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Introduction - Anticolonial 
Dreaming: The End of  an 
Aura and the Persistence of  
Dub
Phanuel Antwi

This JWIL special issue, “Dub Poetry: On Movements and Moments,” developed 
out of  a few desires: first, to foreground what this Caribbean and especially Jamaican dias-
poric art form that receives little scholarly attention has to teach us about the increasingly 
urgent issues resounding in our ecological and political moment; second, to meditate on the 
ways in which the creative and political traditions of  dub poetry express and renew them-
selves in the transnational movements of  black art in the post-war period; and third, to ask 
what it would mean to dream, together, intentionally, of  a better world as dub poets do in 
a moment when we appear to be living without alternatives to the colonial and racial vio-
lence directed towards black life. As the essays in this special issue insist, dub poetry offers 
what David Scott might call “conceptual resources” with which we can “begin to extract a 
new horizon of  possibilities from within the moral and epistemic contours of ” today’s glob-
al neoliberal formations, formations which are often characterized by the discouragement, 
degradation and dismissal of  the dreams of  the oppressed (3). 

Since its acknowledgement by the global literary scene in the 1970s, dub poetry has 
made several radical political interventions. We can think of  its emergence as part of  sev-
eral anti-colonial moments and amplifying post-independence movements of  Caribbean 
nations and the crumbling of  the British empire; increasingly, we might also attend to the 
community-mobilizing focus of  its practice. Celebrating the “nation language” demonized 
by the colonizer, dub poets have shifted the balance of  criticism in favour of  seeing Creole 
language registers as linguistic innovation, as art form, as anything other than unacceptable 
English, the predominant judgement of  the colonial education system. As an artistic move-
ment, then, dub poetry problematizes the terms on which our politics and the literary are 
negotiated, troubles demarcations between high and popular culture, and contributes to the 
musical, literary, visual, technological, and dance movements of  a “transnational Jamaica” 
(Thomas 20). The collective imaginative work that produces these horizons is the work of  
dreaming, I argue. Blackness, as we see in Frantz Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks, is an ex-
perience that is dreamt of  by others who, armed by the structures of  white supremacy and 
a world shaped by slavery and colonialism, imagine black life as a certain array of  signifi-
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cations and then makes that horrifying dream a reality. The practice of  collapsing the line 
between dream and reality, then, has already happened as catastrophe, as a nightmare, as 
world destruction rather than world building. Dub poetry as well as dub dreaming as world 
building emerges out of  and as a resistance to that dehumanizing dreaming pattern. I want 
to read dub poetry as offering us a method for anti-colonial dreaming, and to do so, I frame 
it as part of  a tradition of  Caribbean movements where dreaming, as a source of  form and 
creative impulse, abounds: from reggae to the Rastafari movement to surrealism.

When we think about the Caribbean’s relationship to surrealism, we often trace 
this movement to the French Caribbean. We mark the now famous account of  the group 
of  Martinique students at the Sorbonne, forming the Caribbean Surrealist Group, Légitime 
Défense, in 1931, as a key moment. While the surrealism of  this group was, as far as Aimé 
Césaire was concerned, “a little too assimilationistic,” he goes on to acknowledge in an in-
terview with Charles H. Rowell that the group 

brought us a ‘plus’ of  liberty, a greater audacity to ascertain ourselves beyond 
the conventional and rigid forms of  literature. We all had the fervent desire 
to see this oppressed, confined, isolated people express itself  in the strongest 
meaning of  this word, with something that came from its gut and was hurled 
in the daylight. (993)

If  surrealism is linked to this francophone region, then why am I connecting it to dub po-
etry, a predominantly anglo art form? I do so not simply to open up a line of  research that 
considers the historical continuities and divergences between artistic movements across the 
Caribbean. The list of  Caribbean artists, philosophers and thinkers whose work sits com-
fortably with the surrealist movement in the French Caribbean and also played a significant 
role in the anti-colonial movement in the whole region, a movement that has become a 
hallmark of  dub poetry, is long and distinguished, encompassing Frantz Fanon, Suzanne 
Césaire, Aimé Césaire, and Édouard Glissant among others. What might it mean to listen 
for a long hurl of  fervent desires stretching from Césaire’s moment to those of  the dub po-
ets? In addition, I see in dub poetry what Aaron Kamugisha sees in Caribbean thought: “its 
existence as a tradition of  thought [is] both independent and enmeshed in so many glob-
al traditions of  the last two centuries” (190). If  surrealism’s enmeshment with Caribbean 
thought exposes how Europe refreshed its artistic traditions via other worlds, it remains to 
be seen what dub poetry’s enmeshment with surrealism might expose. In the interview with 
Rowell, Césaire notes that, “[i]n spite of  our imperfect knowledge of  English, we had read 
people like Langston Hughes, Claude McKay, later Sterling Brown and other people of  
the Black Renaissance collected in Alain Locke’s anthology [The New Negro],” foreground-
ing the conversations between French Caribbean surrealism, the Harlem Renaissance and, 
through McKay, internationalist communism, touchstones of  the movement Césaire and 
Léopold Sédar Senghor theorized so powerfully as Négritude (Rowell 990).1 (Let us not 
forget Négritude’s debts to English-language works like the Jamaican McKay’s 1929 novel 
Banjo.) Conversely, a whole generation of  dub poets grew up during a moment where the 
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school curriculum would have trained them in the Romance languages, not just Latin and 
English. Given the encounters and exchanges that have long connected these intra-Carib-
bean and black transnational movements (of  art, ideas and people), it is not farfetched to 
imagine dub poets reading Aimé Césaire and Frantz Fanon alongside Marcus Garvey and 
Wilson Harris. I imagine Anglo Caribbean dub poets engaging with the French Caribbean 
surrealists to continue a conversation begun long before, whether in spite of  their imper-
fect knowledge of  French or through the work of  translation, a concept that has become 
synonymous with the Caribbean (Akai 1997; Forsdick 2015). In other words, as scholars 
of  dub poetry continue to attend to the particulars of  local contexts, we would do well to 
remember that movements call and respond to other movements. In other words, dub’s 
ability to respond to local conditions is, in part, because of  how it is in dialogue with other 
movements. Here, we might learn from the dialogic methodology evident in the work of  
critics like Sylvia Wynter, Michael Dash, Jason Allen-Paisant and Njelle Hamilton, whose 
Phonographic Memories is reviewed in this issue. Hailing from different generations, these 
critics demonstrate what is possible when we refuse the colonial linguistic divide in our 
scholarship, emphasizing a longer inheritance of  thinking across such divides in Caribbean 
movements and studies.

I recall this complex field of  collaboration, continuities, and influences in order to 
foreground the connective tissue of  dreamscapes that inform the social, political, artistic 
movements of  not just surrealism and dub poetry but reggae music and Rastafari as well. 
As a transnational popular music form that facilitates cultural dialogues between “legacies 
of  black-on-black transnational politics” (Chude-Sokei, "When Echoes Return" 76), reggae 
music tuned the world’s ears to the sociocultural realities and socio-political dis-ease of  the 
postcolonial moment and worked to rupture the logics of  dominance. In their lyrics and 
sonic architectures, reggae artists, ranging from Bob Marley, Garnett Silk, to the Wailers, 
variously dreamt an anti-capitalist and anti-colonial world different from the oppression of  
injustice. In this way, reggae music refuses institutional and colonial authority (Gilroy 84-
145). Keeping in mind that reggae music and dub poetry co-emerged in the 1960s and 70s, 
it is not surprising that reggae music’s commitment to be heard and felt reverberates through 
dub poetry’s remix practice of  crossing genre. As they revise what we know, turning their 
revisions into ways of  knowing (we know reggae music is committed to challenging the song 
form and dub poetry is committed to reanimating poetic conventions), not only did both 
popular art forms engineer a vibe so as to steer the world to think and move through sound, 
but also, to think with Jacques Attali’s work on noise, the sound in which they immersed the 
world held prophetic qualities (Attali), offering us another way to “rais[e] questions about 
the world as distinct from the way the trope of  the visual image is often used to settle them” 
(Henriques xviii). While I agree with Henriques about the role that these art forms play 
to challenge the oppressive “vision” of  the world as we know it, I am not ready to set the 
sound and the visual image far apart when it comes to dub poetry. Thinking through the 
work of  Louise Bennett for example, Susan Gingell foregrounds the visual compositional 
features of  dub poetry with what she calls “a see-hear aesthetics,” the strategies dub poets 
devise to offer sound portraits of  place. With “see-hear aesthetics,” Gingell not only “en-
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codes through a pun on ‘see here’”, she also highlights the relations between the oral and 
print mediums, showing the compositional decisions that shape audiovisual performance 
(34). Carolyn Cooper, thinking with Gordon Rohlehr’s work in Voiceprint, calls this strategy 
oraliteracy – “a recognition of  the capacity for abstraction and subtlety of  feeling and expres-
sion on the part of  speakers/writers in Jamaican; but it may also require a de-privileging of  
abstraction” (Noises 82). For Cooper, “poetry, whether performance or not, is not a language 
of  generalities. It is a celebration, in the making, of  particulars” (Noises 82).  

I am interested in the particular ways that the insurrection of  dub poetry invites 
us to consider its relation to the insurrection and anti-establishment spirits of  surrealism. 
Michael A. Bucknor teaches us that dub poetry is influenced by “various ideological, count-
er-discursive pressure points from black consciousness, decolonization, Garveyism, Rasta-
farianism, Marxism/socialism, to anti-colonial nationalism” (265-66). And Peter Manuel, 
Kenneth Bilby and Michael Largey describe the dub process as “the surrealistic decon-
struction of  familiar songs, now presented as perpetually mutating rhythm tracks” (198). 
I add surrealism to these pressure points because, from André Breton’s first manifesto on 
surrealism, this movement initially concerned itself  with poetry and philosophy (visual arts 
would later follow); and also because it concerned itself  with the aspirations of  the working 
class, and, as such, rejected conventional rhyme and meter in poetry. This rejection informs 
dub poetry, too. Dub poets find joy in the rhythmic freedom of  nation language. Kamau 
Brathwaite sums up this rejection when he writes that “the hurricane does not roar in pen-
tameter” (265). Oku Onuora understands dub poetry to constitute “dubbing out the little 
penta-metre” (qtd. in Morris 38). Dub poets roar in a tetrameter of  the popular expressions 
that come out of/as nation language. Bucknor identifies this compositional freedom as a 
“revolutionary approach to literary orthodoxies” (258). Revolution, here, is born out of  a 
dream. Louise Bennett’s dream of  legitimizing Jamaica’s popular nation language which 
dub poetry uses is realized and, as Janet Neigh points out in Recalling Recitation, “most Jamai-
can…children who grew up in the 1960s and 1970s…can recite at least a part of  a Bennett 
poem by heart because they were assigned to memorize her work in school” (93). 

When Lillian Allen points out that “Bob Marley appeared on the heels of  Louise 
Bennett”, she is also saying that Miss Lou’s dreams made Bob Marley’s possible (14). And, 
without Bob Marley, “[w]ithout reggae, dub poetry could never have existed” (12). Allen 
drums this point home when she writes, “without two remarkable figures of  the twentieth 
century, Louise Bennett […] and Bob Marley […], there would be no dub poetry” (12). 
This consideration is important because it allows us to account for the influence of  different 
artistic movements on dub poetry. Here, I am thinking about how, in the figure of  Bob Mar-
ley, we get reggae music, and through his religious faith, Rastafarism, two movements that 
are committed to dreaming. We see what Bucknor means when he identifies Rastafarism as 
a pressure point of  dub poetry.  

Theories of  dreaming are foundational to the aesthetic, ethical, philosophical and 
spiritual practices associated with the Rastafari movement. Its political project of  engineer-
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ing, to quote Erna Brodber, a “Blackspace” memorializes Zion, the place and meaning 
of  Africa (Ethiopia in particular), as its model for anti-colonial black struggle, in order to 
mark a defiant retreat out of  sufferation as well as to insist on a conscious refusal of  the 
inequalities designed to contain black social life in the place they call Babylon; the creation 
of  this Promised Land signals a work of  dreaming. Meanwhile, Brodber’s Blackspace is a 
seminar space held each summer before Emancipation Day, in Woodside, Jamaica. Black-
space is understood as a gathering space where black people meet to be with one another 
and work through differences through workshop sessions called “Blackspace reasonings.” 
What would it mean to consider the anti-colonial dreaming central to the Rastafari project 
of  focusing on Africa and revaluing blackness outside the regimes of  European modernity 
as offering us practices of  Blackspace reasonings? 

Putting the responsibility in a request made of  her onto us (especially intellectuals, 
among whom I include Rastafarians), Brodber “give[s],” in her words, black people and 
“youth more than the [legacies of] slavery with which to carve out a black space in this 
white world” (80). Anti-colonial dreaming, with its emancipatory processes and tasks, offers 
blackspace reasonings, offerings that the Rastafari movement gives to us. Take, as an ex-
ample, one of  its central philosophies, I-tal, the “commitment to using things in their nat-
ural or organic states,” a commitment that celebrates the harmonious intimacy (dialogue) 
between humans and nature (Edmonds 60). This commitment has environmental, ethical, 
and health implications: one being a plant-based diet (vegetarian), with an avoidance of  
alcohol and drugs. I emphasize ganja as a plant so that I can also “plant” how this crop’s 
ecological, herbal, and medicinal systems of  knowledge inform the Rastafari movement’s 
systems of  knowledge. Notwithstanding the racialized condemnation of  this sacred herb, 
the criminalization of  black people who recreationally use it, I want to focus on the rituals 
of  smoking ganja as part of  a rasta dreaming practice. For many Rastafarians, smoking (the 
elements of  fire and wind) ganja, an element of  earth, can be part of  an elemental prac-
tice of  convening harmonious possibilities into the universe; because of  the altered states 
that visit smokers under the influence of  ganja, one can at once harness and conjoin the 
power of  each element and, as a result of  the sensorial exchanges and transfers that hap-
pen within these elemental interactions, stimulate a (psychedelic and therapeutic) state of  
consciousness that, for some, leads to growth and healing. Regardless of  how one chooses 
to rationalize this altered state of  consciousness, it is worth noting that ganja, used as a ve-
hicle to enter different realms, “dub[s] out the isms and schisms…to dub consciousness into 
the people-dem head” (Onuora quoted in Morris 38). And, by this, I mean the smoke from 
the burning becomes a technological and spiritual medium that carries messages between 
dimensions, “dubbing out…the little highfaluting business and dubbing in the rootsical, 
yard, basic rhythm that I-an-I know” emancipating one from one’s current place in the 
Babylonian world (Onuora quoted in Morris 38).2 Like many Rastafarians, I too am inter-
ested in this herb’s emancipatory possibilities not only for the revelations to anti-colonial 
dreams but also for how its usage, as a herbal medicine which connects one’s body to the 
harmony of  the physical and social land, micropolitically challenges the biopolitical role of  
pharmaceutical and clinical medicine. 



vi

Introduction

In the hope we hear in the back to Africa philosophy that the Rastafari movement 
adopts, in its emergence, in Jamaica, in the 1930s, lies a dream.3 I say adopt because, at 
the start of  the twentieth century, during the 1910s and early 1920s, Marcus Garvey was 
promoting repatriation to Africa as a hope for black liberation. Claude McKay, in his essay 
“Garvey as Negro Moses,” describes Marcus Garvey as “[a] weaver of  dreams, he trans-
lated into a fantastic pattern of  reality the gaudy strands of  the vicarious desires of  the 
submerged members of  the Negro race” (143). 

When I describe dub poetry as offering a method of  inquiry and a poetics for an-
ti-colonial dreaming, and to do so in relationship to surrealism and to reggae and Rasta-
farism via Marley, I am thinking of  dreaming as a practice undergirded by the political 
tension between reality and dreaming as well as the ecological and revolutionary world-
making these anticolonial movements inspire. This dreaming requires, for example, that we 
heed Cooper’s critique of  how consumer and popular culture cleanses Marley’s image to 
frame him “as the epitome of  pacifist reggae consciousness” (Sound Clash 180). It requires 
us to remember songs like “Babylon System,” where Marley sings, “Babylon system is the 
vampire / Sucking the blood of  the sufferahs / Building church and university / Deceiving 
the people continually” (Bob Marley and the Wailers). The anti-colonial dreaming practice 
I am talking about here utters, to again quote Cooper quoting Mark Fineman, “incendiary 
incantations” (Sound Clash 187) and is critical of  institutional violence. Like surrealism, or 
Rastafarism’s utopic engagement with Africa through reggae, the revolutionary-surreal-
istic tone of  dub poetry can be read, in Anthony Bogues’s terms, as “a prophetic redemptive 
tradition within the black radical political tradition” (20; emphasis added). In saying that 
dub poetry rides on movements that are critical of  a dream world of  complacency, move-
ments that rejected the status quo politics of  their time, I am saying that dub poetry drives 
dreams. Here, to return to Cooper’s thinking on oraliteracy, we see that dub dreaming has 
the “capacity for abstraction and subtlety of  feeling and expression” at the same time that 
it “require[s] a de-privileging of  abstraction” (Noises 82). Like the surrealists of  André Bret-
on’s famous first manifesto, dub poets “believe in the future resolution of  these two states, 
dream and reality, which are seemingly so contradictory, into a kind of  absolute reality, 
a surreality” (14; emphasis in original). In other words, dub poetry is fused with images of  re-
ality and dream. Through attending to dub’s conversations with other artistic movements, 
it becomes possible not just to situate dub poetry as part of  the black radical tradition, but 
to situate this black radical tradition in turn as a tradition of  dreaming. Within this tradi-
tion, dub poetry dreams into practice creative portals for the elaboration of  an alternative 
world/view and dub poets, as social dreamers, engage with the dream of  the not-yet, and, 
offer different lifeworlds within which black life happens, along with alternate ways of  how 
to dream futures.

Thus, the dub form, informed by the dreaming dimension of  a dub philosophy and 
poetics, instills radical hope and opens up space for us to imagine courageously instead of  
drifting through the motions of  creaturely existence: dub poets and their work encourage us 
to approach dreaming as an active, cooperative, rigorous and generative process with cre-



vii

Introduction

ative output. As a process-based art that continuously moves forward as well as backward, 
dub poets and their work root black creativity in dialogic practices that show how dreaming 
together, to cite Sharon Sliwinski’s work on dreams, “can serve to reanimate a world that 
has been flattened by dark times” (19). For Sliwinski, “[d]reams have a way of  compelling 
us to speak, and it is this later gesture – the drive to disclose the experience to someone – 
that transforms dream-life into a political matter proper” (xiii). The activism and protests 
that critics continuously associate with dub poetry have a lot to teach us about the collective 
work of  dreaming together. 

How better to illustrate dub’s worldmaking capacity for dreamwork than by turn-
ing to “Dreamer,” a poem by the late dub dreamer Jean “Binta” Breeze? In “Dreamer,” 
Breeze introduces readers/listeners to a woman “roun a rocky corner / by de sea / seat 
up / pon a drif  wood / yuh can fine she / gazing cross de water / a stick / eena her han 
/ trying to trace / a future / in the sun” (15). In 2018, this poem was used by “Poems on 
the Underground,” a project by the London Underground rapid transit network, to com-
memorate Windrush Day in England. The woman in Breeze’s poem invites us, and the 
wider audience riding the London Underground, those to whom this project brings poetry, 
to consider the kinds of  dreams that sent so many people from the Caribbean to board the 
Empire Windrush and other vessels like it. The hundreds of  thousands of  Caribbean people 
(the Windrush generation) who responded to the call of  the British Empire’s labour crisis 
were also dreamers, gazing across the water to the optimism of  a place where, they were 
invited to believe, the sun doesn’t set. 

Other dreams haunt this “inward-looking, musing, quiet, reflective, tender, delicate, 
[scene that] register[s] a complexity of  position [and] feeling … [as well as a] subtlety of  
approach,” features that Victor Chang says “we cannot often expect dub poetry to have” 
(qtd. in Morris 39). Breeze teaches us that a dream is as much a vehicle as it is a “transport 
for the expression of  difficult desires, ideas and conflicts” (Sliwinski xii). The title tells us 
that this woman dares to dream (is a dreamer) and desires “a future / in the sun.” The sun 
is not, for example, referring to the tourism that we have come to associate with the Carib-
bean. Nor is this imaginative dreamwork of  “gazing cross de water” akin to the escapism 
of  British Romanticism, in which we see writers and poets secluding themselves from the 
problems of  the world so as to enter the otherworldly realms of  the imagination. In fact, 
the methods of  dreaming that Breeze and other dub poets offer is less about a Romantic 
aesthetics of  liberation exemplified by the “distanced imagination” (Lee 32); for dub poets, 
rather, dreaming involves mutual aid and requires us crossing not just imaginative distances 
but physical ones so as to be involved in artistic movements of  their times and in commu-
nity struggles on the local and global fronts. I am saying that in addition to the tradition of  
dreams in the French Caribbean surrealist movement, this art form also extends our un-
derstanding of  dreamwork traditions in the Anglophone world, including British Roman-
ticism. On the metaphor and concept of  dreaming, dub poets turn against the Romantic 
tendencies around dreams and imaginations. 
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The invocation of  “de sea” invites us to imagine its location – its routes and resources 
(“drif  wood” and “stick”); its turbulent histories: who and what it carries, takes, gives; we’re 
able to comprehend how the tangible features of  the seascape also invoke a more abstract 
dreamscape. What I mean is that “by de sea” alludes to Island life, where the sea surrounds 
and the “insular” horizon of  life there invites dreams of  elsewhere, of  the unknown and the 
yet-to-be known.4 The preposition “by” in “by de sea” marks the shoreline, where, much 
like the sacred place of  “de sea”, encounters of  all sorts take place. In the sound portrait of  
the woman sitting “by de sea,” “pon a drif  wood,” “gazing cross de water,” we can see-hear 
the Vodou deity Ezili of  the Waters, that enigmatic mermaid spirit of  femininity and sen-
suality, who travels through space and time with treasures of  wisdom, inhabiting the bodies 
of  black women along the way, providing agency to them. 

Three agents of  change, “de sea,” “de water,” and “the sun,” rub up together in 
Breeze’s “Dreamer.” These agents, with their elemental forces, transform a tree into “drif  
wood.” Breeze recodes this undervalued treasure of  “de sea” into a valuable “seat” that 
holds the dreamer “up” in place as she dreams. At work in her recoding is the “techno-
poetics” of  dub (Chude-Sokei, The Sound of  Culture 11 ). In this “drif  wood,” Breeze urges 
us to note the echo of  its other life: form. For example, what tree might this drif  wood 
represent? And how might doing the work to learn about this tree be a form of  activism 
against the ways that global economy is reshaping – i.e. endangering – the ecological world 
habitats of  the Caribbean? If  technology simply means the use of  knowledge for creative 
and useful ends, then we can think of  the sun (like the smoke of  the ganja) as a technology 
that dries both the drif  wood that the dreamer sits upon and the stick, which might also be 
a small drif  wood, that she holds in her hand as some sort of  charm or device to wave the 
future into being. This image of  the dreamer with “a stick / eena han / trying to trace / a 
future” spells out the otherworldly space of  dreaming at the same time that it foregrounds 
the necessary labour in dreaming. Given the elemental forces at work in this poem, the lines 
“trying to trace / a future” invites us to read “trying” not only in terms of  labour (effort), 
as I just noted, but also in terms of  law (risk, critique, and judgment). With this in mind, 
the word “fine” in “pon a drif  wood / yuh can fine she” is not simply a homophony of  
“find,” directing us to the location of  the dreamer; the dreamer, for one thing, is not lost 
since, from the opening of  the poem, we know she is “roun a rocky corner / by de sea.” 
These words describe more than the specific geographical place of  the “drif  wood.” While 
this description evokes the backdrop against which the dreamer sits, with images of  rocky 
shores, wave exposure, or rock types floating in our mind’s eyes, Breeze invites us to medi-
tate on the delicate cost and labour of  her dreaming. From this vantage point, to what kind 
of  dream trace might Breeze be asking her audience, both in 1991 when the poem was 
released on her album Tracks, and now, as you are reading it, to attend? What might she be 
asking us to notice about dreams in terms of  their costs, labour and risks? And, as a result, 
we need to return to that initial moment of  the dreamer tracing a future so to reanimate 
the dream wedged in that mass migration of  a generation that we now call the Windrush 
Generation.  One way I try to return to that trace is to focus on “de drif  wood.” While I 
know that drif  wood can be used to mend boats, I turn to the sun for its heat and focus on a 



ix

Introduction

different kind of  repair: this stick, this possible drif  wood washed ashore, waving back into 
the future, becomes firewood that the sun’s heat will burn, and the smoke signal from it will 
foreshadow the fire of  the dreamer as a new order of  creation that the dreamer dreams. 
Repair, we see here, is not the domain of  anti-colonial dreaming. After all, we see that the 
dreamer is neither disjointed nor estranged from the elemental forces in the poem; so, while 
we do not know the time of  day that the dreamer traces a future in the sun, nor whether 
the future she traces in the sun is in the air or in the sand, we do know the sun has a cycle 
that can help us forecast future (seasonal) activities. Through drawing our attention to the 
atmospheric interactions between the air, de sea, the sand, and the sun, Breeze highlights 
the ensemble of  elements the dreamer might be using to forecast the future. In highlighting 
the ecological and geologic aspects of  Breeze’s “Dreamer,” the poem’s natural history, I am 
foregrounding the technological tools that dub poets take up in their poems to reanimate 
a world that has been flattened by dark times in their efforts to transform dream-life into a 
political matter proper. Anticolonial dreaming, then, problematizes the very definition of  
dreaming. Breeze’s dreamer emphasizes ways that dreaming is not just a night activity. We 
also dream when we are wide awake. Dreaming is not an individual activity. It is also an 
activity that is done collectively and at the cusp of  consciousness and unconsciousness. Dub 
dreaming includes the process of  collective visioning. To dream includes the performance 
(of  the poem) and the utterance (of  the poet). Dub dreaming problematizes these bound-
aries as well as the discursive limits that have been set up around dreaming by blurring and 
unpacking the boundaries between dream and reality.

