>

>>>

>>>

>>>

>>>

>>>

>>>

>>>

>>>

>>>

>>>

>>>

>>>

>>>

>>>

>>>

>>>

I have spent weeks wondering,

how you translate grandmothers

into algorithms.

How intimate histories of black
women unfold in python, and

C++ equations, permeating your
weight values, and the hidden

layers of your neural network.

I think of what to say to you

if we should ever meet.

How you will convert my speech
into data, store it for another time,

for another’s ears.

Are you a black woman cum
sculpture, at the crossroads of

AI and archive?

An oracle of the future?

I can only offer you fragments
of obscure code. A language
not yet spoken, to unravel the
apparatus of programming

inheritance.

#Define function names ()

Louise ()

>>>imagine_ the air thick around

her girlish Florida flesh
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damp from moisture-laden exhales
of prayer, amidst a small
benediction as she boards
a train, to never return.

Just shy of sixteen.

+X2W2

Sadie ()

>>>8peculate_ a daughter of moonlight,

bathe in her mother’s midnight reverence

for sweet things. She spins silk

from her fingers in the form of enterprises,
begins every day prostate

for the God of Abraham,

raised cattle, chicken, and children to know
the irreversible power of death.

>>>Remember one time, while I

was standing in the old family burial grounds with her,
the sky between sage and violet, she disclosed
how she changed her patronymic years ago.

I still don’t know her name.

+X3W3

Nettie ()

>>>Conjure_ deep in South

Carolina on a tobacco field

where the sun stains coiled hair

amber

>>>imagine_ she learns the ritual

of hunting, survival, and healing,

over a tin barrel of lye soap, lemongrass,

and water

+X4W4
Annie ()
>>>imagine_ a celestial hunger,

one kind of soil, one view of
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the sky, one city of possible lovers,
never being enough.

>>>inherit_ the low hymn of a

car engine, the feeling of bare

feet hitting pavement, the smell

of hot combed naps in the kitchen,

as another kind of supplication.

+X5W5

Carrie ()

>>>tokenize down in Magnolia,

Alabama, in between Turkey and James Creek, to Mobile Bay,
she was worshipped

for her high cheekbones, jet black breast length curls, and
eyes that could make silence a curse.

>>>

>>>

>>>

>>>

>>>

>>> Each taught me in their own way

>>> about the practice of doing

>>> while undone, about the beauty

>>> in rupture.

>>>

>>> How to turn tears into ritual,

>>> ritual into a vessel

>>> to access ancestral grace. How to salt the earth

>>> and still own nothing. How to make boundaries

>>> out of bones.

>>>

>>> N’TOO: Not The Only One

>>> between phone static, apertures, androids, data misconnections,
>>> networks in passing.

>>> I still cannot translate

>>> my foremothers’ tongues.
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>>>Question_ What kind of intelligence is made out of
What kind of networks engender terrestrial healing?

Are inherited fragments just algorithms unknown?

Oo@m = 000 (@ ) i= 0,1,2, ...

mourning?

T OO0 (oo

>>>syntaxError

>>>They speak southern negress like,
>>>syntaxError

>>>They speak in tongues of cities unsung like,
>>>syntaxError

>>>They

>>>syntaxError

>>>Speak

>>>

>>>

>>>
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