The contributors to this special issue testify to dub poetry’s possibilities as a method 
for dreaming. They show that dub poetry is not just about offering us a different dream of  
a different world of  liberation. It also teaches us to dream differently by changing the very 
meaning of  the verb, and, in so doing, contributors direct our attention to the many facets 
of  dub poetry. The essays do not follow any existing pattern in dub poetry studies. They 
do not, for example, aspire to position dub poetry as an art form that transforms the world, 
although we can see in their analysis ways that the work dub poets do transform our under-
standing of  the world. They avoid responding to criticism of  dub poetry in totalizing, abso-
lutist ways, ushering us to a radically different understanding of  dub poetry. Klyde Broox’s 
“Deja Voodoo: Literary Coup under the Influence of  Dub” “is a ‘performance essay’ de-
signed more for stage than page” (2). While the stage/page debate is not new in dub criti-
cism, there is a vibrating transmission in his method (what he calls a “performative writing”) 
that takes into account the complex performances of  both orality and scribality, pushing us 
to think about dub poetry in the age of  technological reproducibility (Benjamin). His refus-
al to disassociate the stage from the page, to think in dichotomies, underlines the influence 
of  dread talk. Broox mobilizes the genre of  the performance essay to foreground the art 
form’s collaborative impulse as well as its propensity to transform itself  constantly. Broox 
uses the unfinished event of  performance as a way to interpellate the reader (performer) 
into the process of  creation, thus inviting us to give new shape to his work. With performa-
tive writing, there is a need to listen where once there was only reading. There is however 
a danger in reading the “transcript” of  this writing as a text. We miss the dexterity of  the 
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writerly and speakerly writing that gives the poetics its self-reflexive gestures and its atten-
dant performance practices.5 In this sense, dub poetry, as I argue elsewhere, is an unfinished 
project (Antwi 71), unfinished not only in the sense that it is ongoing (still in process) but also 
in the sense that it emerged because of  a disruption in many structures. The audio version 
of  Broox’s poem that can be heard on JWIL’s website shows ways that the movement of  a 
dub poem does not offer a stable continuity – the poem’s beginnings, its endings, as well as 
its duration are undetermined, explaining its unfinishedness. It is unsurprising then that, 
for Broox, “[t]he dubpoetic text provides ‘textimony’” (3; emphasis in original). If  questions 
of  testimony are epistemological, ethical, legal and political in character, and if  they raise 
intersubjective mediations, then Broox’s textimony encourages us to engage dub poetry as 
a literary phenomenon with layers of  mediation and aesthetic relationships—of  literature 
and performance, of  textuality and subjectivity. Doing so situates the aesthetic frame as a 
medium for recording and documenting the transformation of  events into texts.  

Where contributors engage existing criticism by rereading dub poetry’s archive to 
offer illuminating methods of  inquiry, they challenge us to think about the art form’s many 
relations and the depth of  its poetic entanglements. Janet Neigh’s essay raises questions of  
politics and the ethics of  poetic indebtedness by reading the features of  dub poetry in in-
terlocking relation with the poetic tradition of  elegy in particular and of  Caribbean poetry 
in general. Staging a dialogue between Michael Smith’s “Me Cyaan Believe It” and Kei 
Miller’s Nearby Bushes, she offers a subtle and nuanced reading that examines how Miller’s 
work dialogues with the performative and poetic techniques that are commonly associated 
with dub poets to “remap local geographies” through a praxis she calls “a poetics of  wit-
nessing.” There is irony in Neigh affiliating Miller’s work to dub’s poetic experimentations, 
especially given Miller’s premature mourning of  the life of  the art form in “A Smaller 
Sound, A Lesser Fury,” an essay Neigh describes as “controversial.” One thing that Neigh’s 
methodology brings to our attention is that influences are not immediately legible, even 
to the person being influenced, emphasizing the need for approaches that are attuned to 
the heterogeneity of  black diasporic artistic and other genealogies. She turns to Christina 
Sharpe to frame the art form as “wake work.” When Neigh puts pressure on the genre and 
history of  dub poetry, she moves it, in her words, “off the stage and off the streets” into 
the bush. Rather than juxtapose bush stories of  violence to street stories, Neigh lays these 
stories alongside one another and invites us into responsive practices of  witnessing as well 
as deep, rhetorical listening. In listening, we hear that more than violence takes place in the 
space and time these bush stories narrate, and that in the name “nearby bushes” itself  is an 
elegy that masks competing desires. She invites us to witness ways that Miller foregrounds 
the unflinching vibrancy of  queer intimacy in the nearby bushes. And like Breeze’s dream-
er, we are invited to witness the risks that the cruiser courts. Neigh involves us in a collective 
and connective process of  mourning that reminds us to consider how, under the influence 
of  dub, cultural elegy is at once about witnessing and surviving. 

Isis Semaj-Hall reads Lee “Scratch” Perry, the recently deceased singer and produc-
er who innovated the sound of  dub and reggae music as well as pushed their boundaries, 
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as a dubber of  dub poetry. Framed as such, Perry’s innovative techniques, which crossed 
musical genres and influenced styles from hip-hop to post-punk, begin to resemble dub 
poetry’s mutable techniques: a poetics that crosses and navigates the boundaries between 
music, dance, theatre and visual art. Asked about his innovative techniques, Perry says, 
“The bass is the brain and the drum is the heart.” Continuing, he explains: “I listen to my 
body to find the beat. From there, it’s just experimenting with the sounds of  the animals 
in the ark” (Bulger). The structured experience by which Perry produces work might be 
understood as what I have called “dub phenomenology” (Antwi 72). With her invitation 
to read Perry as a “poetry upsetter,” Semaj-Hall signals the agility of  dub poetry’s generic 
and historical boundaries. Evidence of  this agility frames the beginning of  her essay: “Per-
ry’s pasted, warped, and excavated materials that were once dismissed by the Black Ark’s 
visitors as manifestations of  his madness were commissioned as art and displayed in the 
Swiss Institute’s New York gallery for eight weeks in 2019” (44). Not only is animating and 
reusing once-dismissed objects to create new art forms an insurrection, a common force of  
surrealism, so too is insurrection a quality of  dub poetry: through reverbs and echoes, dub 
poets reuse their colonial education to refuse the colonizer’s authoritative pronouncements 
on culture. If  we can accept Keith Richards of  the Rolling Stones calling Perry “the Salva-
dor Dalí of  music” (Bulger), then, under Semaj-Hall’s tutelage, surely we can call Perry the 
Salvador Dalí of  dub poetry. 

Perry is not the only dub poet to have had his work exhibited in metropolitan art 
spaces. In “Dub Poetry’s Global Impact, Forty Years On,” A. D. McKenzie and Tobi-
as Schlosser tell us that Linton Kwesi Johnson’s work was part of  an exhibition held in 
Paris’s Musée national de l’histoire de l’immigration (National Museum of  the History 
of  Immigration) in 2019. Titled Paris-Londres: Music Migrations (1962–1989), the exhibition 
“explored ‘the close and complex relationship between migration, music, anti-racism and 
political activism’” (70). The question of  how dub poetry has changed our understanding of  
art is still unfolding. In their contribution, McKenzie and Schlosser ask us to attend to the 
recordings of  dub poetry. They do so by paying attention to the transnationalism of  Lin-
ton Kwesi Johnson’s career. In recalling the volume of  recordings that make up Johnson’s 
oeuvre, McKenzie and Schlosser invite us to return to the language of  sound, not only for 
“an excavation of  the material and energetic qualities of  sound” (Henriques 197), but also 
for their historical and social echoes (memory). As Allen reminds us in the preface to Women 
Do This Every Day, “I have published extensively in the form of  readings, performances and 
recordings” (9). McKenzie and Schlosser’s contribution provides an important reminder 
of  how actually listening to dub poetry recordings can facilitate our understanding of  the 
ways dub poets understand and take up publications as forms of  social practice. As a result 
of  dub poetry’s many emergent locations at different historical moments, no comprehen-
sive account is possible without attending to these records; the textual archive is hardly the 
singular holder of  truth. Orienting our studies to these audio and audiovisual recording 
archives results in a provocative rethinking of  dub poetry’s historiography and hermeneu-
tics, one that should permanently undo the tendency that privileges the printed life of  this 
unfinished art form.
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In “Dub Theatre and Storytelling: A Conversation with ahdri zhina mandiela (in 
Eight Movements),” Ronald Cummings and Nalini Mohabir remind us of  the important 
innovation of  dub theatre, and how this underexamined practice has a lot to teach us about 
the “possibilities of  dub in relation to the question of  performance” (85). The performance 
possibilities that rest in dub find echoes in McKenzie and Schlosser’s call to attend to dub’s 
audio and audiovisual recording archives. Their conversation, modelled around the con-
ceptual backdrop of  operatic movements, uses the interview form to stage the relational 
practice of  the opera form. Cummings and Mohabir’s introductory note, for example, takes 
the form of  an operatic overture, positioning the interviewers as the orchestra, preparing 
the readers (or audience) for what is to come, and foreshadowing the plot (movements) and 
mood of  the interview (opera). When we think of  it as an extended performance art work 
that blends physical and dance theatre, dub theatre not only makes creative use of  the me-
dium of  dub poetry, it also amplifies dub poetry’s practice of  blending artistic traditions. 
mandiela describes her art as coming “from different corners of  the diaspora” (92) and, 
given that she identifies the 1980s and 1990s in North America as part of  her formation, 
it is unsurprising that, in all her works, she engages many different kinds of  experimental 
and improvisational music from the black diaspora, including hip-hop and RnB as well as 
reggae, situating dub in a transnational black sonic world. In Who Knew Grannie: a dub aria, 
where mandiela overlays the felt state of  each movement by combining the sounds that the 
symphony orchestra and the reggae band make together, she expands this transnational 
black sonic world by dubbing in other musical genealogies.

We round out the issue with Natalie Wall’s “Catching Bullets with Her Ass: Matri-
lineality and the Canadian Dub Poetry Tradition in the work of  d’bi.young anitafrika,” an 
essay that invites us to attend to the distinctiveness of  dub poetry in the Caribbean diaspora 
when compared to the masculinist bent of  Jamaican dub, while building on Cummings and 
Mohabir’s thinking about performance and the possibilities of  adapting dub to the stage. 
Working with anitafrika’s monodrama blood.claat, Wall zooms in on the play’s rewriting of  the 
slackness-civility debate by focusing on the “matrilineal inheritances” that frame and shape 
the feminist practices and queer dimensions of  anitafrika’s body of  work. In an essay that 
focuses on what he calls “women’s dub traditions” in Toronto, traditions that “challenged 
and queered Canadian and Caribbean theatrical and performance forms,” Ric Knowles 
notes how anitafrika contributes to the automythobiographical nature of  mandiela’s dub 
theatre (78). He notices that “anitafrika re-adapts mandiela’s ‘automythobiographical’ to 
‘biomyth monodrama,’ a subtitle that has replaced ‘dub theatre’ for all of  her recent plays 
[The Sankofa Trilogy]” (92). What is evident is the eco-system within which dub poets work. 
Wall’s and Cummings and Mohabir’s contributions, then, return us to an important feature 
of  dub poetry: a reminder that many of  its earlier architects were trained in the Jamaica 
School of  Drama. As practitioners with commitments to queer stories and storytelling, 
mandiela and anitafrika invite us to queer the narratives that circulate in the historiography 
of  dub poetry. We must note the weight in their challenge. Because the public face of  the 
conversation between the movements I map out above focus on the leadership of  men, it is 
important to hear mandiela and anitafrika’s call for us to queer dub historiography as them 
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also asking us to queer the historiography of  these black transnational movements.  

Together, the essays in this special issue engage in an archeological project to help 
us see and grapple with the heterogeneity and multiplicity of  this art form. By archeology, I 
do not mean to suggest that the contributors do not have excitingly new things to say about 
dub. What I mean to say is that I know, à la Michel Foucault, that 

[a]rcheology is not in search of  inventions; and it remains unmoved at the 
moment (a very moving one, I admit) when for the first time someone was sure of  
some truth; it does not try to restore the light of  those joyful mornings. But 
neither is it concerned with the average phenomena of  opinion, with the dull 
grey of  what everyone at a particular period might repeat. What it seeks . . . 
is not to draw up a list of  founding saints; it is to uncover the regularity of  a 
discursive practice.  (144; emphasis in original) 

The contributors to this special issue uncover the regular practice of  our criticism; they 
expand the discursive borders of  this art form and critique ideas that have come to under-
stand it as a movement of  the past, thereby opening up the field for exciting research. By 
engaging dub poetry in the form of  dub theatre, monodrama, audiotextual and audiovisual 
recordings, exhibitions, the contributors move this art form into spaces outside of  its orig-
inal contexts. In this displacement, I am reminded of  the reproducibility and the aesthetic 
aura of  an art work that Walter Benjamin talks about in “The Work of  Art in the Age of  
its Mechanical Reproduction.” There is not enough space for me here to continue thinking 
through ways dub poetry, as a cultural and ideological reproductive technology, not only 
alters our mediums of  perception but also our perceptions of  literary technologies. With 
Breeze’s dreamer as an example, I want to note its reproducibility, its continual condition of  
possibility, and as Benjamin does in his essay, note that the change in modes of  production 
leads to transformation in modes of  cultural production, and this change transforms our 
perception of  the world. Benjamin writes: “that which withers in the age of  mechanical 
reproducibility is the aura of  the work of  art” (221). From this, we have come to understand 
that the “aura” of  the work recedes when it is technologically reproduced. And yet, what 
Benjamin teaches us about aura, as well as what the contributors in this special issue teach 
us about the aura of  dub poetry, is “the unique phenomenon of  a distance, however close 
it may be” (222). Aura, a form of  fetish, obscures the kinds of  development we are seeing 
in dub poetry. For Benjamin, works of  art are made to be reproduced: “To an ever greater 
degree the work of  art reproduced becomes the work of  art designed for reproducibility” 
(224). The question of  reproduction, then, is also a question of  persistence and not an end 
of  aura/era.

The contributors show us ways that dub poetry is up for play. The distinct but inter-
related claims of  the essays reanimate the scholarship of  dub poetry not simply by return-
ing us to the archives to look again; they ask us to reconsider works we have excluded from 
the dub poetry archives, including asking, as Neigh’s work on Kei Miller does, what else 
counts as dub poetry? In the end, the contributors foreground the variety of  imaginative 
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ways that dub poetry transforms and revises itself  to enable new forms to emerge, moving 
us beyond the assessment of  dub poetry as a singular project of  black resistant movement 
to an appreciation for its disalignment and disagreement. The contributors remind us dub 
poetry is an art form that asks us to listen as closely as we can to the moments in which we 
live because listeners, they underscore, develop the facilities to change. In this way, these 
essays give us a searchlight, activating our senses to direct our attention to what has always 
been there, reassuring us about the question of  dub poetry’s futurity, of  its “tomorrow.”

We close the pages of  this issue with five book reviews. Safiya Sinclair’s debut col-
lection of  poetry, Cannibal (2016), is reviewed by Lauren K. Alleyne. Ingrid Persaud’s novel 
Love after Love (2020) is reviewed by Bastien Bomans. Two critical monographs, both on 
memories, are also discussed. Stephanie Pocock Boeninger’s Literary Drowning: Postcolonial 
Memory in Irish and Caribbean Writing (2020) is reviewed by Ellen Howley, and Njelle Ham-
ilton’s Phonographic Memories: Popular Music and the Contemporary Caribbean Novel (2019) is re-
viewed by Dadland Maye. Emily Taylor’s assessment of  Jacqueline Bishop’s The Gymnast 
and Other Positions (2015) closes the issue.  

While the essays for this special issue were already collected by the time the news 
of  Jean “Binta” Breeze’s and Lee Scratch Perry’s respective passing arrived, you will no-
tice in this issue that their voices are present, and, as we know, the dead are with us. This 
is evidenced by the way the young Michael Smith is not forgotten; his contribution to dub 
poetry is so deep that he is constantly referenced in these articles. These dub innovators all 
keep us company. I look forward to their continuous guidance. I end my introduction by 
acknowledging the labour that so many people have done to bring this special issue into 
your hands. First, I want to thank Evelyn O’Callaghan, the recently retired JWIL editor 
in chief, and Lisa Outar and Michael A. Bucknor, two senior editors of  the editorial com-
mittee, who, from the beginning of  this special issue, enthusiastically welcomed me and the 
topic with interest, assistance and support. I particularly want to thank Michael A. Bucknor, 
who worked closely with me to usher this special issue into the assembly of  essays you have 
in front of  you. Doing this work during a global pandemic has been demanding for a host 
of  reasons and his steady care and persistence to see this issue through to the end attest to 
his leadership and commitment to the field. I want to thank Antonia MacDonald, the book 
reviews editor, for ushering in these wonderful reviews. I want to acknowledge the work of  
the copy editor, Carla DeSantis, and the graphic designer, Ayrïd Chandler, for their careful 
attention to details. I also want to acknowledge the visual artists whose works accompany 
the articles in this special issue and a special thank you to Bernard Hoyes whose work graces 
the cover of  the issue. And then there is the invisible labour of  the peer reviewers: to all of  
you, thank you for accepting my invitation to take on yet another work in a moment when 
we are already stretched thin. I am in your debt. Last but certainly not the least, I want 
to thank all the contributors in this special issue for the extraordinary work you have each 
done to help us dream into dub poetry another life.
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Notes
1 Here I depart from Michael Richardson’s well-researched collection, Re-

fusal of  the Shadows: Surrealism and the Caribbean, which foregrounds French-
Caribbean surrealism’s connections with André Breton, unlike Césaire 
who shows how the French Caribbean surrealists were in conversation 
with black movements like the Black Renaissance. While I have learned a 
lot from Richardson’s edited collection, one thing that troubles me is the 
way the essays center Breton, whitening the story of  Caribbean surrealism. 

2 I cite Oku Onuora’s vernacular of  dub poetry not simply to associate the 
linguistic innovation in dub poetry to the multivocality of  Rasta (dread) 
talk (Pollard), but also to emphasize ways that dread talk expresses Rasta-
farians’ heightened consciousness through the spoken word.

3 In fact, many of  the transnational black-on-black resistant movements that 
inform dub poetry (Négritude, the Harlem Renaissance, French Caribbe-
an surrealism) all rely on this dream of  returning to Africa; Chude-Sokei 
points out that these movements positioned Africa “as a known quantity 
or knowable object,” arguing that this idea about the continent “would all 
feed into roots reggae sound, ideology, and politics” (“When Echoes Re-
turn” 77).

4 In “Whose Caribbean?* An Allegory, in Part,” a story about the child liber-
ated from human, gender and sexual markings, Thomas Glave represents 
the Caribbean, particularly Jamaica, as “a region of  dreamers” (671). Ol-
ive Senior’s “Hurricane, 1951” uses the ocean as a site of  dreaming to con-
nect with family (a boy left behind in Jamaica and a mother in England) 
after the 1951 hurricane forces a dreaming of  a better life in Windrush 
England. Perhaps the Olive Senior poem is too critical of  empire to have 
been placed in the London Underground.

5 An audio version of  this essay can thus be found on JWIL’s website and as 
part of  this issue.
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Deja Voodoo Literary Coup 
under the Influence of  Dub!
Klyde “Durm-I” Broox

Source: Matt Brown | Flickr  (cropped and design elements added) 

Introdubtion

If  you are hearing this reading, you are listening to a written voice. If  you are reading 
this voice, imagine yourself  hearing it. Creation was a “wordsoundengineering” operation.

Big Bang Version! 

“Abrakadabra!” “Arbadakabra!” Voice of  Creator like lightning and 
thunder!

Wordsound explosion! “Big Bang version!” Genesis was a performance 
poetry event.
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I think that’s how it went. The Universe was created before English was 
invented. 

“Let there be light” doesn’t sound quite right.

“Abrakadabra!” sounds like a better idea of  the very first word that God 
uttered

“Abrakadabra!” “I create as I speak!” God said, “dubrakadabra-ing” 

Everything, out of  nothing, into be-ing within one week!

Jah Almighty is a dubpoet, and the entire Universe is a dubpoem. Such is the cosmological 
overview of  “Deja Voodoo: Literary Coup under the Influence of  Dub!”

Sign of  Life 

Dead bodies cannot speak; ghosts and corpses are not identical.

Utterance is orchestrated breathing; voice is sound of  living body, word-
sign of  life!

Every breathing body possesses a voice. Voice is “lifesound” of  living body. Word-
sounds occur in each instance of  vocal utterance, harnessing and unleashing energy of  
wordsoundpower transmitted by uttering voice. Wordsound, the sound of  the spoken word, 
in any language, is immediately identifiable, globally portable, and universally recognizable. 
Wordsound is common content of  voices of  “Earthpeoples.” Language expresses existence. 
World is product of  word. Progress is a journey of  the voice. Strides of  civilization track 
the odyssey of  utterance. The written word is the lettering of  wordsound. When dubpoets 
write, we inscribe the voices of  many people within our written words. Our utterances re-
verberate resonances of  the dissonances and assonances of  our times.

Dubstract 

“Dubpoetic” performances usually import their own discursive platforms and cus-
tomized frames of  references, often including self-explanatory neologisms, into a perfor-
mance context. Hence, instead of  an “abstract,” there is this “dubstract,” which was pre-
ceded by an “introdubtion.” “Deja Voodoo: Literary Coup under the Influence of  Dub!” 
is a “performance essay” designed more for stage than page. This performable “artycle” is 
a versioned excerpt from a book-length volume of  performance essays titled Dubrakadabra et 
Cetera! The script of  this excerpt was composed during sessions of  “performance writing,” 
while reading out loud as if  delivering an ex tempore lecture to a live audience. The final 
assembly of  “Deja Voodoo: Literary Coup Under the Influence of  Dub!” was a five-hour 
“writing performance.” This presentation outlines a recalibrated universal ontology of  po-
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etry in general to contextualize, explicate, and illustrate an expanded taxonomy of  dubpo-
etry specifically. The artycle also demonstrates dubpoetry’s discursive instrumentality and 
metanarrative propensity. 

“Deja Voodoo: Literary Coup under the Influence of  Dub!” will weave, fuse/merge, 
and dub prose and poetry (even music) together to articulate the idea that all languag-
es are primarily scribalized orality, or, as a single “neologismic” lexical unit—“wordsoun-
dandshapesystems.” The blending of  poetry and prose is meant to construct a fluid, unified 
field of  engagement, argument, persuasion, rumination, and reflection. The dubpoetic text 
provides “textimony” of  dubpoetry’s facilities for scribalizing orality and oralizing scribality. 
From the point of  view of  “Deja Voodoo: Literary Coup under the Influence of  Dub!,” the 
“influentiality” of  digitality and the fact of  the sound engineering meaning of  the word dub 
solidly support the notion that dubpoetry is the de facto template genre of  “neoliterature.” 
Furthermore, the artycle is suggesting that the 1970s dubpoetry uprising can be cast as 
having foreshadowed and arguably fuelled the current literary re-ascendancy of  orality in 
the digitally determined geocultural climate of  the twenty-first century.

Journey of  the Voice

Scribal literature must have begun as an echo of  the oral, the literation of  the narra-
tive utterances of  the earliest campfire storytellers. Through the lens of  such an ontological 
vision, one can envision a universal, tellurian, orally rooted, and technologically routed lit-
erary tradition that evolved proportionately to keep pace with developments in technology.

Journey of  the Voice

Tongues speak essences of  being 

AfroAsiatic linguistic origin, migratory routing

Echoes out of  Africa overflowing; Journey of  the voice 

Landscapes shape soundscapes, geographical acoustics

Typography of  topography, geocultural accentuation

Babel-ization of  the word; European imperialist expansion

Roman template of  erasure set fire to the library of  Alexandria! 

Transcontinental attempted murders of  cultures

Columbus syndrome: you did not exist until I discovered you
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Re-scripting our hi-story as his story only

Invention of  even “West Indians” to validate miss-calculations

Diss-seminating, diss-curse-ive domination

De-rooting to reroute evolution of  writing, whitening the written voice

Colon-i-zation came in claiming, de-naming, re-naming, un-naming

Shaming, blaming, power gaming; colon-eye-sation to rehearse

Paper colo-noise-ation of  verse; Anglophonic impositions

Reinvent mode, style, content; continents of  diss-content 

Struggles of  the tongue, chemistry of  culture-mixtures; the hatching of  
pidgin

Bodies in passage got to keep on moving; portable engines span centuries

Journey of  the voice journals travelogues of  collective autobiographies

Dear dairy, today I feel very ultramodern and also, neoliterary

Dubbed and blended hybridities shatter genre barriers!

Deconstructing cultural imprinting, I and I un-colonize id in entity

R/evolutionary Tea Party I-Deed entity, Blackvoice victory

De-colon-I-zation of  verse, colo-noise-ation in reverse

Counter colonial portrayals reverse colon-eyes-ation

Blended presences, unappreciated potencies

Under-read metanexus unduly unacknowledged

Graduate gown wearing impedes seeing and hearing

Wordsoundshapesensengineering hearing into seeing

Renewed meanings of  being
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Conductor, amplifier, reflector, magnifier

Re-encoding abrakadabra within wordsoundpower!

Wormseyeviews birdseyed inscribe hybrid vibes multiplied worldwide

Spectacular vernacular

Words of  a feather figure together flocking in whatever weather

The voice is a time-traveler

Dubbed voices do not sound estranged; tellurian emotions exchanged

Interwoven poetic aesthetic matrices expanded

Digitally updated literary mentality, augmented imaginational territory

W/Rap me your heart’s story within (y)our rhyme

Flexible circle of  literature paradigm

Every form of  poetry ought to be voice friendly and performance-ready. Technical-
ly, poetry should really be mainly about the music of  words. And, as we will all agree, music 
needs to be performed. All of  us also know that music has its own language of  inscribing 
melodies upon the very atmosphere of  a place. Digital technology has returned us full circle 
forward to the virtual campfire of  computerscreened interface via web-camera, enabling 
the re-ascendancy of  orality in literature. Dubpoetry deserves a central location within this 
situation because it inscribes voice directly upon memory via the sound and vibrations of  
the Spokenword! Utterance vibrates resonance, performs dominance

Poem on page: bird in cage; spokenword: flying bird

Uncage page-birds; dub wings on words! 

More poems uttered, more poems heard

More poems heard, more poems remembered

More poems remembered, more poets revered 

Dubscapes expound sound as sight; incite sounds out of  shapes
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Dub distilled voice fills pen, dub filled pen distills voice

Voice, voice of  word dubs sound of  body

Sound of  body dubs voice, voice!

Voice of  body dubs wordsound

Wordsound of  body dubs voice of  body in body of  voice! 

Notably, in my opinion, the scribal two-word tag dub poetry should be written as it is 
naturally uttered dubpoetry, a single word, spoken within one breath without a pause. I think 
the two-worded scribal framing of  the genre is a product of  the academically imposed, 
supposed, oral/scribal divide resulting in what I call “sp/literature.” The practice of  sp/
literature must have developed out of  centuries of  romance with seemingly silent words 
upon a printed page. This led to the flattening of  wordsound out of  the dynamics of  poet-
ics by errant, but pedantic, academics; thus, eventually separating poetry from the people. 
Dubpoetry has returned the body poetic to the body politic by fusing politics and poetics. 
Furthermore, I am proposing that the principles and practices of  dubpoetry conclusively 
disprove the existence of  an oral-scribal divide because dubpoetry scribalizes orality and 
oralizes scribality. The academic separation of  the dub from the poetry, sp/literature, is 
arguably a feature of  the epistemology of  hegemony. 

“Deja Voodoo: Literary Coup under the Influence of  Dub!” reaffirms the unity of  
dub and poetry by identifying the uttered word as sound and then defining all forms of  po-
etry as wordsound engineering. In the domain of  dub, the word is sound, the sound of  the 
word is wordsound. All languages are wordsoundandshape systems. Poetry is the stylization 
of  “wordsoundshapesystems” for instrumental as well as ornamental purposes. Dubpoetry 
is both wordsound engineering, wordshape configuration, and “wordsoundsystemsengi-
neering.” Principles of  dubbing are applicable to all wordsoundsystems. Dub mystique is 
culturally specific. However, dub technique is globally portable because dub is a fundamen-
tal operational sound engineering and sound processing word. Dubpoetry highlights the 
sonic identity of  the spoken word, which, due to the dynamics of  digitality, is regaining 
its original literary authority. Those are just a few of  the reasons reinforcing the notion of  
dubpoetry as a main engine of  the emerging neoliterature of  the twenty-first century. 

By focusing primarily on each word uttered as just as another unit of  wordsound, 
dubpoetry invests the spoken word with transcendental status as a common denominator 
among tellurians. Are you feeling what I am saying, tellurian being? Despite the cultural 
specificity of  my voice, I am the poet whose village is this entire planet. The sound of  my 
word, my wordsound, is my power, sayeth a dubpoet. I talk what I live and live what I talk, 
even if  I sound to you as if  I’m talking with a Foreign Accent. 

My native voice is my trademark. I feel fluent when I talk. When I talk, 
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when I talk 

is talk I talk is not bark I bark. My accent is no accident nor spp-eech 
impedi-di-ment.

It is not recent but ancient. Is nat some ting-dat-I-invent. Skip value 
judgment; don’t resent.

Stat-us, stay-tus, forget fuss; no need for us to ack facetious, self-conscious, 
supercilious, suspicious or anxious, when I sit beside you in di bus shed-ule, 
schedule; whose rule?

Jus cool, I went to a really good school: mandaytory, mandatory, why 
worry?

No rush, no hurry; my goat well curry. 

While the goat is being curried, let’s take a timeout from the poem to note that the 
definition of  languages as “wordsoundsystems” detaches language from the various parti-
tions, differentiations, and specificities signified by the parameters of  national borders with 
their corresponding language and literature domains and barriers. 

Bab-el, ba[y]-bel: every tongue has a tale to tell.

Ears have their own doubts to dispel.

Id-E-ology, I.D.-ology, comparative orthography:

cert-if-icate, surf-it/icket, get suspect, inspect, disrespect, reject; neglected 
immigrant intellect.

Foreign accented narrative, no need to be negative. Language is relative.

Distribution of  syllabic stress should not create ethnic distress.

Tomayto, tomahto; potayto potahto,

eeda, ida, dayta, data, zed or zee; same vocabulary

con-tro-versy, controv-er-see.

Build a bridge across di sea; level out hire/archy.

The Queen’s English is Her Own.

Let ar speek it fram har trone.
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If  she doan min’ speekin it aloan.

I know my English is fine; my tongue makes it mine,

strong blend of  vintage wine in moonshine.

Borderlines intertwine into grapevine. . . . 

We have heard, felt, seen, and recognized the resurgence of  orality on the rising tide of  dig-
itality. There is no foreign accent when listening to tellurian voices as vessels of  wordsounds. 
In hearing wordsound as “dubwise,” we can listen to our world as it actually is, covered only 
by the imaginary ceiling of  our single sky.

A-li-en, a-li-an?

I am not one, no relayshan. I doan fit dat diss-skryption.

I have di wit to prove it in eny tipe of  exa/mi/nayshan.

I am a born tellurian. My place of  birth is planet Earttttthhh. 

Wordsounds are common to the voices of  all peoples because all peoples utter their 
narratives in wordsounds. Dubpoetic emphasis on the sonic identity of  all words (both spo-
ken and written) creates a neutral multilingual space where voices from all languages can 
celebrate each other upon the universal platform of  poetry as the stylization of  wordsound-
shapesystems. Dubpoets focus on the sound of  stylized wording to empower and enhance 
our occupation of  social and psychological space. Dubpoets believe that the primary role 
of  poets, in any society, is to interrogate the society’s use and abuse of  language. Therefore, 
dubpoetry generally addresses the power relationships that gave rise to, or seem to arise 
from, the state of  language in a society. The overarching raison d’être of  dubpoetry is to 
echo, instrumentalize, historicize, and memorialize the voices of  people who have been led 
to believe that they are voiceless. In keeping to the tenets of  that raison d’être, dubpoetry 
inspires, empowers, and activates the silent, or silenced, to utter, literate, and self-advocate 
in choral communal solidarity.

Indeed, the global rise of  orality can be read as the victory of  the potency of  once 
systemically subordinated vernacular voices over the impotency of  academically elevated 
voice-less-ness derived from the principles and practices of  sp/literature. Wordsound was 
circumcised from wordshape by sp/literature’s circumscription of  the uttering voice, which 
eventually resulted in the ascendancy of  meaning over word-music in poetry and the incli-
nation towards mystification instead of  de-mystification. Most importantly, the circumci-
sion of  utterance detached poetry from the voice of  God, because God has never written 
anything. The detachment of  poetry from the voice of  God divorced it from the voice of  
the people and made poetry socially impotent, because the voice of  the people is the God. 
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Dub demystifies poetry and returns it to its original role as a very vocal and lively po-
litically influential form of  public art and a viable instrument of  cultural communion, social 
mediation, collective literation, and public education. Dubpoetics can also provide trans-
formative interpersonal resources with which to animate compassion. This self-replicating 
genre offers powerful opportunities for poetry to become actively engaged in intellectually 
reinvigorating social imaging and political messaging because dubpoets instinctively chal-
lenge official narratives and discourses. Dubpoetry bridges the oral-scribal divide in the 
same way that the edge of  a coin joins its two sides. In terms of  an oral/scribal divide, 
literature is a two-headed coin. One head is oral, the other scribal; dubpoetry occupies the 
edge of  the coin, hence the concept of  scribal orality.

Generally, dub(poetry) facilitates the poetic packaging of  ideas and concepts into 
concise, precise, and vivid language. In the packaging, dubpoetics stylize and simplify con-
tent to widen the audience for the ideas and concepts, as well as to facilitate comprehen-
sion by the widened audience. Therefore, dub(poetry) not only makes it easier for people 
to comprehend and embrace poetry, but the genre also illustrates the sociocultural utility 
of  poetry as a potential wide-band transmitter of  ideas and concepts. The principles and 
practices of  dubbing as wordsound (and shape) engineering, and also as the chemistry of  
emotional vibrations, make dubpoetry a “neopoetic” genre. Dubpoetry mends the rifts of  
sp/literature by giving primacy to orality rather than scribality in an oral-scribal binary 
but fundamentally assigning equal value to both as integral and vital aspects of  literature. 
Perhaps if  no one had spoken, there would have been no need to write, for thoughts would 
have no words with which to express themselves. Indeed, as I have asserted previously, writ-
ing is the lettering of  wordsound. 

I imagine that before the advent of  print, one could only have retained as much as 
one could remember. To forget a word heard would have been to lose it forever. Therefore, 
the entirety of  one’s personal literary canon had to be contained between the ears, within 
the library of  memory. Thus, print must have seemed like the Internet of  its times. Imag-
ine how exciting it must have been for people to experience their first book. I expect that 
level of  excitement to have been very similar to the thrill that I felt, that pregnant moment, 
in the early nineties, when I heard the dial-up Internet modem sound for the first time. I 
remember the tingling in my veins, the sense of  adventure to enter Apple’s e-world, as if  
Scotty had actually beamed me up, and I was now standing on the terrain of  Mars or star 
hopping my way there.

Now, in the morning of  the twenty-first century, the tyranny of  print is being top-
pled. The camera has superseded the pen as the main mode of  cultural documentation. 
Image is text and vice versa. These are times for talking bodies, alphabets of  gestures, 
dancing voices. These times require poets to utter our speech of  figures with our figures of  
speech.
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Mutiny of  the Subaltern

Literary hybridity, digitality, struggles of  the tongue, epistemological mutiny, global 
oral and scribal “decolonization” of  language, diminished Eurocentric dominion over “the 
Englishes,” also the Spanishes, “the Frenches,” and so forth. During the seventies, tides of  
cultural revolt stirred “Carried Beyon” streams of  literatures in English and churned up 
dubpoetry to revive the tradition of  the tongue as the ultimate tuner of  the pen. Since that 
trans-Black-Atlantic-wide uprising of  popular poetic orality, the world has been witnessing 
a gradual 

Literary Coup. – Voices of  subalterned bodies, salvoes of  anomies

Military coup: power for a few; literary coup: people power renew!

Our little neoliterary coup is too huge to be a haiku

Entry point without return; mutiny of  the subaltern!

Neomodern pith in pattern; profile me as “superaltern”

To Whom It May Concern; memory library didn’t burn!

I know it’s my turn to teach and you learn!

Mosquito one, mosquito two; mosquito jump inna hot callaloo

Cocka-doodle doo, Timbuktu! Déjà voodoo; parlay view

Morning dew is vintage brew. Literary coup; people power renew!

Highbrow, lowbrow, no, I and I know that’s not so

Alter-native narratives overthrow, underthrow, throwout, topple, trample

Transfigure pyramid & triangle. Restructure hire-archy as power circle

Reshuffle puzzle into miracle, create spectacle; make people marvel!

Mosquito one, mosquito two; mosquito jump inna hot callaloo

Cocka-doodle doo, Timbuktu! Déjà voodoo; parlay view

Morning dew is vintage brew. Literary coup; people power renew!

I encourage you as reader/viewer/listener, virtual or actual audience, to “profile 
me as superaltern” because “I know it’s my turn to teach and you learn.” Slavery was an 
“entry point without return.” Dubpoetry represents the “mutiny of  the subaltern” and is 
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largely characterized by the “neomodern pith in [its] pattern.” Essentially, dubpoetry does 
not signify a “departure” from literary traditions but is signaling a returning of  literature, 
via digitality, to its original oral-based identity, where voice, tongue, and body are funda-
mental literary resources. “Morning dew is vintage brew,” and even as this current interface 
is occurring. 

Tides of  times flow without ebb. World Wrapping Web, Web Wrapped 
World

Pages of  ages further unfurled. Official denials hurriedly hurled

Behold another former emperor; minus an expired empire

Staring down his stuffed-up nose striking a supposed power-pose

As if  no one knows state secrets have been exposed

He’s lost all titles, even his clothes!

Who is who? I will dub U a clue Penguins can’t fly where the phoenix flew

Spivak the Penguin; dubbing moistens stiffened listening

Never heard a parrot who could outsing a cuckoo

Classic phantoms skew academic critic’s review

Dubbers dubbing to do long overdue neoliterary coup 

Didn’t come out of  the blue; we came thru Timbuktu!

(Refrain)

Living bodies house chronologically archived libraries of  memories. Memory library 
is a province of  imaginational territory. Literary production requires cooperation between 
memory and imagination. Initially, orality appears to have a much more intimate relation-
ship with memory than scribality. It would seem accurate to assume that scribality has less 
natural intimacy with memory than orality. However, scribality eventually becomes ulti-
mately more intimate with memory because writing dredges memory, reviews it constantly, 
manipulates it repeatedly to create fiction. Memory is a basic building block of  imagination 
because we cannot imagine anything outside of  realities that we have experienced.

Dubpoetry is particularly useful as a tool for instigating spontaneous leaps of  radical 
imagining. For example, with reference to the “Poetics of  Space,” the importation of  the 
discourse of  a rotated house within social imagination can influence what Marx calls the 
“social brain” to view attic and cellar as not being above and below but across from each 
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other. Such an idea clears a conceptual path for the horizontalization of  the perception 
of  power configuration within a community. Thus, dubbing can “transfigure pyramid & 
triangle [and] restructure hire-archy as power circle.” I see the influence of  dub(poetry) 
actualizing Miss Lou’s concept of  “Colonization in Reverse” on stage, page, and beyond, 
as voices from the South have “Southernoised the North” into embracing the literary pri-
macy of  the vibrancy of  the spoken word. And so, as the journey of  the voice continues, in 
contemporary (neo)literary reality, dubpoetry pitches poems as

WorlWideWordsounds: 

multivocal Intraterrestrial Sonar Pulsations reverberate in WorldWide 
Wordsoundversions

convocate translingual oral flow to and fro Person Per Person 
voice-to-mind-dialing,

vibrating earth-echo in h/art/beatriddim transmitting SIM-of-vim, mir-
roring vivid

dubbing grid Domain Naming System override verified internal cranial 
hard-drives initialized configuring truth sifting searchengines receiving/
sending cultural signals blending

no matter what’s trending online grapevines soulscape macromeaning

matrixed autofix of  belief  systems errors, demystified mirrors minimize 
terrors 

render acrobatic reader enabled idea distiller @ speed of  thought 

in streams of  art launch live RawTruthFiles click ok to insert vital grass-
roots styles 

check yes to output communal spontaneous smiles hover over shortcut to 
laughter,

clear headspacebar

block avatar pop-up window, debug ego!

Dub/ble clicks input natural mysticality enhance mentality

activate algorithmic biodigital audiovisual basic Common Gateway 
Interface
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retrace subsurfacespace, read race in lower case, embrace interrogatives, 
delete derogatives

repeat imperatives, perceive alternatives; believe relative reality registries 

weave tellurian metanarratives Earthanchored crossplatformed mainframe 
of  references 

unlimited broadbonding frequencies, portable neonetworking preferences

random log in recognition, easy log out option; compassion unlocks 
encryption

OneLove password seen and heard; Holy Talk Magic Language

Hyper Truth Transmission Process, Flexible Transfer Protocol; registration 
optional

no catch nor hidden cost attached, opensourceservers, 360-degree vision 
monitors 

inner ear amplifiers, original thought generators, Universal Resonance 
Locators

Reciprocal Access Memory, I and I are we instant messaging global 
villagers

sharing animated GIFs; skip filters of  proxies, bypass differences link 
priorities

bridge culture gaps swap homebrewed remixed javascripts

E-trade harmless homemade cookies buffering humbugging buzzes and 
hisses

of  hits and misses of  eked out E/businesses

icon-aliases flashing big k, meg, gig: WYSINWYG

What You See Is Not What You Get, some things slip thru any net

upload, download; unload, reload, data overload! infinite forks in the road

encrypt, decode; preset browser mode embed mental filter 

install intellectual firewall reinforce wit, secure Central Psychic Unit
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emotions to authenticate, upgrade, update hardware, software, freeware, 
shareware, spyware

spamware, shamware, scamware, malware, madware, gladware, sadware

good wear, bad wear; tupperware in there, somewhere

footwear, headwear daymare, nightmare; everywhere; beware!

computers can think quicker than a blink

but for compassion or common sense, Artificial Intelligence still too dense

hence, Garbage In Garbage Out; face to face erases doubt

	 anti-virus,	anti-bug,	alt/escape:	exit,	shutdown;	unplug.	Under	the	Influence	of 	Dub!

The rise of  the machine as the central intermediary in the interface between per-
sons facilitates communication, but it also simultaneously simulates direct person-to-person 
interaction. Consequently, as our rates of  virtual interpersonal interactions increase, we 
risk incurring the social disadvantage of  our rates of  actual interpersonal interactions de-
creasing proportionately. “Deja Voodoo: Literary Coup under the Influence of  Dub!” is the 
genesis of  the revelation that dubculture, dubpoetry, dubpoets, and dubpoetics can offer 
openings to approaches that might effectively address that risk. 

At this point, it seems necessary to emphasize that the word dub can easily be read 
as blending, joining, integrating, synergizing, combining, and so forth and so on. In general 
practice, dubpoetics merge both analog and digital muses to fuse neo and retro devices in 
creative domains of  neo-imaginational territory that chart contemporary departure routes 
of  returning to ways of  literary artistry that we thought we had long parted company with. 
For example, the oral cultural ritual of  call and response has repeatedly demonstrated the 
potential to infuse vibrations of  community soul into the flow of  interpersonal interaction 
to frame juxtaposition as apposition instead of  opposition. Adjusting the vibration of  each 
individual adjusts the vibration of  the interactional environment. Designing a composite 
from opposites out of  the chaos of  sound-clashing resonances, assonances, and dissonances, 
dubpoetry harnesses and unleashes the soul of  the Earth amidst the noises of  the world. 
Essentially, (Dub) the poetry has been providing literature with gifts comparatively similar 
to those with which (Dub) the music has gifted global musical sensibilities. 

“Deja Voodoo: Literary Coup under the Influence of  Dub!” recognizes, acknowl-
edges, and proclaims dubpoetry as the flagship poetry of  the twenty-first century! Over 
the past three decades, dubpoets have displayed principles and practices that can be easily 
linked to more than one of  the many meanings of  the word dub. Some relevant meanings 
of  dub include “to name,” “to forge keys,” “to invest with a dignity,” “to moisten leather,” 
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and “to smooth down; as to dub a spar or timber with an adze.” Dub also has onomato-
poeic dimensions of  meaning in the “dub-didi-dub” of  drumbeat. The figurative value of  
the onomatopoeia of  the “flub-dub” of  heartbeat is reinforced by the symbolism of  orality 
as the Literal lifeblood of  language. Indeed, when people stop speaking a language, history 
pronounces it dead. 

Dub is a film word in terms of  dubbing one language in place of  another as movies 
move across cultures. Similarly, dubpoetry dubs poems out of  daily life to dub poetry into 
daily sociopolitical protocols of  cultural rituals. Dubpoets often dub dialogue, different lan-
guages, ambient sound, and gestures into the poetry writing and performance. This feature 
makes dubpoetry very multimedia friendly. Dub means also “to make a copy of  an audio 
or video recording.” Each dubpoet usually aims to dub (imprint/stamp) a copy of  a partic-
ular world view onto audiences. Actually, as was noted much earlier, dubpoetry generates 
portable discursive platforms and imports them into performances to influence discourse 
formation. Such a practice suggests that dubpoets can be particularly socially useful as com-
munity-development facilitators. On a grander scale, due to dubpoetry’s stylistic flexibility 
and functional adaptability, it can be globally applied to further enable the new vernacular 
senses of  literature that are emerging on the “multimediarized” cultural tides of  these times.

Dub(poetry) is at once a musical/literary/political/social/cultural platform that 
continuously critiques itself  with informal action research methodology to retain its sense 
of  self-authentication and radical epistemological unorthodoxy. Dubpoets interrogate so-
cial issues and cultural conundrums, often positing innovative solutions and alternative ap-
proaches. Dubpoetry’s artistic visioning is rooted in a focus on art as instrument instead of  
ornament. Dubpoets view the artist as an artisan/ craftsperson/professional, whose artistic 
endeavours are as valid as any industrial activity in the workaday rituals of  society. The 
works of  dubpoets are rooted in the issues of  such realities. The dubpoet generally projects 
self  as an informal public intellectual, cultural activist, political catalyst, social worker, edu-
cator, and community builder.

Under the Influence of  Dub

under the influence of  Dub 

soulbruising blues ooze in and out of  moods

fuse in muse as wordsounds pounding pole to pole!

raw soul creole, raw creole soul 

creole rawsoul soul raw creole

Southern noise in the North, southernoising the North!

under the    influence of  Dub,
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under the influence of  Dub

bodyspeakers demolish language barriers

interrogate ivory and ebony towers

illuminate innate angles of  insight

obscurity obliterated by spotlight

 under the    influence of  Dub

under the influence of   Dub

dubbed dubbers dub di Dub

dubbin dubs of  Dub

dub di-di, di-di Dub; Dub, Dub?

dubculture is not scrubculture, no shrubculture

grubculture not pubculture, nor paystub culture

not much of  a fanclub culture 

Dub, di Dub di-di, di-di Dub, Dub 

dubculture is more than jus’ subculture

is hubculture, voice signature, live literature

 altercultural capital

ancestral oracular revival, conquering continual spiral

under the    influence of  Dub, under the influence of  Dub

bodies politik talk louder, gesture people power

utter live to camera, arouse browser

engender close encounters of  an oral kind

open windows and doors to new states of  mind

we have our world to re-design
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within and between daily grind

under the    influence of  Dub,

under the    influence of  Dub

under the influence of  Dub 

dubbed dubbers dubbed in di Dub dub di Dub

dubbin dubs of  Dub; di Dub di-di, di-di Dub,

Dub, dub Dub; dub-in, dub-outtttttttt.
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Reading Kei Miller’s 
In Nearby Bushes 
in the Wake of Dub Poetry
Janet Neigh

Source: Xavier Coiffic | Unsplash 

Building on Louise Bennett’s 1940s street poems, dub poets capitalize on the street 
as a site of  empowerment. Working-class poets, such as Michael Smith and Linton Kwesi 
Johnson, developed reggae-inspired forms to protest oppression, racism, and police bru-
tality in the 1970s. Aimed at the stage, their poems critique urban social realities and call 
on a history of  black resistance. While Bennett’s female speakers, calling for recognition 
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in crowded streets, veil their critiques in humour, dub personae situate themselves in the 
street to openly denounce injustice. For example, Smith’s “Me Cyaan Believe It” focuses 
on Kingston’s urban slums in the wake of  Jamaica’s independence in 1962.1 Unlike many 
street poems such as Johnson’s “Di Great Insohreckshan” about the Brixton Riots that 
focus on explicit violence and resistance, Smith’s poem focuses on microaggressions and 
poverty, such as the speaker only being able to find a room to rent infested with cockroaches 
or the employee who is reprimanded to pick up dog faeces (Smith, It a Come 13–14). It is an 
anthem, or, perhaps more aptly, a lament, for the postcolonial era. As the speaker wanders 
through his neighbourhood, he cannot believe the abjection he witnesses. As Smith cata-
logues injustices, the poem culminates with his signature “Lawwwwwwwwd.” His voice 
cracks into a guttural moan that pleads into the abyss, “me know you believe it” (15). In per-
formance, the audience feels hailed by his second-person address. Rather than present the 
street setting as a backdrop, dub poets like Smith recreate the sociality of  the street through 
performance in order to activate a communal form of  witnessing.

I begin with this snapshot of  literary history to bring attention to the often unac-
knowledged focus on violence and local geography in dub poetics and to introduce the 
Jamaican poet Kei Miller’s recent collection In Nearby Bushes (2019) within this context. 
Dub performers might seem like unlikely precursors to Miller, since he moves off the stage 
and off the street.2 In his recent book, he sets his poems in the nearby bushes that are often 
adjacent to the street and historically were often just beyond the territorial limits of  the 
plantation. Nominated for the Derek Walcott Poetry Prize, the book’s page-bound lyri-
cal innovations, written primarily in standard English, seem unconnected to a Caribbean 
performance-poetry tradition; however, Miller builds on dub poets’ formal experiments to 
remap local geographies through a poetics of  witnessing. He interrogates the high murder 
rate in Jamaica, taking the phrase “in nearby bushes” from official discourses about crime.3 
In an interview, Miller explains how the expression is so ubiquitous in Jamaica that people 
joke about cutting down the trees to solve the crime problem (“Kei Miller”). Police state-
ments often refer to gunmen escaping in nearby bushes, or news reports describe how a 
body was found there. In his title poem, Miller uses found text from news reports to explore 
the perspective of  a murdered woman as her body decomposes in nearby bushes. As com-
pared to Smith’s vocal performance, Miller’s poems engage with the “groaning that can’t 
be uttered” (Miller, In Nearby Bushes 21). He develops formal strategies to pursue the silence 
of  the murdered and the Jamaican establishment’s silence concerning the colonial roots of  
violence. By establishing Smith’s influence on Miller, this article expands the critical ap-
proach to dub poetry history by highlighting its elegiac legacies and by widening the scope 
of  its influence beyond the stage.

Miller represents the nearby bushes as both a space to mourn and a queer space to 
imagine a decolonized future. He draws parallels between police rhetoric about escapes to 
the nearby bushes and plantation masters’ descriptions of  Maroons escaping there: “Al-
ways the thieves escape in nearby bushes. Impenetrable by police – like a leave-over of  
Nanny’s magic” (In Nearby Bushes 58). He refers to the famous Nanny Maroon to recover 
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the emancipatory legacy of  this space. But rather than dwell on the historical mythology 
of  marronage, he reveals how it is an ongoing practice for people persecuted in Jamaican 
society. For example, in “Psalm for Gay Boys,” he uses an epigraph from a gay teen who 
says that, after being ordered to leave his community, he fled into the nearby bushes to es-
cape being attacked, rather than take the road (26). Although he begins with this troubling 
reference, Miller celebrates queer desire by representing the nearby bushes as a site for 
cruising, “where we trace our fingers against each other’s bare & trembling backs” (26). In 
“Here Where Is the Cure,” the nearby bushes hold herbal remedies that maintain a link to 
Indigenous knowledge and history (22–23). Throughout the collection, he engages with the 
contradictions of  nearby bushes as sites of  concealment and danger but also of  temporary 
escape and potential freedom.

In his previous collection, The Cartographer Tries to Map a Way to Zion (2014), Miller 
examines how legacies of  colonization manifest through the social construction of  space by 
depicting a Western map maker and Rastaman in conversation.4 In his new book, he moves 
away from a conceptual engagement with place to a more localized and material approach. 
Like the dub poets whose performative street settings envelop a listener, Miller envelops the 
reader inside the nearby bushes. He does this through his experiments with pastoral lyric, 
typography, manipulated found text, and apostrophe, which create a layered textual expe-
rience. Rather than focus on place in an abstract sense, he recreates what he calls “place-
less places” as a specific “here,” to echo the title of  the first section of  the book (In Nearby 
Bushes 40). Smith and Miller both use the participatory aspects of  poetic form—albeit in 
very different ways—to disrupt what Katherine McKittrick characterizes as “plantation 
logic,” which continues to determine Jamaica’s social space. She establishes the plantation 
“as the penultimate site of  black dispossession, antiblack violence, racial encounter, and 
innovative resistance” (“Plantation” 8). To challenge the spatial dimensions of  racism, one 
needs “a conceptualization of  time-space that tracks the plantation toward the prison and 
the impoverished and destroyed city sectors and, consequently, brings into sharp focus the 
ways the plantation is an ongoing locus of  antiblack violence and death that can no longer 
analytically sustain this violence” (2–3). The space of  a poem—either on the page or in 
performance—becomes a way for Miller and Smith to make precisely this kind of  “con-
ceptualization of  time-space” intelligible to their audiences. My cartographic approach 
to Caribbean poetics takes inspiration from the poets themselves who collapse boundaries 
both in physical geographies and conceptual landscapes to produce a more expansive un-
derstanding of  dub genealogies in the present.

To understand how Miller builds on dub poetry’s geographically situated poetics of  
mourning, I begin with a rereading of  his controversial essay “A Smaller Sound, A Lesser 
Fury” as a productive opening for thinking about dub poetry’s futures rather than as a fore-
closure of  them.5 Building on Miller’s funerary language and Christina Sharpe’s theories 
of  black life in the wake of  slavery, I consider dub poetics as a form of  what she calls “wake 
work” (18). Using this framework, the second part of  this study analyses Smith’s “Me Cyaan 
Believe It,” and the final section considers how Miller’s In Nearby Bushes responds to Smith’s 
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call of  “Lawwwwwwwwd” over thirty years later when the dispossession and violence that 
Smith both witnessed and died from have intensified. Smith was murdered in the street 
when he walked by a Jamaican Labour Party meeting in 1983. An angry mob threw stones 
at him until one hit him on the temple. Kamau Brathwaite commemorates his death in his 
poem “Stone (for Mikey Smith),” which Miller has described as one of  his “favourite poems 
of  all time” (“Night 38”). In her analysis of  Smith’s murder, Honor Ford-Smith notes that it 
is unclear if  it was a politically motivated killing or a random act of  violence. However, she 
connects his murder to the pervasive climate of  anti-black violence, stating, “Across the last 
decades, then, thousands more like Mikey, inside and outside of  Jamaica lie dead as a result 
of  the place where they live, the identities constructed around their bodies, and the spatial 
borders they attempt to cross” (272). Miller engages with the “thousands more like Mikey” 
whose bodies ended up in nearby bushes, or who used the nearby bushes to escape being 
persecuted. Although Miller never explicitly refers to Smith in his book, his murder and 
his poetics haunt the pages. In a contemporary context, Miller challenges digital media’s 
representation of  street violence, which obscures its historical roots.

Dub Poets’ Wake Work

In his “Eulogy for Dub Poetry,” Miller embeds an invitation to listen for “echoes 
of  dub” in his poetics (Writing 89). Throughout Writing Down the Vision, Miller reflects on 
the writers who shaped his voice, such as Lorna Goodison, Emily Dickinson, and Kamau 
Brathwaite; however, he refrains from mentioning dub as an influence (10). In his eulogy, 
he distances himself  from the form by arguing that dub lived and died in the socialist radi-
calism of  the 1970s. Although many performers identify as dub poets today, Miller suggests 
that dub “lives a kind of  mummified life” in the diaspora, and he questions why practi-
tioners insist on “propping up the corpse” (80, 82). He upholds Smith’s “Me Cyaan Believe 
It” as his example of  when dub poetry made a powerful sound, and he suggests that when 
his “generation attempts dub poetry it seems to always come out as a smaller sound, and 
a lesser fury” (83). While his critique might be warranted in some instances, he neglects to 
mention prominent contemporary figures such as the Toronto performers d’bi.young anita-
frika and Lillian Allen, who expand the capacities of  dub in new feminist directions.6 Miller 
even acknowledges that his argument “begs for contestation” (79). His provocative tone 
overshadows his underlying point that contemporary experiences of  violence in Jamaica 
demand new poetic approaches.

Moreover, he tells us more about how his poetics of  mourning respond to 1970s dub 
poetry than he does about the contemporary scene. Although his pronouncement of  dub 
poetry’s death might come across as harsh, by calling his essay a eulogy, Miller aligns him-
self  as a close friend or relative of  dub who celebrates the form to understand what it passes 
on to the present. Miller hints at his own writing practice in the subtitle for the middle sec-
tion, “If  I were to write a dub poem.” He sets up his hypothetical dub poem by describing 
himself  watching a news story about police brutality in Jamaica, which he calls “the most 
traumatic thing I have ever seen on television” (Writing 82). A black man, who Miller de-
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scribes as not being of  sound mind, has just stabbed his wife, troubling the distinction be-
tween victim and perpetrator. In the camera-phone footage, replayed on television, the po-
lice beat the man with their batons, while his neighbours cheer on the officers. Eventually, 
one officer pulls out his gun and shoots the man. Miller describes the man’s disturbing final 
movements as he “lurches violently” (83). He uses this horrifying example of  police brutali-
ty inspired by a mob spurring them on to underscore the need for contemporary “voices of  
protest” (84). Rather than mimic the 1970s sound of  dub poetry, he urges poets to invent 
a new sound “fashioned out of  our own introspection and pain” to reckon with how black 
people have “become implicated in this system of  oppression” (83). If  dub poetry emerged 
as a form to witness and document injustice, digital mediation transforms the parameters 
of  witness, especially for the diasporic subject. While dub poets wrote about what they 
witnessed first-hand while walking down the street, Miller positions the contemporary poet 
inside, passively watching the news. In his scenario, the poet’s gaze has been replaced by 
the cellphone camera. Miller focuses on the pain of  witnessing such an intimate moment of  
violence from a distance, both because of  technology and because of  migration.

Miller emphasizes the grief  driving dub poets’ calls for revolution. This is what 
Sharpe would call dub poetry’s “wake work.” She invokes “the metaphor of  the wake in the 
entirety of  its meanings (the keeping watch with the dead, the path of  a ship, a consequence 
of  something, in the line of  flight and/or sight, awakening, and consciousness)” (17–18). 
Wake work challenges black dispossession by “plotting, mapping, and collecting the archives 
of  the everyday of  Black immanent and imminent death, and in tracking the ways we resist, 
rupture, and disrupt that immanence and imminence aesthetically and materially” (13). It 
reckons with what it means to live in the wake of  plantation slavery and tries to imagine 
other modes of  being through its engagements with mourning. But Sharpe reminds us 
that “wake work troubles mourning,” and “the ways most museums and memorials take 
up trauma and memory” are through a rhetoric of  “reparation (repair).” She asks, “how 
does one memorialize chattel slavery and its afterlives, which are unfolding still?” (19–20). 
Sharpe turns to black expressive culture, highlighting the role of  poetry. Through her dis-
cussion of  Dionne Brand and M. NourbeSe Philip, she proposes that poetry “sound[s] a 
new language” through rupture (Sharpe 19). While Sharpe demonstrates how Brand and 
Philip achieve this rupture textually through their page layout, line breaks, and word play, 
this idea is also exemplified by Smith’s fracturing “Lawwwwwwwwd,” which opens the 
listener to oral forms of  knowing. In turn, Miller underscores that what happens in the 
nearby bushes exceeds representation, particularly in the colonizer’s language, noting that 
the “Here” of  nearby bushes “cannot be held / by the small arms of  English” (In Nearby 
Bushes 12).

The media-filtered experience of  violence that Miller describes in his eulogy is in-
terrogated throughout In Nearby Bushes. In the final section of  this essay, I will examine how 
his manipulation of  found text from online news, describing bodies in nearby bushes, in-
tervenes in the passive consumption of  media that troubles him in the above example. He 
challenges “the rapid, deliberate, repetitive, and wide circulation on television and social 
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media of  Black social, material, and psychic death” (Sharpe 21). While his page-bound 
experiments seem distant from dub’s performance aesthetic, he continues the wake work of  
dub poetry to create new strategies of  productive mourning that grapple with the dislocat-
ed experience of  grief. Sharpe discusses wake work both in terms of  everyday black life and 
artistic practice. It is important to note that, while it might seem as though using Miller’s 
analysis of  dub poetry to interpret his own poetics sets up a too simple echo chamber, what 
I draw attention to through this gesture is how wake work demands collaboration and often 
builds in force through a call and response across generations.

Miller concludes his eulogy by hoping that “more poetic voices today carry in them 
the echoes of  dub” (Writing 89). In addition to being a subtle invitation to think about his 
poetics, he encourages scholars to consider dub’s influence beyond just looking at practi-
tioners who claim a dub lineage or who self-identify as dub poets. His sentiment responds 
to foundational figures, such as Johnson and Jean “Binta” Breeze, who feared that the term 
was becoming a prescriptive label in the early 1980s (Miller, Writing 88). There are few stud-
ies that chart the path of  dub poetry from the 1970s to the present, and those that do tend 
to limit themselves to poets who claim the label or who have an explicit performance-based 
practice. While self-identified dub poets represent a significant way this reggae-infused po-
etics lives in the present, critics should also assess how its introspective elements create 
openings for other types of  voices, such as Miller’s, to emerge.7 My main concern revolves 
around how and where we have been trained to look (or rather, listen) for echoes of  dub 
poetry in the present.

Why do these quieter nuances of  resistance often get missed in the critical reception 
of  dub poetry? In addition to narrowly drawn lineages that separate print-based poet-
ry from performance poetry, Carolyn Cooper argues that we often fail to hear its “tonal 
range” (Noises 74). Similarly, Shalini Puri criticizes scholars for “hearing only the steady, flat 
beat of  anger, not its crescendos and diminuendos, its shifts in pace and volume,” which 
leaves out how “despair and defiance fold out of  one another” (38). Through her analysis 
of  Breeze and Smith, she draws attention to their different modulations of  resistance that 
go beyond the “masculine militancy” of  the street (Puri 33). Using Sharpe’s terminology, 
scholars have yet to fully understand dub poets’ contributions to wake work because they 
celebrate their decolonial successes and minimize their expressions of  despair and failure. 
By adopting the language of  mourning, Miller’s wake for dub poetry opens up a rereading 
of  its angry radicalism through the lens of  grief. In a similar vein, Anthony Reed com-
plicates how resistance is often narrowly conceptualized in the critical reception of  black 
experimental writing. He argues for a focus on what is “oppositional rather than resistant 
or subversive,” which “hold[s] open a place for the unthought” (5). His emphasis on poetics 
as a form of  placemaking is especially pertinent to Smith’s enactment of  the street space 
on the stage and Miller’s textually enveloping of  his readers in the nearby bushes. In Writing 
Down the Vision, Miller proposes that writers should “create grief  spaces,” which anticipates 
how the space of  the nearby bushes becomes a way for him to concretize grief  in the phys-
ical landscape (71). By ushering their audiences into these spaces, writers invite them to 
think with them towards the unintelligible.
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“Me seh me cyaan believe it”

Before analysing In Nearby Bushes, it is necessary to examine the unique “grief  space” 
that Smith creates in “Me Cyaan Believe It,” which both influences Miller and continues 
to hold relevance in our contemporary moment. Philip invokes Smith’s “Me Cyaan Believe 
It” in her June 2020 blog post about George Floyd’s murder and the Black Lives Matter 
protests that followed. Written in the immediate wake of  Floyd’s murder, she searches for a 
form for her blog post, which began as a series on the COVID-19 lockdown. She chooses 
to write it as a letter to her deceased friend, the poet Claire Harris. Like Miller’s eulogy, 
she chooses a form that speaks through and across death. At a loss for words, she turns to 
Smith’s chorus to process her emotions. Referring to video footage of  Floyd’s murder, Philip 
describes the police officer as he pins Floyd down: “his eyes not exactly blank but revealing 
no fear, no rage—it’s as if  he were merely taking a piss, so normal it is to snuff out the life 
of  a Black man, woman, or child—‘Mi say mi cyant believe it,’ and yet I do, because it has 
been happening for so long, for close to five hundred years” (“Death’s Great Black Wing”). 
It is this grief-stricken awareness that the horror of  the transatlantic slave trade continues, 
while simultaneously not being able to accept it, that Smith’s famous refrain captures so 
accurately. Philip acknowledges that “I incline to making meaning in the way the West has 
taught us to value—‘I think therefore I am’—but I know there to be other ways of  being, 
of  making meaning: the oral—‘Mi say mi cyant believe it’—the tonal implications say so 
much more than the translation—I can’t believe it.” This relates to what Phanuel Antwi 
describes as “the sonic embodiment of  dub poetry,” which necessitates that we “reconcep-
tualize the very term epistemology” because the “stability of  knowing is not available” (69, 
83). Philip underscores that the print translation loses the deep awareness underneath the 
surface reaction of  disbelief.

My close listening of  “Me Cyaan Believe It” pursues Smith’s “tonal implications” 
to understand his contributions to wake work and to hear how they create an opening for 
Miller’s In Nearby Bushes.8 I analyse his performance of  “Me Cyaan Believe It,” on his LP of  
that name, released by Island Records in 1982. This is supplemented by citations from the 
version in his posthumous collection It a Come, compiled by Mervyn Morris, to draw atten-
tion to the interplay between the printed version and the performance. In the recording, 
Smith’s voice ranges in volume and tone, and he explores language as sound in rhythmic 
lines such as “an me ban me belly / an me bawl” (It a Come 13). Rather than mimic the 
talk-over DJ, dub poets experiment with the voice to carry the bass line. As Peter Hitchcock 
explains, “if  dub reggae mixes out the vocals, dub poetry lays down the voice as an instru-
ment within the reggae beat; indeed, the voice is so closely allied with this beat that if  you 
remove the reggae instrumentation you can still hear its sound in the voice of  the poem.” 
Because Smith performs solo on this track, one can especially hear how he uses his voice to 
create the bass line in his chorus.

The above paragraph rehearses a well-known interpretation of  dub poetry; howev-
er, I move beyond the parameters of  the reggae beat to analyse the nuances of  Smith’s ton-
al implications by focusing on the stanza that Miller cites in his eulogy about an employee 
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picking up dog faeces because Smith changes his tone in this stanza more than in any other 
moment of  the poem:

De odder day

me a pass one yard pon de hill

When me teck a stock me hear

‘Hey, bwoy!’

‘Yes, mam?’

‘Hey, bwoy!’

‘Yes, mam!’

‘Yuh clean up de dawg shit?’

‘Yes, mam.’ (Smith, It a Come 14)

In performance, the high-pitched call of  “Hey, bwoy” disrupts the rhythmic bass line of  
the chorus. Smith heightens the contrast of  rhythms by pausing first before he mimics the 
female voice of  the employer. The employee parrots back “Yes, mam” in the same sing-
song rhythm as his employer. Miller explains how the colonial order establishes the roles of  
“bwoy” and “mam” in Jamaican society: “mam” refers to someone upper class and light 
skinned, and “bwoy” refers to someone who is black and working class (Miller, Writing 84). 
The gender dynamics also reveal upper-class women’s investments in the colonial order. 
The employer calls “bwoy” twice to emphasize that the master/slave dynamic persists in 
the 1970s. After the stanza, the speaker resumes the bass line and repeats the chorus “me 
cyaan believe it,” to register both his outrage that the employer speaks to the employee this 
way and his shame that the employee complies with the command.

Smith depicts what Robert J. C. Young identifies as “postcolonial remains,” which 
he explains as “the unfinished business” of  the colonial era, as literal dog shit. Such remains 
become visible through “the continuing projection of  past conflicts into the experience of  
the present, the insistent persistence of  the afterimages of  historical memory that drive the 
desire to transform the present” (Young 21). The employer’s treatment of  her employee 
replays a plantation wife’s degrading treatment of  enslaved men on the plantation and her 
exertion of  control through domestic management. Miller notes that the punctuation in the 
printed version helps a reader to hear the nuances of  Smith’s performance. The employee’s 
first interrogative “Yes, mam?,” punctuated with a question mark, subtly contests his sub-
servience but quickly becomes buried in the following line with the definitive exclamation 
mark (Miller, Writing 85). One might expect a militant dub poet to encourage the employee 
to stand up for himself  and to challenge the employer’s command by asserting his power 
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over her. However, Smith resists taking his audience there. Instead, he invites listeners to 
reckon with the employee’s compliance.

Smith draws attention to working-class black people who lack political agency de-
spite the achievements of  official sovereignty and how their plight often becomes invisible 
to those in power. Yet as Young demonstrates, “the politics of  invisibility involves not actual 
invisibility, but a refusal of  those in power to see who or what is there” (23). In this stanza, 
the employer refuses to recognize her employee as a grown man and treat him with respect. 
Throughout the poem, the speaker also struggles to accept what he witnesses, illustrating 
that it is not only those in power who deny what they see but also people in the communi-
ty. The speaker’s belonging in the community is underscored by his Creole language and 
by his acknowledgement that he tries to rent a room full of  “cockroach rat an scorpion” 
(Smith, It a Come 13). While both the powerful and the dispossessed refuse to see what is 
there, the speaker reveals a fundamental difference between what is driving that refusal. As 
a resident of  the neighbourhood, the speaker’s disbelief  stems from the routine familiarity 
of  the humiliations that he witnesses, which make them barely register. Smith reveals how 
complacency encourages one to ignore what is going on in one’s environment.

To disrupt this invisibility, Smith underscores the value of  communal witnessing 
through his street scene. In the conclusion, the speaker shifts from the first-person pronoun 
to the second-person pronoun to bring the audience into the street with him and to chal-
lenge them to acknowledge the injustices around them:

Yuh believe it?

How yuh fi believe it

when yuh laugh

an yuh blind yuh eye to it?

But me know yuh believe it

Lawwwwwwwwd

me know yuh believe it (It a Come 15)

He questions their refusal to see, disarming the protective laughter of  people who would 
rather dismiss the dog-shit scene as humorous rather than traumatic.

Before moving on to discuss Miller’s In Nearby Bushes, I would like to draw attention 
to another element of  postcolonial remains in “Me Cyaan Believe It” that can be detected 
through Smith’s tonal variation. His gritty poem seems far from the colonial classroom and 
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British poetry he studied in school. However, he references nursery rhymes—a key part 
of  colonial curricula—multiple times in the poem.9 The speaker insists that “like Humpty 
Dumpty / me a face me reality,” and he refers to “one little boy come blow im horn” (It a 
Come 13). Smith also invokes “Sing a Song of  Sixpence” and its description of  “blackbirds 
baked in a pie” to refer to squatters who are evicted for not paying rent (15). Nursery-rhyme 
references are prominent in dub poetry. Smith and the other founding dub poets were born 
in the 1950s, so their early education occurred in pre-independence Jamaica. Almost all 
midcentury students in the anglophone Caribbean would learn nursery rhymes at all-age 
primary schools. The predominant learning method for these rhymes was rote memori-
zation. Nursery rhymes were often the first poems that children were taught to memorize 
before learning more canonical works of  British literature. As I have previously argued, 
dub poets’ refashioning of  nursery rhymes highlights the populist aspects of  the colonial 
curriculum and challenges the institutional control of  memory and knowledge that it insti-
gated.10

To understand the role of  nursery rhymes in dub poetics, Antwi’s and Bucknor’s 
interpretation of  dub poetry as a form of  embodied history is helpful. Antwi characterizes 
dub as “a living sound archive” of  the Black Atlantic that travels rhythmically through the 
body (65). Bucknor describes this through his concept of  body-memory to characterize how 
dub poets transmit their cultural narratives through sound. Through analysis of  Allen’s 
poetry, he establishes how “the cultural survival of  the African in the New World demand-
ed recourse to body-memory,” which “is mapped out throughout the entire body via a 
kind of  vibrational current” (Bucknor, “Body Vibes” 301–02). Bucknor’s use of  the word 
“mapped” here is especially significant because dub poets’ embodied performances of  his-
tory often carry with them the spatial dynamics of  previous geographies. In performance, 
this “pulse,” which comes across through Allen’s rhythmic speech, compels her audience to 
call on their own body-memories (302). Similarly, Smith makes the pulse of  the speaker’s 
anguish communal through the repetition of  the chorus. He engages with his audience’s 
body-memory of  oppression, which is why the speaker never explicitly states what is wrong 
with what is happening but declares at the end, “me know yuh believe it” (It a Come 15).

Antwi and Bucknor focus on the empowering evocations of  body-memory in dub 
poetics; however, nursery rhymes draw attention to the rhythms that become ingrained in 
one’s body-memory through rote memorization. In fact, poetry recitation’s effectiveness as 
a classroom technique stems from its ability to shape (and even manipulate) body-memory. 
By using their voices like an instrument, dub poets work to alleviate this memory distortion. 
Smith represents this struggle to reclaim control over one’s memory through rhythm. The 
speaker reveals the damage of  schoolroom recitation by returning to his colonial education 
to attempt to make sense of  his experience. The speaker strategically redeploys nursery 
rhymes to demonstrate his verbal dexterity, but it is worth questioning why these are the 
scripts available to him. Rather than trust what he witnesses, the speaker filters it through 
his inadequate classroom knowledge that he has internalized, comparing himself  to Hump-
ty Dumpty and the kid, tricked by corrupt politics, to “Little Boy Blue.” When he recites the 
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nursery rhymes, they conform to the powerful bass line of  the poem, but he cannot sustain 
this. In the “hey, boy–yes, mam” exchange, we hear a sing-song rhythm reminiscent of  
nursery rhymes and a call-and-response dynamic reminiscent of  recitation. In this climac-
tic stanza, the authoritative rhythm of  the colonial classroom momentarily overwhelms the 
bass line before the refrain of  “me seh me cyaan believe it” drowns it out. Although it in-
volves a female employer and a male employee, through Smith’s tonal shift one can hear the 
trace of  a primary teacher (who was often a woman) and a pupil in this disciplinary call and 
response. Moreover, rote memorization in colonial education aimed to instill precisely the 
kind of  subservience that this employee demonstrates. He barely questions the command to 
pick up dog shit before following through on the order. Smith reveals how the complacency 
he challenges stems from colonial education, which in turn perpetuates “plantation logic” 
(McKittrick, “Plantation” 3). In Smith’s sonic remapping of  the street, listeners hear other 
historical spaces—the plantation and the colonial classroom—that shape its reality. In order 
to render himself  and his community visible, Smith takes control of  his memory through 
the bass line, which helps him to take control of  knowledge so that he can tell his version 
of  history.

Yet the central affect of  the poem—a grief-stricken paralysis—underscores the in-
adequacy of  testimony as a means to narrate oppressive histories. The speaker shares what 
he witnesses, but each time the anecdote ends with “me seh me cyaan believe it” (Smith, 
It a Come 14). The chorus becomes a kind of  holding pattern that even exerts power over 
the poem’s reception: we remember the angry disbelief  rather than what he witnesses.11 
The speaker cannot process what he sees, but he also refuses to move beyond it. His story 
first gets filtered through his inadequate schoolroom knowledge and then ultimately gets 
interrupted by his despair. His grief  stems not from a recognition of  what went wrong but 
rather from an inability to comprehend why it continues to happen. This builds in the poem 
until the speaker undergoes what Miller describes as a “psychic fragmentation” (Writing 85). 
However, Miller does not mention the significance of  the performative nature of  Smith’s 
expression of  madness. When the speaker yells, “Madhouse! Madhouse!,” and claims to 
subtract “twelve from a dozen,” he challenges the prevailing logics that obscures the disen-
franchisement of  working-class Jamaican (Smith, It a Come 15). It is not only the injustices 
alone that provoke his breakdown, but also his frustration that there is no recognition or 
public outcry in response to them.

The speaker’s transgenerational grief  prevents him from fully narrating his experi-
ence, causing rationality and language to break down, which makes him more vulnerable 
to the institutional control of  memory and knowledge. Yet the way to derail being overtak-
en by the authority of  old stories—or imposed rhythms—that fail to explain the present 
emerges in the despair. Smith invites his audience to inhabit this feeling, to avoid rushing 
into an explanation, and to resist the desire to recover too quickly. In this interpretation, 
disbelief  is not actual disbelief  but an intermission or a pause that lets one feel the anguish 
in Smith’s call of  “Lawwwwwwwwd.” Through this pause, he opens space to embark on 
wake work. As Sharpe writes, “the wake has positioned us [black people] as non-citizen. 
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If  we are lucky, the knowledge of  this position avails us particular ways of  re/seeing, re/
inhabiting, and re/imagining the world” (22). Despite his panic and urgency to understand 
what is happening, Smith suggests that his audience pause in this place—in the same way 
that he pauses in his performance before the dog-shit anecdote—so that they can reckon 
with how the present continually becomes unsettled by the past.

Dwelling in the Grief  Space of  In Nearby Bushes

Miller responds to Smith’s call to pause in various ways in his poetry. He ushers 
readers into the nearby bushes—a space that Jamaicans prefer not to think about—and 
he impels readers to lay in this grief  space and to listen for the different histories that echo 
through it. Miller describes it as “the nameless space between, as if  nothing important 
happened here. As if  no one important happened here” (In Nearby Bushes 36). The nearby 
bushes become a microcosm representing how colonies figure in the imperial imagination 
as inconsequential places outside of  history. Yet Miller draws attention to how the nearby 
bushes make history feel more tangible in the present:

On evenings like this, the air smelling

of  what you might call molasses & I

might call slavery – it is hard to tell

what century we are in. (24)

He reveals how the scent of  molasses triggers a multigenerational memory of  slavery. He 
contrasts tones; a pleasant, sweet odour becomes associated with a traumatic and bitter 
past. He draws attention to two experiences of  the same smell: one negates history, while 
the other is enveloped by it. The confusion about “what century we are in” becomes a way 
for Miller to draw attention to the ongoing experience of  antiblackness.

Like Smith, he uses the second-person pronoun to address his audience directly and 
to challenge people who deny the all-pervasive climate of  antiblackness. Although his “you” 
comes across in the lyric register, his emphasis on redirecting a reader’s perception draws 
on dub poetry’s confrontational style. Smith and Miller both create an expansive and fluid 
“you” to address a local and an international audience. They broaden the map of  Jamaica 
beyond the tourist fantasy of  white sandy beaches to show how the logic of  the plantation 
still structures its reality. In “The Understory,” Miller addresses the international audience 
directly by asking, “Are there stories you have heard about Jamaica? / Well here are the 
stories underneath” (In Nearby Bushes 8). Understory, which literally refers to forest vegeta-
tion close to the ground, becomes a metaphor for silenced stories: “they are here – in the 
complication of  roots, in the dirtiness / of  dirt” (8). In his epigraph, he underscores them 
as a place “to dispose of  waste.”12 His image of  roots conveys how postcolonial remains 
become tangled up with history. By reminding the audience that stories have “two sides,” 
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he reveals how certain stories get muffled by dominant narratives such as law enforcement’s 
criminalization of  people in nearby bushes. But how does one make “the unplotted plot, 
the intriguing / twist of  vines” visible (8)? As Sharpe underscores, “The orthographies 
of  the wake require new modes of  writing, new modes of  making-sensible” (113). Smith 
engages with the sonic elements of  performance to make the roots of  history visible in the 
social space of  the street, while Miller repurposes documents to reveal the silenced channels 
of  cultural memory circulating in exiled places.

Since dub poets elevate oral ways of  knowing, the fact that Miller bases his book 
on documents—tracking the phrase “in nearby bushes” in online news—seems to break 
from the oral tradition. However, Miller’s exploration of  a digitally mediated voice builds 
on the technological investments of  dub poetry. As Jacob Edmond establishes, Brathwaite’s 
conception of  orality in dub poetry was inspired by new sound-recording technologies in 
the 1960s (22). Edmond’s Make It the Same (2019) illustrates why documentary poetics has 
exploded, especially by poets of  colour.13 He demonstrates how new media makes “copying 
rather than innovation the main contemporary aesthetic response to authority” (Edmond 
4). Similarly, Michael Leong argues that poets manipulate found texts to “make claims 
upon and about our cultural memory” (1). Poets’ preoccupation with documents stems 
from how digital environments exacerbate “the problematics of  archives—not only who 
gets to keep them in order but what orderings are even possible given the fact that archives 
contain unmanageable excesses as well as glaring lacunae” (1). If  dub poets unearth a sub-
merged history through vocal rhythms, Miller recognizes how such rhythms, no matter how 
loud or how furious, risk being drowned out by the constant buzz of  online information. 
Just as sound systems influenced the development of  dub poetics, Miller’s repurposing of  
documents engages in a digital variant on remix culture.14

To establish how readers are bombarded by media discourse, Miller’s book cov-
er—designed to resemble a newspaper—collages articles with the phrase “in nearby bush-
es.” While black newsprint typically appears on a white background, his cover is black 
with white text. The following phrases appear in yellow bold: “he allegedly dumped her 
in nearby bushes and fled the scene”; “the body of  a man was found along a dirt track in 
nearby bushes”; “Gunman . . . dragged her to nearby bushes where she was raped”; and 
“the gunman reportedly escaped in nearby bushes.” Through this wall of  text, against a 
backdrop of  black silence, Miller sets up a discursive encounter with the nearby bushes. 
Then, he confronts readers with the violence that takes place there. In the opening dedica-
tion, “Here Where Once Lay Bodies,” he lists the names and ages of  twenty-four people 
who were murdered in Jamaica between 2007 and 2019, along with the dates on which 
their bodies were found. He names the victims to recover their humanity obscured by the 
media’s passive descriptions of  their bodies being “dragged” in nearby bushes. Through 
his commemorative list, he sets up his book as an elegy.15 At the end of  the list of  names, 
Miller concludes, “& these are only some” (dedication p.), since the per annum murder rate 
typically reaches past a thousand (United Nations).
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Deborah Thomas establishes how many homicides in Jamaica target people from 
poor and outcast groups in society. As she underscores, violence reinforces racial hierar-
chies and is tied to “middle class dominance over the poor” and the disenfranchised (15). 
For example, Miller names the transgender teen Dwayne Jones, who was murdered in 2013 
after they arrived at a street party dressed in women’s clothing. Their gender nonconfor-
mity provoked a mob to stab them, shoot them, and run them over with a car (McFadden). 
This exceptional violence that polices the boundaries of  what is acceptable and where 
people are allowed to move recalls Smith’s murder. Like Jones, he was pursued by a mob 
and killed in the street. His last words were reportedly, “I man free to walk anywhere in dis 
I-land,” which challenges his attackers and the legacy of  slavery’s restriction of  free move-
ment (Ford-Smith 272).16 Existing just beyond the street, the nearby bushes represent an 
opportunity to flee and to move beyond the policing of  boundaries, yet they also replicate 
and extend the dangers of  the street. As Miller describes in “Psalm for Gay Boys,” the 
nearby bushes are “where we run to” and “where we stop running” (In Nearby Bushes 26). 
However, he questions, “where is the escape,” to underscore how homophobic and trans-
phobic violence still reach people in the nearby bushes. They are “where we hide” but also 
“where we are never hidden” (26). Through his representation of  the Maroon relationship 
to nearby bushes, Miller creates opening in this grief  space to reimagine freedom beyond 
a logic of  escape.

In the recovery of  Maroon myths during the anti-colonial period, marronage was 
conceptualized as a “form of  permanent flight and absolute rupture” (Bonilla 42).17 How-
ever, Miller directs attention to Maroons’ proximity—their nearness—rather than their 
separation from plantation societies, and how they had to negotiate complex relationships 
with the colonial culture to survive. He refers to the Jamaican national hero Nanny Ma-
roon, the Ashanti warrior:

 Here is where they [the English] found Nanny

 or where Nanny found them,

where you might find her still – if  you believe

 in kumina, the never-dead of  spirits. (In Nearby Bushes 12)

The nearby bushes become a site of  mutual entanglement rather than escape. In an inter-
view, he refers to marronage “as a place to regroup” rather than as a decisive break from 
the system (“Kei Miller”). From there, one can figure out “a way of  crafting and enacting 
autonomy within a system from which one is unable to fully disentangle” (Bonilla 43).

To fully understand how Miller invites readers to regroup in the nearby bushes, I will 
analyse the title poem in the collection, which takes up the last third of  the book. The lyric 
speaker addresses a woman whose body was found in the nearby bushes. Miller challenges 
the gendered nature of  violence, “[c]ause woman is disposable as that” (In Nearby Bushes 74). 
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He begins with a quotation from the Jamaica Star that describes her murder in 2018 and 
how her body was discovered by family and friends when they “saw dogs fighting in nearby 
bushes” (43). The understated language of  the article, written primarily in the passive voice, 
conjures up the image of  her body being ravaged by dogs without describing it directly. The 
story presents yet another image of  abject black dehumanization. To echo Smith, a reader 
might even think, “I can’t believe this.” The gruesome image makes a reader want to avoid 
thinking about it. Yet Miller disrupts the temporality of  the online news, which encourages 
us to forget the story and move on; he detains readers within this traumatic event.18

Following the quotation, Miller offers four redacted versions of  the article. In the 
first two, he leaves words intact, but in the final two, he bolds individual letters to form 
new words. As one reads these word puzzles, one needs to slow down to figure out how to 
reconstruct the syllables. Unlike Smith’s sonic fragmentation of  “Lawwwwwwwwd,” Mill-
er’s textual fragmentation invites the reader to participate in a reconfiguration of  meaning 
as he reduces the article into concise phrases. Miller changes the first sentence from “The 
community of  Mount Peace in Hanover is in mourning after the decomposed body of  a 
20-year-old xxxxxx xxxxx, who was missing for the past two weeks, was found buried in a 
shallow grave in Kew Top, near her community last Friday” to “Mount Peace is in mourn-
ing” (44).19 By removing the specific event, he implies that the community’s mourning en-
compasses more than just this recent murder. Next, he plays with the name of  the district 
so that the first sentence becomes “un Peace in Hanover after the decomposed body was 
found” (45). Miller’s final two rewrites reveal the source of  his titles from earlier in the book: 
“Here where is the nearby bushes” (46), and “Here where blossom the night” (47). Night al-
ludes to violence, but the action of  blossoming suggests new growth and possibility. Unlike 
typical redactions, which make the original text illegible, he bolds his versions and leaves the 
rest of  the text in a faint grey script, making the original still readable. After the redacted 
versions, he includes numbered lyric prose poems and intersperses those with other news 
quotations about violence in the nearby bushes.

Miller’s compositional strategy resembles Sharpe’s concepts of  redaction and anno-
tation, which she suggests make black lives visible in the wake: “toward seeing and reading 
otherwise; toward reading and seeing something in excess of  what is caught in the frame; 
toward seeing something beyond a visuality that is . . . subtended by the logics of  the ad-
ministered plantation” (117). To pursue black annotation and redaction counteracts how 
“black lives” are continually “annotated and redacted” in the Americas (114). Sharpe ex-
plains how “Black annotation [works] together with black redaction not as opposites, but 
as trans*verse and coextensive ways to imagine otherwise” (115). Because Miller leaves the 
original text visible, his redactions also become a kind of  annotation, because one can still 
read what he comments on. In turn, the lyric sections become extended annotations that 
compel a reader not to abandon the horror of  the woman’s body on the ground. By focus-
ing on brutal violence, Miller risks reinforcing black suffering. To return to his hypothetical 
dub poem discussed in the previous section, how does the poet reframe what is visible in 
the online article or the viral cellphone video so that the representation of  black suffering 
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avoids reinforcing victimization? Sharpe notes how “photographs of  Black people in dis-
tress that appear so regularly in our lives . . . often hit in the register of  abandonment” (115). 

Miller compels his audience not to abandon the people relegated to the nearby bushes. In 
this particular instance, he stresses that, because “[y]ou were not killed in front of  white 
people,” the government ignores her murder, referring to how violence in Jamaica that 
takes place in front of  white tourists attracts more punitive attention (In Nearby Bushes 66).20

Through his lyric annotations, Miller collapses the distance between the reader and 
the victim by using the second-person pronoun to force the reader to identify with the 
murdered woman as he describes her final walk, her attack, and her body decomposing on 
the ground. He positions the reader in the dead woman’s place through gruesome images 
such as “you are bloating,” “you are bursting,” and “the larvae squirm inside your skin” 
(66). While these disturbing descriptions might seem to emphasize her victimization, they 
encourage readers to recognize their connection to the woman on the ground through 
their shared corporeality and mortality. Rather than create a spiritual consolation for her 
death, Miller reminds readers of  the materiality of  her body. Because he invites readers to 
lie down in the place of  a corpse, rather than speak out against violence, one might inter-
pret his poem as a weary retreat from the revolutionary ethos of  the dub poetry movement; 
however, as I underscored in my analysis of  “Me Cyaan Believe It,” we need to pay more 
attention to the despair in Smith’s call and how dub poetics complicates (rather than rein-
forces) a “Get Up, Stand Up” approach to empowerment, to echo Bob Marley’s famous 
reggae anthem from that period. In her forthcoming work “Figure and Ground,” the po-
et-scholar Sarah Dowling questions why we often associate standing with personhood and 
lying down with defeat in modernity? Through an analysis of  Bhanu Kapil’s Ban en Banlieue 
(2015) and Claudia Rankine’s The White Card (2018), which, similar to Miller’s poem, both 
feature acts of  lying down “in place of ” another, Dowling suggests that lying down becomes 
a way “to	touch	across	difference” (emphasis in original) that can “make this other person—as 
well as the violence they faced—present.” She suggests that “we might think about lying 
down as a way of  doing nothing that does something: it might be a way of  going self-pro-
tectively catatonic; it might be a way of  rearranging a scene in order to demonstrate what 
goes unseen or unnoticed within it.”

To think about what goes unseen, it is worth analysing the photograph in the orig-
inal news article that Miller bases his poem on. Beside the text describing the discovery of  
the woman’s body in 2018, the Jamaica Star includes an image of  a hole in the ground with 
the caption “In this file 2010 photo, police use yellow tape to secure a shallow grave after a 
body was removed” (Titus). In this haunting image without a corpse, the 2010 date under-
scores a double erasure, because this is the grave of  another murder victim. Here Sharpe’s 
point that media images of  black suffering often come across in the register of  abandon-
ment feels resoundingly accurate. Despite the assurance in the caption that “the police use 
yellow tape to secure a shallow grave,” everything about this picture feels insecure. The 
square of  yellow police tape literalizes the idea of  a frame and what readers are permitted 
to see. The woman and what happened to her body remain unseen. To contrast this image 



34

Reading Kei Miller’s In Nearby Bushes in the Wake of  Dub Poetry

of  a gaping hole, Miller reminds readers of  the materiality of  her flesh and encourages an 
ethic of  care that is missing from the media representation of  her murder. Miller’s descrip-
tions of  her body are graphic; however, he avoids sensationalizing the violence through his 
second-person address and tender tone. This comes across in the closing line of  his book, 
when he invites readers to imagine “a kinder page” and a different story for this woman: 
“And you think, maybe if  you close your eyes, you can sleep it off. Sleep away this useless 
rage. Wake up in another book, on a kinder page” (In Nearby Bushes 76).

In the following quotation, Miller imagines what it would be like for the murdered 
woman to lie on the ground: “This is how to lie completely still, even for days. / This is 
how to become a perch for crows. / This is how to love a johncrow” (53). Miller’s instruc-
tive tone encourages the reader to occupy the woman’s position on the ground and to feel 
affection for a “johncrow,” a bird that is seen as a symbol of  ugliness, evil, and death in 
Jamaican culture (Cooper, “John Crow”).21 He goes on to describe the johncrow’s “pink feet 
against your cheek. A soft, weak thing, like / the hand of  a child. It surprises you” (Miller, 
In Nearby Bushes 53). His tender imagery lessens a johncrow’s menacing power to create a 
sense that her body is loved and cared for beyond death. I also sense the ghost of  Smith 
in this passage, as Brathwaite’s “Stone (for Mikey Smith),”—one of  Miller’s favourite po-
ems—uses the recurring image of  a johncrow as an omen of  Smith’s death. Just as Miller’s 
poem adopts the murder victim’s perspective, Brathwaite also blurs the speaker’s voice with 
Smith’s which culminates in the haunting final line: “I am the stone that kills me” (“Stone” 
65). Throughout the poem, Brathwaite repeats the line “When the stone fall that morning 
out of  the johncrow sky” (60), and he traces the stone’s descent towards Smith’s head. Per-
haps this is what inspired Miller to represent a similar collapse of  perspective, to encourage 
the reader to see the johncrow from close-up. Yet rather than evoke the moment of  the fa-
tal blow—the immediate pain encapsulated by Smith’s “Me Cyaan Believe It”—he dwells 
on its aftermath, to consider “how to lie completely still, even for days” (Miller, In Nearby 
Bushes 53). This line evokes the history of  confining black bodies in space that extends back 
to the hold of  the slave ship, but Miller imagines lying down through an ethic of  care, to 
counteract the murdered woman’s abandonment by emphasizing her embodied humanity. 
By situating the reader in the murdered women’s consciousness, he avoids a sensationalist 
portrayal of  her body.

In his essay “A Smaller Sound,” Miller invites scholars to listen for “echoes of  dub” 
in contemporary poetics (Writing 89). The use of  the word “echo” implies that scholars 
should take a sonic approach to understanding dub poets’ influence on twenty-first-cen-
tury poetry. Certainly, dub poets’ work to reclaim and build new oralities is one of  their 
most significant contributions to black diasporic expression; however, by mapping a ge-
nealogy between Smith’s despairing call and Miller’s “kinder page,” I have demonstrated 
the importance of  a geographic orientation for understanding dub poetry’s legacies. As 
McKittrick emphasizes, “Black matters are spatial matters” (Demonic Ground xii). Building 
on Smith’s sonic remapping of  grief, Miller contributes to the recent focus on geography in 
black studies by drawing attention to the “placeless places,” often missing on maps of  both 
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(neo)colonial control and black resistance (In Nearby Bushes 40). McKittrick considers how 
plantation spaces such as the auction block continue to shape black relationships to space. 
Similarly, Sharpe examines how the “semiotics of  the slave ship continue . . . in the form 
of  the prison, the camp, and the school” (21). During the summer 2020 Black Lives Matter 
protests, the street became the epicentre of  black-resistance maps—something anticipated 
by the dub poets. Miller expands dub poets’ cartographic approach by drawing attention to 
what exists beyond the frame, to both the violence that escapes visibility and to the forms 
of  resistance that rely on concealment. By highlighting a space that pushes plantation logics 
to the brink but often reconfigures them, he asks, what if, rather than turning away from 
the nearby bushes—and the murdered bodies that lie there and the contemporary queer 
Maroons who hide there—as the media encourages Jamaicans to do, we used the nearby 
bushes as a place to regroup and to imagine “a kinder” and less violent decolonial future?
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Notes
1 In addition to “Me Cyaan Believe It,” many of  Smith’s poems feature a 

speaker on the street, such as “I An I Alone (Goliath),” “Picture or No Pic-
ture,” “A Waan Free Up De System,” and “Trainer” ( It a Come). Christian 
Habekost notes that the “wandering observer” is common in Smith’s work, 
as well as in dub poetry in general (127). Some other well-known examples 
of  dub poems set in the street include Johnson’s “Di Great Insohreckshan” 
and “Five Nights of  Bleeding,” Jean “Binta” Breeze’s “Riddym Ravings” 
and Levi Tafari’s “Liverpool Experience.” Beyond dub poetry, street set-
tings are common in West Indian poetry both in the Caribbean and in 
the diaspora. For example, in No Language is Neutral (1990), Dionne Brand’s 
speaker wanders the streets of  Toronto contending with racism and search-
ing for a diasporic sense of  place. 

2 Miller describes how his publisher Michael Schmidt discovered him 
through his slam performances when he moved to the United Kingdom 
and “slammed his way onto the page” (Writing 146).

3 According to the United Nations, there were 1,287 recorded murders in 
Jamaica in 2018, which translates to a murder rate of  43.9 per 100,000. 
Jamaica had the fifth highest murder rate in the world that year (United 
Nations).

4 Despite Miller’s many accolades, there has been little scholarly discussion 
of  his poetry. For an analysis of  Miller’s conceptualization of  space in The 
Cartographer Tries to Map a Way to Zion, see Alonso and Stephens. Bartosz 
Wójcik also examines Miller’s use of  sound and song to represent Jamai-
can space in his collection A Light Song of  Light (2010). See also O’Cal-
laghan, who discusses the role of  spirituality in Miller’s poetics.

5 Miller first published a version of  his eulogy for dub poetry on his Face-
book page and then published it online in sx salon. It is also collected in his 
book Writing Down the Vision. In this article, I cite the version in his book. 

6 For a study of  the feminist politics of  dub poetry in Canada, see Antwi. 
7 For an examination of  the debates surrounding the term dub poetry and 

how this has shaped its critical reception, see Bucknor “Dub Poetry.” He 
outlines how certain poets express ambivalence over the term dub being 
used to characterize their work, while others view it as a valuable label 
that gives their work critical visibility. He also addresses how the turn to 
an oral-scribal continuum in dub poetry scholarship has lessened the dom-
inance of  performance when assessing dub poetry (see Bucknor “Body 
Vibes”; Gingell). Yet despite the recognition of  self-identified dub poets’ 
engagement with print, this has not broadened who or what gets included 
in the category of  dub poetry. 
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8 I borrow the term close listening from Charles Bernstein, who proposes that 
“close listenings may contradict ‘readings’ of  poems that are based exclu-
sively on the printed text and that ignore the poet’s own performances, the 
‘total’ sound of  the work, and the relation of  sound to semantics” (4).

9 Nursery rhymes were included in the West Indian Readers, published by 
Thomas Nelson and Sons, which were used in primary schools through-
out the anglophone Caribbean until the mid-1960s. For a discussion of  
Thomas Nelson and Sons as one of  the predominant textbook publishers 
throughout the British Empire, see Fraser. In his hit song “Dan Is the Man 
(in the Van),” the calypsonian Mighty Sparrow attacks the focus on mem-
orizing nursery rhymes in primary school and specifically targets Captain 
James Oliver Cutteridge, the director of  education in Trinidad and To-
bago, who implemented the West Indian Readers as the main textbooks 
there. Glasceta Honeyghan describes how the nursery rhymes learned at 
school seeped into Jamaican oral culture and were “replayed on the play-
ground to jump rope, on the road home from school, and after evening 
chores” (410). 

10 For an analysis of  the influence of  classroom memorization and recitation 
on the development of  dub poetry, see Neigh 140–48.

11 Puri also makes a similar observation about the focus on the speaker’s 
anger rather than on his despair in “Me Cyaan Believe It,” noting that 
“celebratory critical accounts of  dub poetry tend to overstate the security 
of  political knowledge of  the poem’s speaker and underread the faltering 
process of  its emergence” (37). 

12 Miller’s epigraph comes from Prof. Anthony Harriott, the director of  the 
Institute of  Criminal Justice and Security at the University of  the West 
Indies: “I make a distinction between ‘the nearby bushes’ and ‘in the near-
by bushes.’ Perhaps it is my corrupt imagination. ‘In the nearby bushes’ 
equals concealment, danger, while ‘the nearby bushes’ equals a place of  
opportunity to do what one wishes to be hidden from others – sex, dispose 
of  waste be it bodily waste or household waste” (qtd. in Miller, In Nearby 
Bushes, epigraph p.). 

13 Documentary poetics refers to work that engages with found texts as part of  
its compositional strategy, such as Philip’s use of  the language in the legal 
document Gregson v. Gilbert to write her long poem Zong!  In addition to 
Miller, it would be interesting to examine the influence of  dub poetry on 
Philip’s document-focused poetics.

14 Miller’s experiments with the media language recalls Brathwaite’s uses 
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of  found text from newspaper articles about violence in Trench Town Rock 
(1994). Bennett’s mid-twentieth-century newspaper poetry in Jamaica 
Labrish is another Caribbean precursor to Miller’s documentary poetics. 
Jahan Ramazani suggests that her “metanews poems” focus on the “ma-
terial reception” of  the news and on how the audience must “physically 
reembody it” (Poetry and Its Others 76, 77), which anticipates how Miller 
invites his readers to pause within a news story.

15 It would be worthwhile to consider how Miller responds to the elegy as a 
modern form in Caribbean poetics. His approach definitely corresponds 
to Ramazani’s definition of  the modern elegy as a form that is no longer 
about consolation. Ramazani suggests that “we should turn to it expecting 
not so much solace as fractured speech not so much answers as memorable 
puzzlings” (Poetry of  Mourning ix). Elaine Savory argues for a Caribbean 
approach to the modern elegy that recognizes “two lines of  descent: Eu-
ropean and Euro-American and African and African-American” (51), and 
which also takes into account the gendered nature of  the form. While my 
article focuses on a different literary genealogy between Miller and 1970s 
dub poetry, I mention Miller’s investments in the modern elegy to indicate 
that there are other intercultural genealogies at play in his work that also 
deserve consideration. 

16 Ford-Smith explains what led to the attack: “The story goes that as Mikey 
walked through Stony Hill, a group of  men asked him where he was going. 
They told him he could not pass. His response is famously remembered 
as, ‘I man free to walk anywhere in dis I-land’” (272). In addition to his 
alleged critique of  the Jamaican Labour Party, she notes how his physical 
disability and mental health made him not conform to bodily norms and 
expectations, and may have been another factor that prompted his attack 
(286).

17 Yarimar Bonilla explains how in the nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
ries, a Maroon was seen as “a dangerous criminal or bandit—someone on 
the lam from the authorities....  It was not until the 1960s that the figure 
of  the maroon was refashioned as a symbol of  pride and an emblem of  
resistance” (46). 

18 In his essay “A Kind of  Silence,” Miller critiques middle-class Jamaicans’ 
complacency: “There is a kind of  silence in this country that follows the 
gunshot. A silence in which those in their beds, surrounded by concrete 
walls, stir slightly. The concrete walls muffle the sound of  the gunshot and 
give it the illusion of  distance. The person in bed whispers a prayer and 
then goes back to sleep. It is a silence like a matchstick flame, never lasting 
more than a moment” (Writing 36–37).
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19  Miller respectfully redacts the murdered woman’s name in his reproduc-
tion of  the news text so that she is not directly associated with the violence 
done to her body, but he includes her name, Petrice Portious, in his list of  
commemorative names at the beginning of  the book.

20  While Miller’s critique of  police brutality is subtle in In Nearby Bushes, in 
his other work, he underscores policing as part of  the problem rather than 
as part of  the solution to excessive violence in Jamaica. For example, his 
essay “A Kind of  Silence” addresses “the island’s terrible history of  police 
killings” (Writing 37). 

21  Johncrow (or jankro) is the name for a turkey vulture in Jamaican Creole. 
It can also be used as an insult to describe a person as worthless (Cooper, 
“John”).
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Under the title Mirror Master Futures Yard, Lee “Scratch” Perry’s pasted, warped, and 
excavated materials that were once dismissed by the Black Ark’s visitors as manifestations 
of  his madness1 were commissioned as art and displayed in the Swiss Institute’s New York 
gallery for eight weeks in 2019 (“Lee ‘Scratch’ Perry”). Writing for Art News in 2019, art 
critic Annie Armstrong described an arrangement from the showing thus: “As he does with 
sound recordings, Perry does with objects in his show.... Christmas ornaments are mount-
ed over magazine ads, which are mounted over original drawings, which are mounted on 
canvas—and so on.” The exhibit featured newly commissioned sculptural installations, as 
well as “works produced in Perry’s legendary Black Ark Studio in Kingston, Jamaica in the 



45

Dubbing Dub Poetry? Approaching Lee “Scratch” Perry, Poetically

late 1990’s and in his Blue Ark studio in Einsiedeln, Switzerland” (Armstrong). The Swiss 
Institute recognized Perry’s music production know-how (processes such as “re-mixing, 
re-versioning and modulating”) in the visual, sculpted, and multimodal objects he created 
(“Lee ‘Scratch’ Perry”). On the institute’s website, they describe his creations as layered 
and “deeply influenced by a fusion of  religious beliefs and practices, including the Yoruba 
tradition of  Ettu, Obeah, Rastafarianism, and Christianity” (“Lee ‘Scratch’ Perry”). And 
in his interview with Armstrong, the installation’s curator Lorenzo Bernet made it clear 
that, for him, the Mirror Master Futures Yard exhibit was “dub in physical form” (Armstrong; 
emphasis added).

Perry may be many things to many people, but visual artist probably does not come 
to mind. Still, Bernet saw something ritualistic in Perry’s work. He saw something meaning-
ful and exciting. Indeed, he saw “dub in physical form” when he saw Perry’s often burned, 
often collaged, and always palimpsested creations. This is the dub in “Scratch,” which is al-
ways just below and just above the surface. Much as Bernet has done with Perry’s object art, 
I reposition Perry’s previously dismissed musical musings, ramblings, and word associations 
onto another gallery wall, so to speak, so that Perry’s readers and listeners might appreciate 
the breadth of  his dub innovation, not only as a producer of  dub music or as a creator of  
multimodal dub art but also as a dubber of  dub poetry.

When dub records are played, heads nod, and bodies sway. The beat of  the drum 
and the strum of  the bass synch with—if  not submerge into—the heart’s rhythm. Layered 
onto that most familiar heartbeat and with the incorporation of  intentional sonic distor-
tions, that which is familiar is simultaneously rendered strange by the dub process. The 
juxtaposition of  the known with the unknown, the familiar with the unexpected, the pres-
ent with the past creates a haunting effect. Dub music asks us to search for echoes of  the 
familiar as we attempt to settle into the rearranged soundscape that is at once known and 
unknown. If  the volume is turned up to the listener’s threshold for clear, full musical appre-
ciation, the dub’s sound waves can rattle the heart’s cage as they crash into and vibrate just 
behind the sternum. If  the volume is turned up to the listener’s sonic threshold for appreci-
ation of  a full range of  notes and pitches, the dub can whisper itself  into the ear as a ghost 
of  unconscious memory. As lovers and critics of  dub, we nod along to the layered messages 
and rock-so and dip-so in bodily surrender to the rhythms.

As a musical genre, dub is born from reggae as the altered re-recordings of  familiar 
reggae songs.2 This powerfully dynamic music that echoed the past, reflected the present, 
and anticipated the future in its very production developed from the distinct socio-political 
climate of  1960s newly independent Jamaica as a music juxtaposing Kingston’s street vi-
olence with new-nation optimism, a phenomenon important at the time to the Caribbean 
and the African nations emerging from colonial overlordship to a consideration of  different 
arrangements.3 Dub’s originators, producers Osbourne “King Tubby” Ruddock and Perry 
used the crude second-hand equipment available to them and innovatively deconstructed, 
then reconstructed popular A-side recordings into B-side dubs that offered a unique listen-



46

Dubbing Dub Poetry? Approaching Lee “Scratch” Perry, Poetically

ing experience that was never heard or felt before in any studio or dance hall in Jamaica or 
elsewhere. As dub scholar and ethnomusicologist Michael Veal expressed it, King Tubby 
and Perry were uniquely “creating a space where people could come together joyously 
despite the harshness that surrounded them” because their dub music had “the power to 
transport their listeners to dancefloor nirvana as well as the far reaches of  the cultural and 
political imagination: Africa, outer space, inner space, nature, and political/economic lib-
eration” (13). Writing more specifically about Perry, poet-scholar-musician Kwame Dawes 
dedicates a chapter of  Natural Mysticism (2004) to him. There he describes Perry as “the 
enigmatic master of  the strangeness of  the reggae dub form,” adding that “no other artist, 
has managed to reveal [dub’s] limitless capacity, both for the stunning simplicity and for... com-
plex multilayering of  sound” (241; emphasis added). Having “transformed” and “elevated” the 
works of  other reggae artists, including reggae’s most famous son Bob Marley, Dawes sees 
Perry as a dub engineer with “potential for genius” (241).

Born as Rainford “Leeburn” Perry, Perry often applied his genius to recordings by 
using double-tracking, which added a haunting effect to the sound. He would also add 
supernatural elements, such as the moo of  a cow, the cry of  a baby, and the screech or 
howl of  a man. In an interview with music writer John Corbett (1994), Perry explained 
that his “sound effects and various eccentric studio techniques” were the manifestation 
of  the “ghosts in [him] coming out” (Corbett 20–21). The life and death duality repre-
sented by the “ghost” metaphor is at the heart of  dub music, particularly if  one considers 
the semantic link between the word dub, the German term doppelgänger (a living double of  
another living being), and the Jamaican word for a disembodied spirit or soul, a duppy. Per-
ry’s acknowledgement of  his “ghosts... coming out” also evokes Maureen Warner-Lewis’s 
examination of  African spiritual beliefs in Trinidad in her study Guinea’s Other Suns (1991). 
The web of  colonialism allows for the same understanding to be applied to Afro-Jamaica 
and allows Perry enthusiasts to read his relationship with the “ghosts” within as a declara-
tion of  his, to quote Warner-Lewis, awareness of  and comfort with “the material world and 
the spirit forces [that] are continually interacting either harmoniously or antagonistically” 
(175). Perry’s interviews were as unexpected and strange as the sounds he recorded in any 
of  his Ark studios. Indeed, for more than five decades, Perry delivered what many regard-
ed as incomprehensible interviews. And Perry styled himself  in such “out-of-this-world” 
clothing that music critics have generally concluded that Perry was either insane or verg-
ing on insanity. For example, in the online music magazine Pitchfork, Nate Patrin’s review 
(2008) of  Perry’s album Scratch Came, Scratch Saw, Scratch Conquered describes Perry as a singer 
with “typically loopy off-the-dome vocals” and reduces Perry to a “cannabis-fueled goof-off 
and, with age, a sort of  crazy-grampa oddball,” whose “voice is mostly preoccupied with 
croaking out stream-of-consciousness mutterings and aimless non-sequiturs.” For decades, 
Perry’s words have been dismissed, described as ramblings unworthy of  sober readership or 
analysis. But what if  Patrin and other reggae writers and music critics have been mischar-
acterizing Perry? What if  Perry’s role as producer and Black Ark arsonist have absorbed so 
much of  the critical attention that they deflected scholarly attention away from the complex 
identity material, such as his African alienation? For nearly half  a century, Perry’s voiced 
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works have been under explored, if  not dismissed, by music critics and scholars, except for 
Carolyn Cooper (Noises in the Blood ),4 Dawes (Wheel and Natural Mysticism), and Katz (People). 
As frustrating as this has been for me as a scholar-fan of  Perry, this largely deaf  ear has 
also been understandable, as the Bob Marley and the Wailers music “done with Perry at 
the helm,” as Dawes put it, was “daring” and “distinctive,” presenting a “tour de force of  engi-
neering” (Natural Mysticism 242-43; emphasis added). Listening to a popular Perry-produced 
song like “Mr. Brown” (1971) by Bob Marley and the Wailers for the first time is wholly 
disorienting, strange, even a bit bizarre. “Mr. Brown” begins with the tap of  a snare drum 
and a ready reply from two organs. It begins when listeners—wherever they may be—drop 
needle on vinyl or tap the triangular shape of  a digital play button. The true audiophile 
listens with earplugs in order to hear the sounds track from left to right. Once inserted, “Mr. 
Brown” floods the ear’s canals, sending echoes of  nervousness and memory throughout 
the listener’s skull. “Mr. Brown” is such a stunning “ghoulish-sounding” example of  how 
Perry’s production prowess upsets conventional production of  the 1970s (Veal 56) that I will 
detail the sonic encounter with it in the following paragraphs.

Into the left ear, Perry hits a snare that sets off two steady, groaning piped keyboards. 
Into the right ear, Perry pours an All Hallows’ Eve howl, something that hisses with the 
ascendant harmony of  two wailing men. “Who is Mr. Brown?” call Peter Tosh and Bunny 
Wailer, and the response comes through the distinctive, strained voice of  Marley. With a 
triple rhyme, one learns that “Mr. Brown is a clown who rides through town in a coffin.” 
There is more call and response when the Wailers ask another question: “Where [can] he 
be found?”; the reply is given: “In the coffin where there is three crows on top and two is 
laughing.” The imagery is too vivid; it is too perplexing. Seeming to anticipate the listener’s 
agitation, Marley bawls out, “What a confusion!” He cries out, “What a botheration!”As 
much as the listener may want to unplug from the estranged feeling that is the right-chan-
nelled story of  Mr. Brown, the left-channel organ acts as an anchor. As much as one may 
want to dismiss the track as utter lunacy, there is something in Marley’s voice that sounds 
trustworthy. The left ear takes the organ’s kicks. The right ear receives the news that Mr. 
Brown is “no where to be found.” The lyrics tells a story of  this coffin moving east “from 
Mandeville to Sligoville” in Spanish Town, and all the while its “upsetting, upsetting, upset-
ting the town.” Marley wonders aloud, “Is Mr. Brown controlled by remote?” (Bob Marley 
and the Wailers) and because he asks the same question that is on the mind of  the listener, 
the listener grows more trusting. The scene is full of  imagery. The listener hears the words 
and, if  said listener is in Jamaica, this person can visualize the coffin moving from parish 
to parish as if  it is being dragged or otherwise remotely controlled. The listener who ex-
perienced this real occurrence of  a roving coffin might find all the double-tracking of  this 
duppy track appropriate for a musical recording of  such a strange history in Jamaican life. 
But perhaps “Mr. Brown” is not as strange as the testimonial made by one Miss Byfield and 
printed as a part of  the Daily Gleaner’s front-page news. Miss Byfield reportedly “described 
the John Crows as dressed in coats,” and the “little one in the middle had on a red coat,” 
while “the two big ones …had on black coats” (“Hundreds” 7). Dawes notes in Natural 
Mysticism, “[T]hese images of  rural fear, rests [sic] in the spiritual audacity of  the Wailers” 
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(246). But, as the Gleaner report makes clear, hundreds of  people flooded downtown Kings-
ton on 28 October 1970 for their chance to see that roving three-wheeled coffin. Perry’s 
production positions itself  suspended between suspicion, curiosity, and a willingness to be-
lieve. Led by the wailing singer and the eerie production, the listener imagines the coffin, 
with laughing vultures perched atop. With the double-tracks laid, Marley’s voice has echoed 
itself  for the entire 3½ minutes. The aural space on “Mr. Brown” is exaggerated by the 
reverb: this was Perry’s genius. When the track fades to silence, the listener realizes that the 
coffin is not the only factor stirring upset.

A new reggae soundscape is not all that Perry created in his Black Ark Studio in 
Kingston or in his White or Blue Arks in Europe. Perry can also be recognized and studied 
as a poetry upsetter. Dawes is one of  the few scholars to examine Perry seriously, but his 
focused study avoids casting Perry as poet or dub poet (Natural Mysticism). Instead, Dawes 
reads Perry as “Madman/Prophet/Artist,” “isolated, alienated artist,” and “even trick-
ster medicine man” capable of  being “one of  the most important ‘literary’ influences” for 
him as a poet (237, 240, 241, 244)—which is to say that, even if  inadvertently, Dawes also 
limits Perry to the dub producer’s console. When Dawes writes that, via the aesthetics of  
reggae, Perry’s music gave him “release from the narrative’s tyranny for order and linear 
chronology to shift to a more surreal poetic mode,” he does so without acknowledging how 
Perry’s own poetic lines of  dub-produced lyrics do the very same (244). “Indebted” to Per-
ry’s production innovation, Dawes wrote the poem “Trickster II,” which set out to “challenge 
archetypes and stereotypes, a poem that rests its meaning in the language and iconography 
of  reggae and Rasta, and yet subverts those notions, intentionally eluding easy meaning” 
(245). Curiously for me, as I move to argue for the inclusion of  Perry among the dub po-
ets—but still apart from the dub poets as a dubber of  dub poetry—Dawes’s words about his 
Perry-influenced work could readily bespeak Perry’s lyric-lines of  song-verse.

If  more traditional dub poets were performing by using words as Oku Onuora did 
with the dub poetry album Pressure Drop (1984; with AK7), as Jean “Binta” Breeze did with 
the album Eena Me Corner (2009), as Michael “Mikey” Smith did to raise the consciousness 
of  the patriarchally punished and colonially haunted in Kingston with his dub poem “Mi 
Cyaan Believe It” (1982), as Linton Kwesi Johnson did to lift up the oppressed in London 
with his album Straight to Inglan’s Head (2003), or as Mutabaruka did with the studio record-
ing “Any Which Way… Freedom” (1989) for the downtrodden in Soweto, so too was Perry. 
But what I want to stress is that Perry did not stop there. His dubbing of  dub poetry stretch-
es beyond the national and colonial word boundaries into the cosmological territories with 
work that effortlessly toggles listeners back and forth between alien and supernatural word 
sound power. Put plainly, Perry’s uncommon production and often under-examined lyrics 
reveal what are arguably dubbed dub poems that reconstruct time, reorder social hierar-
chies, and reposition the African not only as alien but also as an alien.

Casting the haunting story of  “Mr. Brown” aside in order to begin a close exam-
ination of  Perry as poet, I return to the previously mentioned “ghosts” in Perry (Corbett 
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20–21). I start with Perry’s own ghost story, People Funny Boy. A chronological telling of  
Perry’s foundation and foundational experiences, People Funny Boy is the result of  some two 
hundred individual voices plus the layered and obscured messages that Perry presented to 
his appointed “ghost writer,” music journalist Katz. The introduction to the telling excuses 
the gaps and inexplicable moments as owing to that “peculiar thing” called memory. Katz 
apologetically explains that some “statements given in good faith are themselves not neces-
sarily accurate,” likely, he suggests, because of  Perry’s and other’s “regular use of  ganja.” 
While Katz is not incorrect in suggesting that marijuana use can impair memory, his words 
(like Patrin’s words for Pitchfork) fail to recognize the role of  ganja in Rastafari and Rasta-
fari-aligned individuals like Perry, for whom ganja is a sacrament and the healing of  the 
nation, as he sings on “Free Up the Weed” (1978) and “The Ganja Man” (1984; 4 min., 20 
sec. track), to name just two. Furthermore, Perry’s apparent disregard for chronological ac-
curacy may be culturally and even colonially determined. Kenyan philosopher John Mbiti, 
the seminal scholar on this subject, explained African time in his defining, still-referenced 
1969 text African Religions and Philosophy as this:

The question of  time is of  little or no academic concern to Af-
rican peoples in their traditional life. For them, time is simply 
a composition of  events which have occurred, meaning—those 
which are taking place now and those which are immediately 
to occur.... [Moreover,] according to traditional concepts, time 
is a two-dimensional phenomenon, with a long past, a present 
and virtually no future. (16)

Of  course, as economists Jenny C. Aker and Isaac M. Mbiti pointed out more recently in 
2010, this relationship with time has been disrupted to a degree by the increased availability 
of  the “real time” that African telecommunication made possible by cellphones (223). Still, 
with John Mbiti’s perspective in mind, reading People Funny Boy is a much richer, much less 
riddled look at Perry and what events mattered to him, regardless of  when or if  they could 
actually be corroborated. That said, to bypass concerns of  storytelling accuracy, this article 
mines the dictated, verbatim portion of  Perry’s ghost tale.

When Gilbert struck the island of  Jamaica as a category-five hurricane,5 Perry was 
living in England. Katz writes that, in the months following, Perry gathered his thoughts 
and dictated a three-part proclamation that prophesied how he saw the First, Second, and 
Third Worlds failing and rearranging. Part 1 of  the proclamation is titled “Hot News”; he 
called part 2 “Return of  the Grim Reaper,” then “Big News Flash,” followed by part 3, 
“The Return of  the God of  Thunder,” where he speaks of  becoming a “newspaper editor” 
or “magazine expert” like the “mighty William Shakespeare who write the Holy Bible.” A 
final section is then titled “Tea Break and Earthquake, A Rattle and a Shake.” He shared 
this proclamation with Katz and proposed that the book to spring from it be called “The 
End of  the Universe.” But instead of  adding anything more to that book, Perry went on to 
write the album From the Secret Laboratory (1990). If  one listens/reads closely, the text of  From 
the Secret Laboratory presents as a dubbed poem of  “The End of  the Universe.”
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Recorded late in 1989, with production credit split by Perry and Adrian Sherwood, 
the album was “voic[ed], overdub[ed] and mix[ed]” in eight days and released in 1990 by 
Island UK’s Mango label (Sherwood (qtd in Katz). The sound can be described as contem-
porary “scientific” dancehall, punctuated by technological signals such as a phone’s dial 
tone and a computer-processed voice—effects that mark modes of  communicating with 
and into other dimensions—and digital drum machines, which tap into and away from 
Kamau Brathwaite’s pronouncements in The Arrivants about the goat-skinned voice of  God 
(97). Space does not permit me to reproduce Perry’s multipage proclamation, but in the 
section that follows, I will highlight stanza-verses from two of  the album’s tracks: “(I Got 
the) Groove” and “African Hitchiker.” On “African Hitchiker,” listeners hear what, at first, 
sounds like early, classic dancehall patterning, akin to a dancehall deejay such as Tiger or 
Lieutenant Stitchie; but upon closer examination, an electronic Kumina rhythm is detect-
ed. Adapting the Kumina rhythm from hand-on-hide drumming to a digital machine-gen-
erated rhythm, “African Hitchhiker” suggests that the African has experienced multiple 
hitchhiking journeys: hitchhiking from time, from continent, from island to anywhere or, 
perhaps, to everywhere; and, perhaps, as John Harries has suggested, this hitchhiking is 
made possible by the Black Ark as dub “spaceship” (49).6 And an even deeper submersion 
into the track’s rhythm reminds the listener of  Kumina drumming’s hitchhiking ability to 
be transported , from Africa to the parish of  St. Thomas, Jamaica during the nineteenth 
century to the urban landscape of  West Kingston, to its “heartbeat double-pulse funde” 
and “thunder-clap of  the bass drum” disguised within Rastafari’s Nyabinghi drums, as 
noted by the brilliant ethnomusicological work of  Kenneth Bilby and Elliot Leib (261). 
Hitchhiking into the year 1990, the upbeat digital Kumina riddim of  “African Hitchhiker” 
is compelling, as are the dub poem-song’s lines-lyrics. To be an “alien from outer-space” 
asks the questions: What is it to be “alien” and When is one marginalized from a “space”? 
Furthermore, Perry’s ghost tale, People Funny Boy, intimates that Perry descends matrilin-
eally from Yoruba arrivants in Jamaica (Katz). Thus, I propose reading the poem-song’s 
lines-lyrics as a dub-mixed and muted B-side of  the A-side ghost tale dictated to Katz over 
the course of  People Funny Boy. I reproduce some of  Perry’s stanza-lines below and invite 
readers to imagine the words being performed to the accompaniment of  a Kumina riddim 
as he declares:

I am an alien from outer-space

And I ain’t got no home, I’m living in my brief  case

I am a, I am a, I am a hitchhiker

I’m hitching and hiking straight from Africa

I am the word professor

I am the word processor
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I am the green monitor

My name is Father Christmas

Marcus

And I am a must.

Rocking on a wire with a crazy ball of  fire

Rocking on a wire with my crazy ball of  fire

Rocking on a wire with a crazy ball of  fire

I must.

I must.

I am an alien from outer-space

I am an alien ain’t got no home

I am an alien from outer-space

I am an alien who live in my brief  case. (Perry, “African Hitch-
hiker”)

The persona of  Perry’s dub poem-song uses the first-person voice to say he is “liv-
ing in his brief  case, I must.” But the song’s listener may hear “brief ” and “case” uttered 
in close succession and may rightfully assume that Perry is making a claim for living in an 
attaché case (as Perry is known to bring a small suitcase on stage during his performances). 
The poem-song’s persona also chants that he is living in his “suit case.” But why would we 
take his words at face value? Why not extract them for their dub/double meaning? If  we 
do so, the “brief  case” no longer identifies a leather file case, but the case instead represents 
the African who has been alien[ated] in the diaspora. Engaging with Perry in print form, 
readers are able to cast aside previous [mis]conceptions of  Perry as a bejewelled, oddball 
performer and see his words as carefully selected for their communicative value. Doing so, 
I argue, demonstrates that, word for word, Perry’s “African Hitchhiker” and its reckoning 
with feelings of  madness, homelessness, and alien/nation in Africans’ postcolonial homes 
is more like a dub poem than a song. Consider, for example, the audio recording of  the 
dub poetry of  Breeze, whose persona in the poem “Riddym Ravings” (2009) is taken to an 
asylum to take the “radio outa [she] head.” As the poem continues, the persona says, in the 
first-person voice,
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Eh, Eh, no feel no way

town is a place dat ah really kean stay

dem kudda—ribbit mi han

eh—ribbit mi toe

mi waan go a country go look mango.

The critical difference between the two dub poems is that, while Breeze’s poetic persona 
is marginalized as insane and yearning to escape from the gendered and urban pressures of  
Kingston, she is, as Kelly Baker Josephs outlines, “caught in the crossroads, literally and 
figuratively on [her] way nowhere” (“Kingston Full”). Alternately, the persona of  Perry’s 
poem is not restricted; indeed, he is able to reach beyond the urban grid and the societal 
rules of  the postcolony to remember and return to his previous home. The need for both 
personas to leave the postcolony is further explained in the painful reality painted by Achille 
Mbembe in On the Postcolony (2001), where he notes that

the postcolony is... made up of  a series of  corporate institu-
tions and a political machinery that, once in place, constitute a 
distinctive regime of  violence. In this sense, the postcolony is a 
particularly revealing, and rather dramatic, stage on which are 
played out the wider problems of  subjection and its corollary, 
discipline. (102–03)

Breeze’s persona is hopeful that there is refuge in the “country[side],” while Perry’s persona 
is strengthened, knowing that he will only be in his current “case” “brief[ly],” knowing he 
will soon return to the outer space of/or Africa. To this point, I return to “Africa on the 
Moon,” where Harries describes Perry’s world view as an accumulation of  beliefs, realities, 
and existentialisms. Reading Perry as less mad and more existentialist, Harries notes that 
in Perry’s “musical works, Rastafari, Obeah, science fiction, ecology, and the Bible are not 
merely presented alongside one another, but are integrated in a comprehensive re-ver-
sioning” (49). Reading Perry’s music and lyrics through an aesthetically dub lens allows me 
to dub the familiar “Disco Devil” producer, into an unfamiliar Scratch the dub poet. In a 
gesture similar to what Mervyn Morris did decades ago (1964) with his groundbreaking, 
critical analysis of  Louise Bennett’s work as a poet (Morris, “On Reading”), we must read 
Perry seriously as a dub poet. To take Perry seriously is to do what Cooper inaugurated 
with dancehall’s lyrics decades ago: “reclaim the often derided ‘gibberish’/verbal creativ-
ity” of  Perry (Noises 118). It is to do what Cooper did with Marley’s songs in Noises in the 
Blood: recognize the “interpenetration of  oral and scribal forms,” as well as dub production 
forms and, thus, carry out critical evaluation of  Perry’s songs as literary texts—in this case 
poetry, that is specifically a cosmologically stretched-out or dubbed dub poetry (118). While 
few music critics and scholars have pushed beyond Perry’s contribution to the art of  pro-
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duction, in Noises, Cooper recognized Perry as more than the Wailers’ producer: as their 
cowriter. In citing biographer Stephen Davis, Cooper sought to highlight the collaborative 
energy that led to the Wailers’ success, but his evaluation also offers insight into Perry’s 
process as a riddim-riding dub poet: “Perry would croak out catch-phrases and doggerel,” 
recalled Davis, “trying to find the right lyrics to match the spluttering, bumpity Afro-style 
percussion tracks that the Barrets were experimenting with” (qtd. in Cooper, Noises 119). 
One can imagine that this is also how Perry formulated his poetic delivery. In synch with 
music production is how Perry likely determined the necessary onomatopoeias, assonances, 
and alliterations for his lyric-lines of  dub song-poems.

The groove for Perry’s “(I Got the) Groove” on From the Secret Laboratory is a walking, 
funky bass line that serves as a cast-iron Dutch oven for the song to move between a gentle 
simmer and a rolling boil that, rather than spilling over and flooding down, rises, stretching 
itself  skyward from the vessel in steamy, dancing spirals. The echoed sound effects enter and 
trail for seconds at a time, under the carefully controlled delays of  the dub-savvy producer. 
Like other tracks on this album, the lyric-lines of  “(I Got the) Groove” demonstrate poetic 
techniques and suggest mutes and mixes of  anti-colonial, anti-capitalist, and anti-govern-
ment corruption messages presented in Perry’s dictated proclamation. For example, in part 
1 of  the proclamation, Perry exclaims:

No more of  that! No VATs, Third World rats! No more VAT 
and no more tax! Tax the rich, and tax the witch, Margaret 
Thatcher; they can afford it, poor people cannot afford it. Tax 
Reagan, behold pagan, who is a close resemblance to Satan, the 
old dragon from Hell bottom with his spell of  dooms; Reagan 
the doom-maker, Thatcher the Queen-fighter. Thatcher who 
want [sic] to overthrow the Queen with her criminal govern-
ment team... Ministers of  crimes and governors of  wrongs... 
(Katz)

Katz’s archive shows that Perry voiced “Groove” the following year, 1989, and reverbera-
tions of  the proclamation are recognizable in its subject matter, as well as in the mood of  
the lyric-lines. The dub song-poem begins with a drum roll and the electronic drum kit. 
Then the persona is heard introducing his voice to listeners near and far, seen and unseen. 
Here I attempt to transcribe some of  the early stanza-verses of  “(I Got the) Groove”:

This is the voice

This is the voice of  Michael

Pick up the voice

Push up the voice

Lift up the voice
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[Vocalists sing and the reverb creates special distance: I got the 
groove]

And the voice of  Michael say

The public attack

With a sub attack

And I say we want our money back

And we want our taxes back

We want our VAT tax,

Old Vaticans.

We want our tax back,

Old battyman, old, old pagans

And old status.

We want our taxes back

Because we are the images of  stones.

They got our tone, music, hear.

Music near and music cheer.

Eh!

Fire and ice

They got a fire and a queen of  ice
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The dub song-poem is not sung by Perry but is delivered at a recitation pace. This dub po-
em-song is born not of  the theatre’s stage but of  a recording booth. Perry’s poems are stu-
dio born to be delivered mouth to ear, for that is the output and input of  oral performance. 
Transcribing the lyrics here, I must remind the reader to continue to imagine a spellbinding 
digital Kumina riddim grounding these lyric-lines of  resistance. “Groove” features classic 
dub poetry phrase repetition and in-line, rhyming wordplay as the persona questions how 
Africa’s history, religion’s history, and prophetic and astrological histories have been viewed 
as mysteries and dismissed as myths so that governments can maintain their power over the 
people:

And a mystery, mystery of  Isis.

And the misses and the myths, and mystery of  Pisces

The mystery of  history.

The mystery of  prophecy.

The mystery of  theocracy.

Hey, not all aliens come from space.

So, save, save your last breath, and save your human race

Save yourself  for the scream.

[Perry screeches the word] Scream!

After the screeching scream fades, the persona returns to the theme of  alienation. He iden-
tifies his royal and his common marginalization when he declares that he is “the joker out 
of  the pack” of  cards, then recasts that marginalization as an advantage that allows him to 
“win” because, as Perry has outlined previously, the oppressive ways of  the monarchies and 
the ministers will never win. Perry’s subject matter is familiar, as it is the frequent subject 
of  dub poetry, but the lack of  dread-talk and his more abstract references, for example, to 
astrology (Pisces) or Egyptology (Isis), are as unfamiliar as the Kumina riddim that is used 
in place of  a traditional-roots reggae pattern and show Perry’s cosmological departure or 
his dubbing of  dub poetry:

For, here I am, and I am the living dream

I am the joker out of  the pack.

And I win the deck.

The deck of  cards. (“[I Got the] Groove”)
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Sonically, the synths return here and then take off with the persona identifying markers of  
wealth (palaces, castles, penthouses, airplanes) as haunted. I read these places not as being 
haunted by ghouls and ghosts but as evidence of  Derridean “hauntology” that underscores 
the persona’s awareness of  global politics and a preoccupation with the looming death of  
socialism and communism. Jacques Derrida’s Specters of  Marx (1994) guides my reading of  
the next portion of  “(I Got the) Groove,” as I think particularly of  Derrida’s supposition 
that one must “learn to live with ghosts, in the upkeep, the conversation, the company, or 
the companionship, in the commerce without commerce of  ghosts... with them,” because 
“this being-with specters would also be, not only but also, a politics of  memory, of  inheri-
tance, and of  generations... in the name of  justice” (xviii). And just as John Mbiti’s exposi-
tion on African time helps listeners/readers make sense of  Perry’s relationship with events 
and times (as discussed above), so too does Derrida’s, when he writes that “haunting is his-
torical, to be sure, but it is not dated, it is never docilely given a date in the chain of  presents, 
day after day, according to the instituted order of  a calendar” (Derrida 3). Perry brings a 
similarly grounded but differently articulated understanding of  the late 1980s global shift/
end of  communist and socialist politics. This is what builds the persona’s “haunted” house, 
palace, castle, et cetera, seen in the lines/lyrics below:

With my haunted house

And my haunted palace,

My haunted castles,

My haunted penthouse,

My haunted ships,

And my haunted boats

And my haunted airplanes,

My ghost ships,

My ghost planes,

My ghost boats,

Eh, my ghost house.

I am from the twilight zone

And I am not flesh and bone.

I am just wearing a mask

And I fool ya. (Perry, “[I Got the] Groove”)
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The “twilight zone” of  being between consciousness and unconsciousness, of  being “flesh 
and bone” or not, of  being who or what one sees, or of  “wearing a mask” to “fool” the 
world welcomes another Derridean break. Perry’s voice speaks in anticipation of  the Der-
ridean spectre: “What happens between two, and between all the ‘two’s’ one likes, such 
as between life and death, can only maintain itself  with some ghost, can only talk with or 
about some ghost” (Derrida xvii).

As I fool yah,

I say I fool ya,

As I fool you,

You looking for the money?

For the world paper money book?

Hey, I fool ya. (Perry, “[I Got the] Groove”)

In the years that followed From the Secret Laboratory, Perry wrote what reads as a kind 
of  dub prose poem that maintains a steadfast commitment to condemn colonialism. In 
preparation for the new millennium, Perry spoke a message to his People Funny Boy ghost 
writer, Katz. I reproduce portions of  it below:

I’m going to re-organise Africa with my music government. 
In England, I must caput the Queen, caput the taxes, rebuild 
African government, and show them in Jamaica who me re-
sponsible for.... The Upsetter present the end of  the Heads of  
Government, because the 2000 is here, and I represent the year 
2000; I come before my time and they respect me. For the fu-
ture, I see that Jesus Christ is black and God is also black, so the 
Pope and the Bishop wrong: Jesus Christ wasn’t white, so I black 
the future of  all the politicians and all the government—black 
it with the Black Ark; I black the future as Super Man, Super 
Ape.... [When] them rediscover the space ship, they will see it 
is the Ark of  the Covenant and the right solution. Let people 
know what is going on: I am here to prove that God is black and 
that Jesus Christ is black, that’s why I’m here with the Black Ark. 
The game black, cannot be opened after me. Lee “Scratch” Per-
ry is in God’s space ship. (emphasis added)

Perry “black[s]” the game with this dictated third-person space mission. And Perry 
“black[s]” the dub poetry game with what appears to be a very clever dub prose poem that 
highlights his mastery of  local word power. What I mean is that “black” here should be 
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read and interpreted not as it was scribed by Katz in People Funny Boy, such that it looks like 
the dark colour. Instead, I contend that “black” here is meant in the Jamaican pronounce-
ment of  “block,” as in the dominoes strategy to “block the game.” Perry’s use of  blacking/
blocking the game is, therefore, a powerful metaphor, as players can only “block” the game 
when they know their opponents’ tiles. Awareness of  the opponents’ strengths and weak-
nesses gives Perry a kind of  omniscience to move the game in the direction he chooses. And 
in order to gain this omniscience, all one has to do is pay attention. Here, Perry’s layered 
dub prose poem lines tip his hand to the reader willing to advance beyond the theatre of  his 
stunning dub production, the reader ready stretch into the far and distant beyond with him. 
The message he reveals is that being black is the block. With words that sound “ghost ships” 
and “ghost planes,” and words that speak power to the “hitchhiker” from “outer-space,” 
Perry produces masterful, often anti-colonial dub verse and prose poems about alien/na-
tion.

Disembodied from the mad, oddball Perry that we thought we knew, his words may 
have fallen differently on our ears. We cannot change that history of  silence around Perry 
as a serious poet. What we can do is read Perry differently today. As Njelle Hamilton writes 
in Phonographic Memories (2019), we can use the aesthetics of  dub to “allow previously erased 
voices to be heard in the mix,” thus providing a space for “ethical listening and remember-
ing” (145). In the wake of  Perry’s passing in late August 2021, now is the time for us to dub 
the master narratives and missed analyses of  his creative output. Reading Perry’s recorded 
words as dubbed-out dub poetry that only a dub producer could manifest affords us the 
opportunity to extend his memory. If  we re-examine the tracks of  Perry’s albums, we find 
that they reach beyond the “reggae poetry” and “reggae lyricism” that Chrisitan Habekost 
outlines in Verbal Riddim (206). Perry’s work casts itself  out into the margins of  the definition 
of  dub poetry given by genre innovator Onuora, who said that dub poetry is “performance 
poetry with or without music” that features “the process of  dubbing in or out: dubbing 
the ignorance out of  people’s minds and dubbing in new consciousness” (qtd. in Habe-
kost 207). Replete with mirrored hats, dyed hair, and bedazzled jackets, Perry performed 
words in ways that fit Johnson’s articulation of  dub poets as “showmen” (Habekost 207). 
And finally, if  not most critically, Perry’s lyric-lines of  dub song-poems hold up to Mervyn 
Morris’s articulation that

though everybody knows that dub poetry is meant to be per-
formed, and though some poems are most fully realized in 
performance, people who enjoy poetry (and not only “dub po-
etry”) tend to be biased in favour of  poems that offer riches 
before and after, not only during or because of, performance. 
They privilege the word. (“‘Dub Poetry’?” 7)

Perry’s recorded music is worthy of  being re-examined poetically because it offers us a 
dubbed dub poetry in the form of  phonographic riches. May we remember Scratch forever.
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Notes
1 Madness here has double meaning. On the one hand, Perry sometimes 

splashed his rage or anger on the walls of  his Cardiff Crescent home stu-
dio in Kingston, known as the Black Ark. And on the other hand, as David 
Katz noted in a late-1970s scene from the Black Ark, the walls would also 
exhibit “the troubled mind of  Lee Perry himself ” and with “behaviour [that] 
became resolutely drastic; he entered a new phase that centred on graffiti, 
painting cryptic proclamations on the walls of  his studio. Then he began 
placing the letter X over certain letters of  his proclamations, as though to 
erase or blot out the cipher; later still, whole words would be covered with 
X’s” (emphasis added). Additionally, in the introduction to Madness in Anglo-
phone Caribbean Literature on the Edge (2018), editors Bénédicte Ledent, Evelyn 
O’Callaghan, and Daria Tunca examine various instances of  “madness” 
in the Caribbean, and they pose the following questions that are useful for 
thinking through Perry’s frequent classification as “mad”: “Could what 
passes for madness actually be something other, such as resistance to the 
truly demented logic of  race, class, and gender prejudice enshrined in the 
popular consciousness of  Caribbean societies? Could it represent states of  
transcendence embedded in alternative cosmologies or an enraged psyche 
boldly repudiating the terms on which human consciousness is shaped and 
managed around limiting and imposed expectations of  the ‘normal’?” (Le-
dent et al. 19).

2 A few classic examples of  the familiar/unfamiliar experience that dub mu-
sic creates can be heard in the following pairings: Jacob Miller’s single 
“Baby I Love You So” (1974) and the King Tubby dub of  it titled “King 
Tubby Meets the Rockers Uptown” (1974), or the Burning Spear album 
Marcus Garvey (1975) and its dub album titled Garvey’s Ghost (1976). One can 
also listen to more contemporary pairings, such as Jah9’s tune “Greatest 
Threat to the Status Quo” (2016) and its dub, titled “Spiritual Woman 
Dub” (2017), or Lila Iké’s “Biggest Fan” (2017) and its Gregory Morris 
dub, titled “Biggest Dub” (2017).

3 See, for example, Guyanese activist Walter Rodney’s The Groundings with 
My Brothers (1969); Trinidadian historian C. L. R. James’s The Black Jacobins 
(1938) and writer V. S. Naipaul’s Middle Passage (1963); Martinicans Aimé 
Césaire’s A Season in the Congo (1966) and Frantz Fanon’s The Wretched of  the 
Earth (1961) or Black Skin, White Masks (1951).

4 Carolyn Cooper’s Noises (1995) was groundbreaking for its bold academic 
engagement with Jamaican dancehall culture of  the 1980s and early 1990s. 
It is also germane to note that Cooper designed the still popular ‘Reggae 
Poetry’ course at the University of  the West Indies, Mona, a course that 
introduces students to the study of  Jamaican popular music by teaching 
students how to analyze the poetic techniques in reggae music’s lyrics. 
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Cooper also examines Bob Marley and the Wailers’ music from the 1970s. 
In her chapter titled “Chanting down Babylon,” she identifies Perry as the 
critical co-writer of  some of  Bob Marley’s most improvisational content.

5 Here I intentionally withhold the month and year (12 September 1988) 
from the body of  the text as a way of  highlighting John Mbiti’s supposition 
that the event is more defining, more significant than the specificity of  a 
date.

6 In his article “Africa on the Moon,” Harries places the African American 
alien Sun Ra in conversation with Perry, noting that if  one “[c]onsider[s] 
the Black Ark and the Arkestra as the chosen musical vehicles for Perry 
and Ra’s imaginative flights, we might initially identify the Ark in both 
instances as a spacecraft leaving earth for other worlds” (48).
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Dub Poetry’s Global Impact, 
Forty Years On
A. D. McKenzie and Tobias Schlosser

Source: Ehimetalor Akhere Unuabona  | Unsplash

Dub poetry’s pre-eminent performer, Linton Kwesi Johnson (LKJ), was awarded the 
prestigious PEN Pinter Prize in 2020, marking a milestone in his career and in the genre. 
The award came forty-two years after his release of  Dread Beat an’ Blood—acknowledged as 
the first record to comprise spoken word over dub music, a field that is “almost synonymous 
with LKJ” (Hitchcock)1—and it elicited celebration, expressed particularly via social media 
worldwide,2 and not least in the United Kingdom, LKJ’s home since he left his birthplace 
Jamaica at age 11. The award highlighted the political, cultural and social impact of  LKJ’s 
work in both local and international contexts, and, focusing on this impact, Sharmaine 
Lovegrove, one of  the judges, articulated the reason for the prize:
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“I feel I came into the world with the sound of  political and 
cultural activism from Linton Kwesi Johnson’s work ringing in 
my ears. His powerful words and energetic passion have guided 
me and many others to always interrogate and push forwards 
against the status quo.” (qtd. in “Linton Kwesi Johnson 
Awarded”)

In addition, author and editor Claire Armitstead, another judge and a trustee of  English 
PEN, called LKJ “a poet, reggae icon, academic, and campaigner, whose impact on the 
cultural landscape over the last half  century has been colossal and multi-generational” 
(qtd. in Flood). She added that LKJ’s “political ferocity and his tireless scrutiny of  history 
are truly Pinteresque, as is the humour with which he pursues them” (qtd. in Flood). The 
prize, created by the writers’ organization English PEN to honour a writer who possesses 
an “unflinching, unswerving” gaze and “fierce intellectual determination . . . to define the 
real truth3 of  our lives and our societies” (in the words of  British playwright Harold Pinter, 
qtd. in “Linton Kwesi Johnson Awarded”), served to spotlight the political nature of  most 
dub poetry as well. Cultural experts from Jamaica to South Africa—where LKJ received 
an honorary doctorate from Rhodes University in April 2017—equally commented on the 
international role of  dub poets’ work on issues that encompass racism, colonialism, and 
injustice in its infinite forms.4

While LKJ has been one of  the key figures at the forefront of  the development and 
international reach of  dub poetry over the past 40 years, other performer-poets have like-
wise had a profound impact on the movement of  the genre. This paper examines the var-
ious media that the poets (LKJ, Benjamin Zephaniah, Jean “Binta” Breeze, Oku Onuora, 
Mutabaruka, Lillian Allen, and their peers) have used in the United Kingdom, the Carib-
bean, and North America, and focuses particularly on their recordings, since this output is 
sometimes overlooked. As the history of  dub poetry has already been widely covered, for 
example, by Peter Hitchcock, Phanuel Antwi, Christian Habekost (“Dub Poetry” and Verbal 
Riddim), and Mervyn Morris (especially in “‘Dub Poetry?’”), we will provide only a brief  
introduction to its origin before continuing with an examination of  the international contri-
butions and reach of  the performers, discussing in depth how LKJ on his own, through his 
recordings, poetry, and activism, has influenced the circulation of  dub poetry and how he 
became one of  the nodes of  cultural transmission in the field through his recording label, 
which also released the work of  other poets.

Origins of  Dub

Dub has its roots in reggae, but it has also charted its own course. As two related art 
forms, both artistic expressions challenge the prevailing ideological status quo, which may 
be perceived as dysfunctional. Originating “within a cultural space that was home to mar-
ginalized groups,” mainly in Western Kingston, reggae was born in areas of  Jamaica where 
violence and exclusion interrupted everyday life (UNESCO). According to UNESCO,
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[Reggae’s] contribution to international discourse on issues of  
injustice, resistance, love and humanity underscores the dy-
namics of  the element as being at once cerebral, socio-political, 
sensual and spiritual. The basic social functions of  the music—
as a vehicle for social commentary, a cathartic practice, and 
a means of  praising God—have not changed, and the music 
continues to act as a voice for all.

Aspects of  this assessment could equally apply to dub poetry, and the global headlines and 
reactions that resulted when reggae was inscribed on the UNESCO List of  Intangible Cul-
tural Heritage in 2018 are testament to the worldwide impact of  the music and its various 
offshoots such as dub. The songs of  Bob Marley, Jimmy Cliff, Peter Tosh, Burning Spear, 
and other reggae artists inspired hope as they exhorted listeners to fight for a better future, 
but here lie two major differences between reggae and dub. First, reggae still has a strong 
belief  in “the intervention of  the Almighty” (Chambers 138) and “a root thematic specifi-
cally focused on Ethiopia as the domain of  Haile Selassie” (Hitchcock).5 Second, dub (the 
pared-down instrumental remix) is often said to have initially created a form of  escapism, 
especially for people who had few prospects of  gainful employment. Troubles could be 
temporarily alleviated when the tunes from the sound systems created a “Dancehall Nir-
vana,” as ethnomusicologist Michael E. Veal illustrates in his acclaimed publication Dub: 
Soundscapes & Shattered Songs in Jamaican Reggae (13).

The emergence of  dub poetry out of  Jamaica’s music culture de-emphasized “es-
capism,” however, and fomented its political energies. In the context of  LKJ’s dub poetry, 
his intervention is part of  the story of  emigration to Britain. After World War II, many 
Jamaicans—the so-called Windrush Generation (Chambers 134)—sought to find a better 
life overseas. They were encouraged to do so by the British government since the country 
needed “affordable” labour.  Britain was perceived then “as a land of  promise, a Promised 
Land of  near-biblical proportions” (139). But instead of  being accepted by the society in 
which they worked, Jamaicans often faced racism and discrimination. Many felt betrayed 
when they compared their circumstances to what had been promised and what they had 
left behind, and this situation went on to affect those coming of  age in the 1970s. By then, 
dub was serving new needs, because it was becoming a medium, through spoken words, to 
reflect the experiences and the disappointments far away from home, “a fearless and un-
swerving reflection on the challenges faced by black youth in London” (143). At the same 
time, the tunes were a constant reminder of  one’s roots amid the diaspora.

LKJ’s work records the struggles in Britain where some immigrants felt forced to 
live in the shadows, where the children of  the Windrush Generation felt their Britishness 
questioned, and where “factors such as police harassment, discrimination, societal racism, 
unemployment, and educational underachievement contributed to a certain sense of  alien-
ation” (Chambers 136). “Inglan Is a Bitch,” LKJ’s hard-hitting and now famous critique, 
can be seen as a harsh dismissal of  Britain as the formerly perceived “Promised Land” 
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(139). The searing poem came out two years after his first LP release, the 1978 Dread Beat an’ 
Blood, and it encapsulates the perspective of  an immigrant in London who finds it impos-
sible to escape from poverty, regardless of  the effort he makes. In a time of  political unrest 
and protests on the streets, LKJ’s dub poetry offered an acute assessment of  injustice and 
discrimination. LKJ has spoken of  the war that the police waged against his generation in 
the 1970s and his response through poetry to these experiences, including “Sonny’s Lettah” 
(qtd. in “PEN”). Later, the death of  activist Blair Peach after an attack in an anti-racism 
demonstration became the subject of  the poem “Reggae Fi Peach” (1980). While other po-
ets also memorialized the attacks on the black community, LKJ became the leading figure 
of  rising protest through poetry in Britain (Saroukhani 258). He is considered the first poet 
to describe the emotions among immigrants in the British inner cities forty years ago, using 
words, music, and (most often) a nonviolent approach6 to help effect change, raise aware-
ness, and promote resistance to brutality. According to Paul Gilroy, “Johnson’s poems ac-
complished a rare feat: they explored the life experience of  a marginalised group, poetically, 
with such power that the work won recognition, not only as compelling, but as fateful. In 
other words, his poetry was understood to be truthful” (qtd. in “PEN”). Therefore, not only 
was LKJ using dub poetry to confront institutional discrimination, but he was also showing 
poetry as a powerful means of  protest.

In an unpublished 1997 interview, LKJ revealed to A. D. McKenzie, one of  the 
authors of  this article, that his own evolution as a dub poet was linked to music: “I used 
to recite poetry unaccompanied before 1976,” he said. “Then I started using Rasta drum-
mers. At the time I was working at Virgin Records, writing sleeve notes and so on, so I asked 
the people there to help me make an album.” Virgin founder Richard Branson agreed to 
finance the record, and it was recorded with British dub music pioneer Dennis Bovell and 
other artists, and released in 1979 with the title Forces of  Victory, followed by LKJ in Dub a 
year later. LKJ has described doing readings in numerous venues after the launch of  the 
album, but he told McKenzie that he had “never been part of  or tried to get into the lit-
erary establishment.” The focus on recordings and live performances, rather than book 
publishing, per se, thus meant he could reach a wide audience well beyond the literati, as 
will be seen later in this paper.

LKJ’s Influence on Other Dub Poets, and the Recordings

Having moved to London at age 11, LKJ became involved in a number of  commu-
nity and political activities: as a student, he was involved in organizing poetry workshops 
and building solidarity (see Hitchcock); he became “involved with the Black Panthers” 
movement (Hitchcock); he was a part of  the Race Today Collective, a major avenue for black 
politics in the 1970s; and he was a central figure in the “1976/77 Notting Hill Carnival 
disturbances” (Saroukhani 257).7 His positioning in activist organizing and his involvement 
in the recording industry provided a platform to facilitate the development of  the recording 
careers of  other dub poets.
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His LKJ record label, set up in 1981, would thus have international impact, record-
ing fellow poets and musicians. LKJ helped Michael “Mikey” Smith (1954–83) to record his 
only album, Mi Cyaan Believe It in the early 1980s (see Hitchcock).8 He also collaborated with 
musician Bovell on various projects and boosted the work of  poets such as Breeze, Onuora, 
Mutabaruka, and others—pushing the reach of  the genre far beyond live performances. 
Breeze, for her part, credited him with inviting her to Britain, a move that launched her 
global career. As The New York Times recalled, “A turning point came when Ms. Breeze met 
Linton Kwesi Johnson, a prominent Jamaican dub poet, who invited her to perform at the 
International Book Fair of  Radical Black and Third World Books in 1985. She was soon 
touring and performing around the world” (“Jean Breeze”).

When we speak of  the global impact of  dub poetry, LKJ’s relationship with other 
dub poets exposes the rippling effects of  the genre’s Black Atlantic movements. In the in-
terview with McKenzie, LKJ credited the Jamaican artist Onoura (born Orlando Wong, 
in Kingston, 1952) with popularizing the term dub poetry. Having performed his poetry 
with a reggae band in 1974 while he was in prison for armed robbery, Onuora, after his 
release from prison in1977, went on to perform live with Smith at the 11th World Festival 
of  Youth and Students that took place in Cuba. According to Habekost, it was at this event 
that he was noticed by Allen—whose work will be explored later in this article; she found 
his performance inspiring and went on to launch dub poetry happenings in Canada (Habe-
kost, Verbal Riddim 19–22). Onuora released his first dub record, Reflections	in	Red, in 1979, 
recorded at Marley’s Tuff Gong studios, and he developed a friendship with LKJ during 
subsequent tours in Europe. In 1998, cognizant of  the history of  dub, Onuora released 
Overdub: Tribute to King Tubby on New York–based independent label Ion Records,9 paying 
homage to the Jamaican sound engineer whose production and mixing techniques contrib-
uted significantly to dub music’s growth. The album was rereleased in 2015, while his latest 
compilation, I’ve Seen, became available in 2019 on Switzerland-based Fruits Records, the 
latest of  seven albums10—and evidence that the “father of  Jamaican dub poetry” has an 
international audience.

For LKJ, creating his own record label was a way to “provide a platform for poetry” 
that came out of  the reggae tradition. As he revealed to McKenzie, “I’d been slagging off 
the big labels for the way they treated artists, [so] I thought I’d put my money where my 
mouth is” (Johnson, Personal interview). The LKJ Records productions include Tracks by 
Breeze (1991), LKJ in Dub, Volume 2 (1992), Bushfire by saxophonist and flautist Steve Greg-
ory (1994), Dub of  Ages by Bovell (1997, and Tings an Times by LKJ. The latter (released in 
1991) formed the title as well of  LKJ’s Tings an Times: Selected Poems. Earlier, in 1985, LKJ 
Live in Concert with the Dub Band was recorded at the Queen Elizabeth Hall in London and 
received a nomination for a Grammy Award. In 1992, LKJ and Bovell collaborated on LKJ 
in Dub, Volume Two, and four years later, LKJ Records released LKJ presents, comprising the 
work of  various artists. In comparison, the album LKJ a capella LIVE (1996) featured four-
teen of  his poems without the usual music.11
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In the original sleeve notes to this a capella album, dated August 1996, LKJ dis-
cussed his own impact, writing:

When I entered the world of  reggae some two decades ago, I 
did so not as a musician, singer, or songwriter, but as a ‘poet’. 
. . . There have been German and Italian translations of  some 
of  my poems. My work has been widely anthologised and is 
taught in schools and universities. After I became recognised 
as a reggae artist I still remained active on the poetry scene. 
In fact, nearly all my reggae recordings began life as ‘poems’ 
rather than musical compositions. I suppose, though, it was in-
evitable that my reputation as a ‘poet’ would be overshadowed 
by my success as a ‘reggae artist.’ So for the longest time I have 
threatened to record an album of  my verse unadorned and 
unfettered by musical accompaniment. And here it is at last . . .  
This album has been compiled from poetry readings from the 
last four years in Belgium, Holland and the UK. . . . Reciting 
to Belgian and Dutch audiences without the benefit of  a band 
behind me was certainly a challenge. (LKJ a capella LIVE, sleeve 
notes)

The sleeve notes clearly indicate his awareness of  his international reach, especially as the 
poetry readings were recorded in venues ranging from the Beurschouwburg in Brussels to 
Ronnie Scott’s Jazz Club in London (LKJ a capella LIVE, sleeve notes). Still, although LKJ 
himself  recognized that his performances in non-English-speaking countries often attracted 
fans who came for the reggae music more than the poetry, it remains a significant value that 
performing dub poetry with a reggae band was one of  the ways of  expanding audience. 
Jacky D, the former bassist of  the Belgian reggae band Skyblasters, supported LKJ’s view, 
recalling during an October 2021 interview with the authors of  this article that his band 
had opened for LKJ in the small Belgian town Leffinge in the late 1980s—where spectators 
evidently did not speak English or Jamaican Creole/patois. According to Jacky D,

People were there for the good vibes of  the music. Most didn’t 
understand the words. But LKJ’s performance was so inspiring 
that afterwards I bought the original songs that inspired the 
dub versions, and I got to know his poetry. Some members of  
the band did the same. (Personal interview)12

As a sign of  LKJ’s influence and growing fan base, Island Records released Independant 
Intavenshan, a double-CD compilation, in 1998, which marked twenty years since the re-
cording of  Dread Beat an’ Blood. Then, at the beginning of  the 21st century, LKJ became in 
2002 the first black poet to be published in Penguin’s Modern Classics series with his poetry 
collection Mi Revalueshanary Fren. This publication caused debate, perceived by some critics 
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as an incongruent move compared with LKJ’s recording history. For example, Henghameh 
Saroukhani argued that the artist had previously “avoided the commercialisation of  his 
verses, famously turning down a multi-album contract with the reggae label Island Records 
[at the beginning of  his career] (known for making Bob Marley an international icon),” 
since commercial success might be “detaching the poet from his/her community” (259). 
In addition, British Caribbean writer Caryl Phillips remarked that he found it irritating to 
place a performer known for his critique of  the current establishment in line with estab-
lished (and dead) writers (Saroukhani 260). However, it could be argued here that in our 
postmodern age, boundaries have become blurred, so borders are crossed, and the gap is 
always narrowing—as Leslie A. Fiedler has posited in his famous essay on the postmodern 
condition, further stating that “the press mythologizes certain public figures . . . even before 
they are dead” (346). Scholars such as Michael Bucknor have also engaged with dub’s post-
modern dimension,13 and while it is beyond the scope of  this paper to discuss the ins and 
outs of  postmodernism, one inference is that the bridge between being anti-establishment 
and having commercial success can be crossed and can achieve the greater goal of  put-
ting an anti-colonial agenda on the global stage and of  expanding the audience. Since the 
Penguin publication, LKJ’s work has been profiled by the BBC, and he has released other 
albums, including a CD of  a live concert in Paris: LKJ Live in Paris (2004) with the Dennis 
Bovell Dub Band.

Martin Evans, a professor of  history at the University of  Sussex and one of  three 
international curators of  a 2019 exhibition in which LKJ’s role as musician and activist 
was featured, concludes that LKJ’s “international influence cannot be overstated” (qtd. in 
McKenzie). The exhibition, which was held in Paris’s Musée national de l’histoire de l’im-
migration (National Museum of  the History of  Immigration), bore the title Paris-Londres: 
Music Migrations (1962–1989); it explored “the close and complex relationship between mi-
gration, music, anti-racism and political activism” (McKenzie).

In a telephone interview with the authors of  this article in March 2021, Evans de-
scribed how Algerian activists whom he had met in France in 1990 were “impressed with 
Linton Kwesi Johnson’s poetry, as well as his political sophistication.” LKJ’s fans exist not 
only in Europe but also around the world. For example, in 2011, his appearance at Reggae 
Sun Ska—one of  Europe’s biggest reggae festivals—drew a huge crowd; moreover, he has 
toured in other countries such as Brazil, Japan, and South Africa, where the honorary doc-
torate was a reflection of  his global impact. As English PEN declared, he is “known and 
revered as the world’s first reggae poet” (“PEN”).

A further indication of  LKJ’s influence is the appearance of  his and other dub po-
ets’ work on high-school curricula. His work is being taught in educational institutions in 
both Britain and other European countries, as well as in “British schools” around the globe 
(McKenzie). The same applies to the poetry of  Birmingham-born dub poet Benjamin 
Zephaniah, who has produced a range of  works for young readers, and who (prepandemic) 
frequently did readings in school settings.14
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Zephaniah’s online biography states, for instance,

His first book of  poetry for children called Talking Turkeys had to 
go into an emergency reprint after just 6 weeks, no one could 
foresee how popular the book would be, it went to the top of  
the children’s book list and stayed there for months. At first he 
was not keen on publishing a book for children believing that 
there was just poetry, not children’s poetry or adult’s poetry, but 
he was soon convinced that young people did appreciate the 
fact that he was not afraid to write about the real world where 
there are bullies, guns, racism and war. (“Biography”)

Evans, in the telephone interview, pointed out that “a new generation is coming into con-
tact with LKJ’s and Zephaniah’s work, and it’s interesting to think about what that means, 
especially in terms of  Black Lives Matter.” Evans also sees the ongoing relevance of  the 
figure of  LKJ beyond the 1970s to the present day and into the future; he asked, “Does 
this mean that things are changing?” According to Evans, “Linton Kwesi Johnson has spo-
ken out about Black kids still being picked out by the police on the streets of  London, so 
the issues he addressed decades ago are still there.” However, will the placing of  LKJ’s 
and Zephaniah’s work on the school curriculum spur young people to be more activist, to 
“interrogate and push forwards against the status quo,” in the words of  Lovegrove (qtd. in 
“Linton Kwesi Johnson Awarded”)? That remains to be seen, but Zephaniah often refers 
to the hundreds of  letters he receives from schoolchildren and to their waiting to stop and 
speak with him outside of  shops and other venues—which signals their engagement with 
his writing (Barber).

LKJ laid out a strategy for expanded circulation of  one’s work and for artistic suc-
cess. Like LKJ, Zephaniah, in addition to his local engagement with his community, has 
also made “established” commercial choices with regard to his record releases. His second 
record Us an Dem was released by Island Records in 1990 (the label that LKJ, at some point, 
turned down). However, one of  Zephaniah’s latest records has been released by One Lit-
tle Independent Records (formerly known as One Little Indian Records), an independent 
punk rock label (see “About”).15 In this sense, similar to the notion of  LKJ’s publication of  
Mi Revalueshanary Fren after previously turning down major record labels, the essence of  dub 
poetry (with reference as to whether it is [non]commercial) might be that it is “neither the 
One . . . nor the Other . . . but something else besides, which contests the terms and territories of  
both,” as Homi K. Bhabha famously described (post)colonial processes in his groundbreak-
ing study The Location of  Culture (37; emphasis in original).16

Global Impact and Global Concerns

On the other side of  the Atlantic, where Onuoru, Mutabaruka, and, later, Breeze 
spoke out in Kingston against local and global injustice, Canada was also seeing a growing 
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dub poetry movement in the 1970s and 1980s. In Toronto, a lively and predominantly 
female dub poetry scene was founded by Allen, and artists such as Afua Cooper and ah-
dri zihna mandiela rose out of  this groundswell of  dub poetry activism (cf. Antwi 75–76; 
Knopf).17 By having more female voices in an art form where “male sentiments and feelings” 
were put forward in the beginning (Chambers 148; emphasis in original), dub poetry now 
expanded the scope of  topics that the poets found relevant. For example, while LKJ fo-
cused more on labour typically associated with men—namely, “industrial and agricultural 
labor”—female dub poets started focusing on (the exploitation of) “‘reproductive’ labor” 
(Antwi 79). With these developments, dub poetry’s complexity is more textured and multi-
layered. In the 1970s and 1980s, dub poets attacked the elite class and institutions that sup-
ported and carried out policies of  racial discrimination or oppression of  the poor. In Jamai-
ca, for instance, after the island had signed with the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
in the late 1970s, Breeze performed work that warned about the IMF with her dub poem 
“Aid Travels with a Bomb,”—one of  her most cited pieces among activists. With changes to 
official policies, there has also been greater urgency in challenging the patriarchal gender 
structures that Breeze often critiques when she is “‘womanoising’ the dance-hall genre” 
(Gingell and Chambers 94).

Dub poets equally address less evident structures of  discrimination in an intersec-
tional approach and, by doing so, find similarities with other people facing exclusion. Allen, 
in “His Day Came” and in her collection Women Do This Every Day, illustrates how, under 
the patriarchal arrangements of  masculinity, both women and men suffer. For example, 
“His Day Came” tells the story of  a young man whose principal tells him that “he was a 
disgrace, a discredit to his race.” Yet, even as the poet centres her attention on black-male 
suffering, she is attentive to ways in which this suffering is not the reserve of  black mas-
culinities; black women in the lives of  these black men suffer too. Furthermore, mandiela 
also challenges heteronormative structures through her poetry. For instance, in “Lover,” 
the speaker realizes, after repeatedly asking, “Who is my lover now?” (mandiela; emphasis 
added), that “it is you, be my lover now, black woman, I’ll be. . . .” On that point, the poem 
stops. However, most listeners or readers will probably add the refrain “my lover now” in 
their mind, because of  the echoing effect of  dub poetry; meanwhile, the issue of  self-love or 
same-sex love will continue resonating and countering heteronormative narratives.

Britain’s Zephaniah recognizes the sad truth that it is the power hierarchy that de-
cides whether you are heard, made visible, or recognized. Referring to Aboriginal peoples 
in Australia and Taiwan, Zephaniah made this statement in an interview: “It’s a shame that 
the people who are peaceful, the people who just want to live in peace and don’t seek power, 
are the people who get walked over” (“Benjamin Zephaniah on Prison”). Zephaniah—a 
recipient of  multiple honorary doctorate degrees in the United Kingdom—also stands out 
for his activism on animal rights and, more controversially, for his relationship with China. 
A vegetarian since he was eleven years old, he told The Guardian newspaper that he became 
close to animals because of  his loneliness on the playground, as one of  the few black pupils 
where he grew up, and he has written poems in defence of  animal rights (Barber). He has 
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also maintained a flat in Beijing for a while, drawn to China by his interest in martial arts, 
and he has performed his poetry in that country (as well as in Pakistan and India). This en-
gagement naturally makes one wonder how a dub poet known for his work on social-justice 
issues views a country that is not celebrated for its human-rights record and, conversely, 
how his Chinese fans, fellow poets, and the country’s officials view him. Social justice and 
equality do remain tenets of  his work. In The Guardian interview, Zephaniah said, “[T]here’s 
lots of  things in the world that I’m still angry about. I just think: why can’t people see the 
bigger picture and not just think about themselves?” (Barber)

According to Zephaniah’s online biography, he was “the first person to record with 
the Wailers after the death of  Bob Marley in a musical tribute to Nelson Mandela.” The bio 
says that “Free South Africa by Benjamin Zephaniah and the Wailers was recorded at Mar-
ley’s Tuff Gong Studio in Kingston, Jamaica. Mandela heard the tribute whilst in prison on 
Robben Island and soon after his release he requested an introductory meeting with Zepha-
niah.” It further states that the poet and the South African icon went on to build a relation-
ship that led to Zephaniah “working with children in South African townships and hosting 
the President’s Two Nation’s Concert at the Royal Albert Hall in July 1996” (“Biography”).

Coming full circle, so to speak, Zephaniah was selected by English Heritage to unveil 
a blue plaque in October 2019 on a house on London’s Oakley Street, where Marley lived 
in 1977. On this occasion, Zephaniah said that he owed his success to Marley, because the 
singer had sent him an encouraging letter when he was a schoolboy. “That was a real inspi-
ration to me,” The Guardian newspaper quoted Zephaniah as saying. “It really inspired me 
to keep doing what I was doing . . . at the time there was no spoken word poetry, there was 
no dub poetry so to read those words . . .” (Brown). While Zephaniah has stated elsewhere 
that his poetry is “strongly influenced by the music and poetry of  Jamaica” and “street pol-
itics,” (“Biography”), his output has gone beyond poetry, including novels, a biography, and 
recordings. His Revolutionary Minds CD, his seventh album, focuses on a range of  issues that

include unequal educational opportunities, animal rights, 
women’s rights, indigenous rights, religious freedom, sexual 
abuse of  children by religious authorities, political and artistic 
corruption, police arbitrariness, the state of  whistle-blowers, 
past and possible future environmental catastrophes and so on 
(the list doesn’t end here). (Schlosser)

Considering all the different trends and personalities, it would be challenging to en-
capsulate the full range of  dub poetry’s current global impact or to come up with a suitable 
modern definition of  dub poetry since the genre is moving beyond the mere arrangement of  
having spoken words on pared-down reggae grooves. Poets who used to focus on perform-
ing are now both publishing and transmitting their work live (or virtually), and some like 
Zephaniah blur the lines of  musicians and spoken-word artists, as noted. The end results 
might be the same, however. The poet Lillian Allen said in an interview that dub poetry’s 
aim is “to disrupt traditional discourse. [Dub poetry’s intention] is to call attention to a 
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whole life that has been ignored, that’s happening and that actually feeds the other life, . . . 
but that has been cut out of  the discourse or the images and so forth.” According to Allen, 
the core of  dub poetry is its “uncompromising and demanding stand” (“Lillian Allen”). 
Despite such disruption, and the outspokenness and activism of  dub poets, it should also be 
recognized that dub poetry is not always political in the activist sense. The lyrics cover the 
entire range of  human emotions, such as building intimate relationships, as in, for example, 
Zephaniah’s “Touch” (2006); and dub poets are equally able to observe everyday Jamaican 
life from a veranda, as Breeze did in her last poetry collection The Verandah Poems (2016), 
published five years before her death in her homeland in 2021. Throughout the collection, 
she reflects on life and spirituality or simply shows how annoying she finds the neighbours’ 
excitement during a soccer world championship. Thirty years prior to this, one of  her most 
moving pieces was performed on the LKJ presents CD—“Lovin Wasn Easy”—in which she 
addresses the difficulty of  maintaining love while living in poverty. As a reflection of  her 
genre-crossing and her international appeal, Breeze’s death elicited this tweeted response 
from the Booker Prize-winning British author Bernardine Evaristo: “Her poetry, dub or 
not, and exuberant, inimitable performance of  it reached audiences way beyond the li-
terati. Jean ‘Binta’ Breeze (1956–2021) was adored & drew massive crowds for decades 
in Britain. Alive forevermore through her poetry and recordings” (Evaristo). News of  her 
death appeared in newspapers on both sides of  the Atlantic, from The Guardian to The New 
York Times, which called her the “First Woman of  Dub Poetry” in its obituary (Innes; “Jean 
Breeze”). Dub poets have similarly proven to be experimental in their art, and one can find 
this as well in Breeze’s The Fifth Figure (2006), which is a hybrid text of  poetry and fiction 
that renarrates Jamaica’s colonial history. This dramatic monologue demonstrates the cre-
ative and aesthetic potential of  dub poetry in a way that is striking but which adds to the 
difficulty of  a definitive definition of  the genre.

Yet, no matter how it may be defined in the future, we can conclude that dub poet-
ry’s impact will continue, even if  poets were to stop performing the genre. As Mutabaruka’s 
“Dis Poem” demonstrates, a dub poem has the ability “to be continued in your mind,” and 
this view is equally illustrated by mandiela’s poem “Lover.” Such reverberation is a strat-
egy typical for dub poetry because—in its written, recorded, or performed expression—it 
uses the “echo/reverb effect” (Morris, “Mutabaruka” 40). In February 2021, Mutabaruka 
was one of  the featured poets at Literature Live Around the World, an event that show-
cased literary festivals worldwide, including Jamaica’s Calabash. (He was scheduled, too, 
to perform at the New Morning venue in Paris, France, in May 2021, but the COVID-19 
pandemic caused cancellations.) At Calabash, Mutabaruka’s poetry attacked injustice, as 
always, in a performance watched globally. He did not seem to have “mellowed” with time 
or age, and his words remain relevant, because he is now using global online platforms such 
as YouTube—where he is described as a “Rastafari dub poet, musician, actor, educator, 
and radio host” (“Mutabaruka Speaks”) —to reach his audience. In these videos viewed 
by thousands, Mutabaruka’s Creole-language contributions (with English subtitles, in some 
cases) are unfailingly political, just as when he started out. He has commented at length, for 
example, on the statement allegedly issued by the Jamaican prime minister that the COVID 
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vaccine “is made by God,” in the prime minister’s attempt to address concerns that reli-
gious people might have (“Mutabaruka”). In this way, Mutabaruka has been extending his 
reach, via social media. His Twitter account (which lists his bio as “Poet. The Cutting Edge. 
Steppin’ Razor. Jamaica. Africa.”) also dispenses doses of  wisdom and argument to more 
than ten thousand followers, and he maintains his political stance through the posting of  
items such as a quote from Marcus Garvey: “A people without the knowledge of  their past 
history, origin and culture is like a tree without roots” (Mutabaruka).

LKJ, too, has said in his interview with McKenzie, “I haven’t lost my street cred. It’s 
been a long apprenticeship, but it’s an ongoing process.” That might well be the fundamen-
tal and lasting appeal of  dub poetry: it is a genre that retains global “street cred” and the 
political commitment to speak out—in what Gilroy describes as “a Fanonian revolutionary 
politics” (“PEN”). In October 2020, during the virtual ceremony at the British Library in 
London to award the PEN Pinter Prize, one of  LKJ’s tasks was to announce his selection 
of  a co-winner for the award, in the category of  the International Writer of  Courage 2020 
(a “writer who is active in defence of  freedom of  expression, often at great risk to their own 
safety and liberty”). LKJ chose Eritrean poet Amanuel Asrat, “as a gesture of  solidarity 
from a poet of  the African diaspora”; Asrat has been detained since his arrest in 2001, with 
his family receiving no information about his whereabouts. “Keeping a citizen incarcerat-
ed, incommunicado, without charge or trial for nearly twenty years, is the kind of  egregious 
brutality that we associate with totalitarian states and dictatorships,” LKJ said, fierce as ever 
in speaking truth to power (“PEN”).
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Notes
1 One could argue here that the “real” beginning of  dub poetry happened 

in the 1960s in Jamaica at the Yard Theatre, where “poets might perform 
their work to musical accompaniment” (Morris, “‘Dub Poetry?’” 39).

2 How the award was celebrated will be discussed below, in this article.
3 The question of  the “real truth” is, of  course, very complex (and philo-

sophical). However, we would argue, with reference to artistic expressions 
such as dub poetry, that the term real truth refers to the issues and emotions 
that are real for the writers/performers.

4 For the concrete university statement, see Communications and Advance-
ment Division. For general academic acknowledgements, see, for example, 
Hitchcock; Dawson.

5 By doing so, reggae proved to have a commercial potential—a direction in 
which dub artist LKJ did not go because he did not want to become “over-
ly dependent” (Hitchcock) on the music industry, one of  whose producers 
(Chris Blackwell) LKJ described as a “‘descendant of  slave masters’” (qtd. 
in Hitchcock). Overall, it is said that LKJ was “suspicious of  reggae” be-
cause of  the music industry (Hitchcock).

6 In some poems, such as “Fite Dem Back” by LKJ, the focus is put on “a 
militant practice of  counterviolence within the black community” (Daw-
son 62), but we argue here, considering the variety of  themes in dub poetry 
discussed in this paper, that counterviolence is neither the main nor the 
driving force of  dub poetry; resistance to injustice is, however, a clear and 
acknowledged theme in LKJ’s poems such as “Di Great Insohreckshan,” 
“Di Anfinish Revahlueshan,” and others.

7 For a study on the relation of  LKJ to the Notting Hill Carnival, see Daw-
son.

8 Already an acclaimed poet by age 28, Smith was killed after a political 
argument in Kingston in 1983—a murder that outraged and saddened 
many Caribbean citizens, including the late poet and historian Edward 
“Kamau” Brathwaite, who wrote a poem in his honour, “From Stone.” 
Meanwhile, LKJ himself  continued to recite Smith’s probably most fa-
mous poem “Me Cyaan Believe It” with almost the same “rhythm and 
stress” (Hitchcock). Hitchcock claims that “LKJ was dependent on Smith’s 
oraliture,” so we can speak of  a mutual influence rather than a one-sided 
dependency. 

9 For more information on the label, see “Ion Records.”
10 For full information on the recording history, see “Oku Onuora.”
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11 For full information on the recording history, see “Linton Kwesi Johnson,” 
Discogs.

12 Members of  Skyblasters, “Belgium’s oldest reggae band,” are mainly Flem-
ish except for vocalist Edward Buadee, who is of  African origin (“Band”).

13 For a comprehensive study, see Bucknor.
14 Zephaniah’s involvement in the school curriculum is not restricted to poet-

ry. He has also published novels such as Face (1999), Gangsta Rap (2004) and 
Terror Kid (2014) for a youth audience.

15 For full information on the recording history, see “Benjamin Zephaniah,” 
Discogs.

16 Similarly, dub poets such as Breeze, LKJ, and Mutabaruka have not always 
embraced the term dub poetry because they feel that it makes their art look 
one-dimensional (cf. Antwi 71–72; Morris, “‘Dub Poetry?’” 41). Further-
more, Zephaniah also featured rap events (Morris, “‘Dub Poetry?’” 43). 
We can thus conclude that there is an inherent hybrid feature within dub 
poets’ work.

17 In contrast to the British dub poetry scene, founders of  the Canadian dub 
poetry scene started by “creating and demanding artistic and institutional 
recognized spaces” (Antwi 75–76).
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Introduction

ahdri zhina mandiela is a dub artist who works across different forms. Since the end 
of  the 1970s, she has been a creative force in the theatre and poetry worlds of  Canada 
and the Caribbean, working as a playwright, poet, actor, director, stage manager, artistic 
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director, among other roles. Her work has been marked by ongoing strategies of  experi-
mentation that push at the limits of  chronological and narrative storytelling and represen-
tation, and move towards an expansion of  the chronotopic possibilities of  dub as a lyrical 
restructuring not only of  sound but also of  an audience’s experience of  time/ing and space. 
Her ongoing use of  dub as a strategy for new forms of  chrono-sonic-visioning has been 
primarily engaged through a theatre practice, or what she has termed a “dub theatre ma-
trix,” that has allowed for the exploration of  “word/sounds” as Black Atlantic echoes and 
as relational reverbs in the “dark diaspora”; these connect us to ancestors, to community, 
and to political, social, and artistic collectives in dynamic ways (mandiela, dark diaspora xii).

 This engagement with dub’s sonic sensibilities as a mode of  connection continually 
expands the terrain through which we come to understand dub and its resonances. Critics 
and dub practitioners have often tended to emphasize the urban contexts and connections 
of  dub, noting, for instance, how “[d]ub poetry emerged from the context of  the early reg-
gae era when toasters like U-Roy, I-Roy, King Stitt, and Big Youth broke new ground in 
the area of  the spoken word” (Cooper 2).  mandiela’s reflections do not upend this telling. 
In fact, she recounts how a part of  her own emergence into dub was via the sounds played 
on the jukeboxes in bars in Kingston. However, her dub story and dub practice also trace 
other sonic mappings to recall “rum-shop talk,” proverbs, nursery rhymes, children’s ring 
games, and hymns as vital influences and as part of  her dub ecology. As mandiela puts it 
in the interview below (in the process of  tracing a folk and matrilineal line of  influence): “I 
brought all of  that country-vibe of  my grandmother.” Yet, while pointing specifically to the 
influence of  rural Afro-Jamaican folk culture on her dub theatre practice and asking us to 
consider a rural-urban dynamic in the making of  dub aesthetics, mandiela’s work also re-
fuses a notion that the “abstract polar opposite of  a ‘folk’ society was an equally theoretical 
‘urban’ society” (Rohlehr 53). In this regard, we might understand her work in relation to 
Gordon Rohlehr’s assertion in his essay “Literature and the Folk” that “West Indian writers 
inhabit various landscapes and milieux” and that “few artists have been concerned simply 
with doing any one thing” (77). In this conversation, we map a range of  influences, sources, 
and creative strategies that are all part of  mandiela’s “dub theatre matrix” (mandiela, dark 
diaspora xii).

In 1985, mandiela published her first book Speshal Rikwes. In that work, she used the 
turntable as a site of  sonic gathering through which we might collectively experience the 
voice of  the poet. That book had the distinction of  being the first volume published by the 
radical women-of-colour press, Sister Vision. Speaking about that work, Makeda Silvera, 
one of  the founders and editors of  Sister Vision Press, has said that “[i]ts experimental 
form and language made it a bold challenge.” mandiela would follow that work with anoth-
er daring offering, dark diaspora… in dub, which was staged in Toronto in 1991 and published 
in that same year by Sister Vision Press. The work blended call-and-response storytelling, 
choreoverse, collective choreography, nonlinear temporality, dub and movement to create 
what mandiela has called a work of  an “‘automythobiogaphical’ nature” (dark diaspora x).1 
In 1995, she released the CD Step into My Head, which also reinterpreted material from dark 
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diaspora…in dub. As she notes in this interview, we should understand these different forms 
of  publications as part of  “the whole cycle of  the piece.” In 2010, mandiela’s who knew 
grannie was produced by Obsidian Theatre in Toronto. Like her previous work, this was also 
marked by formal innovation with the use of  the narrative and sonic resources of  dub and 
opera to tell a family story of  death and diaspora. The influence of  this work can be marked 
in d’bi.young anitafrika’s more recent use of  the form of  the dub opera in her 2017 play 
Lukumi: an Afrofuturist dub opera. mandiela’s influence can also be more broadly marked by 
her work as a director, arts administrator, and cultural advocate. Most notably, she founded 
the theatre company b current, which was formed the same year that dark diaspora…in dub 
was first staged. mandiela served as b current’s artistic director for more than two decades. 
In these ways, she has made spaces and opened possibilities for a new generation of  Black 
theatre artists and cultural workers in Canada.

Performance has always been central to an understanding of  dub as a lyrical and 
literary practice. mandiela’s work, including her important innovation of  dub theatre, re-
mains a key exploration of  the possibilities of  dub in relation to the question of  perfor-
mance (not just poetry). This interview reflects on her life and creative practice as a dub 
artist across a number of  decades.

Movement 1: Childhood and Growing Up

when i look to sing the ceremonies

from the lives and lore and the core

of  my mother’s mother’s mother’s clan

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

then i can think the world. (mandiela, who knew grannie 81)

Ronald Cummings (RC): We wanted to start with a question that would offer 
some history and context. Can you tell us a little bit about your experiences growing up, 
and how this has shaped your trajectory as an artist?

ahdri zhina mandiela (azm): I was born and raised in Kingston, which is the 
big city. Town. But my people are from the northeast coast of  Jamaica. More north than 
east, right at the border of  St. Mary and St. Ann, up in the hills. My grandparents on either 
side are from St. Mary and St. Ann, so I spent a lot of  time in the country. They were very 
vivid times. Who knew grannie captures the essence of  that time and life with all my cousins 
who either grew up with my grandmother or who went to the country every holiday.2 There 
was a lot of  recreational business at my granny’s with my cousins. I remember very vividly 
our play fights. That was a big part of  our playtime. We would actually make plays, all the 
time. That’s what is in grannie. It’s about our play and becomes our life espoused in play.
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So, I know the countryside fairly well, but Kingston was my romping ground. I was 
not allowed to go to all the neighbourhoods, but I knew a fair bit of  the city from very 
young. So I feel myself  as a city person. And so, moving to Toronto later was pretty com-
fortable for me because it was just another city, a little bigger. And when you live in Kings-
ton, you feel like the whole world is there. I grew up feeling like that was my world all there. 
Having access to books, whether through school or otherwise, and to TV a bit later on in 
the sixties, the world was all right there, you know?

I like to say I was born in ska times. I grew up with my brother and sister. My eldest 
brother, who is still living in England, left just after I was three, so it was just us in the house-
hold. The environs that we grew up in mandated the fact that my mother was a barkeep. 
She was a bartender, all of  my life, until she moved here [to Canada] in the early 1970s for 
better prospects. Those days, because she was a woman, they would call her a barmaid, 
but she was head cook and bottle washer. She did everything: she managed the store, she 
managed inventory, all the finances, everything. She started out in that when she was really 
young because of  folks she knew. This was her way to make money, and it did become a 
career. All of  my formative years, that’s what brought us up, basically. As barkeep, our liv-
ing spaces were either upstairs or in the backyard of  the bar. So, that environment was full 
of  life, especially with music, which I feel has played such a huge part in our lives. It was 
always there. So coming into art never seemed like a foreign thing or a faraway place at all. 
My younger brother was a musician. He was a bass player for Big Sugar.3 He actually didn’t 
start to play music until he was nineteen, when he came to Canada. He just decided to pick 
up a guitar and start playing. He taught himself, and he became one of  the most desired 
and sought-after reggae bass players. That’s because he had a feel for it. That was what 
was pumped into our house just by virtue of  being in the proximity of  the music industry, 
by a jukebox all around us all the time. There is a new piece that I’m writing that is mostly 
inspired by my younger brother and his passing in 2017. It was very soon after my mother 
died too. My mother died at the end of  2016. So it did hit hard. But, this piece that I’m 
writing is somewhat of  an exploration of  growing up in that city-sense with the family and 
with my mother at the helm of  this family.

Nalini Mohabir (NM): In your plays, and I’m thinking in particular about who 
knew grannie, the family structure is not just the nuclear family. Family encompasses more 
possibilities. I wondered if  you might talk more about the shifting contexts of  family, per-
haps how that shifted in relation to Jamaica or Canada, in that transition that you talked 
about.

azm: You know what? I don’t think it shifted at all. Other than having access to the 
extended part of  the family, I didn’t see life as shifting. It was a matrifocal kind of  family, 
both in the country and growing up in Kingston. My grandmother was at the helm, be-
cause my grandfather had died before I was born. Even growing up in Kingston, my family 
was not a nuclear family because it was just my mother. My mother left my father when I 
was two. She decided that a gambling man was not the person to actually raise her family 
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with, and so she left. So the family when I was growing up in Kingston was pretty much 
siblings and Mom. I grew up in this space, with my mother as worker and leading the family 
and being everything. You are not confined to one task and one job. And that is not what 
defines you. What is needed in any given time and space is what can be scrambled together. 
I have a firm belief  in doing what is most effective for making the changes that we need.

The country-vibes was different because that was me and all my cousins. And com-
ing to Toronto, it was, at first, just me and my mother. My eldest brother had left for En-
gland, like I said, after age 3. Later, my brother and sister came [to Canada], but they were 
on the verge of  adulthood. They came when I was in high school and soon after left home 
and also started their own households while I was in high school. The shift for me wasn’t 
huge.

I also think I brought all of  that country-vibe of  my grandmother. It lived and still 
lives in me, and that’s probably the reason why I write about it, because it’s there and I’m 
carrying it and I have to look at it every now and again. Keeping it safe and keeping it going.

Movement 2: Coming into Stories

the words and rhymes

are symbols and signs. (mandiela, Speshal Rikwes 3)

RC: I was wondering about the space of  the bar that you talked about earlier. What 
kind of  access do you think that provided to storytelling or stories?

azm: We weren’t supposed to be hanging about, but we did! It was all sneaky. The 
storytelling space was one that was fairly musical in itself. And from what I recall, it was re-
ally in that vein of  old talk, but it was mostly man to man. It was rum-shop talk. I can recall 
there was a lot of  what seemed like arguing. A lot of  discussing politics and the daily hap-
penings and whatever else. But given our ages, I didn’t really clock it much as storytelling 
or even remember the stories that I listened to. On some level, I knew that when it became 
heated it was usually politics or religion or something else they were discussing.

RC: Can we ask you about any other influences?

azm: We didn’t go to plays. I remember maybe going to Ward [Theatre] once, with 
my school; otherwise it wasn’t a family tradition. And probably wasn’t really affordable too. 
And time-wise, my mother would probably not have taken time out of  her one day off to 
take us down to plays, even though I remember us going to the beach for a while, almost 
religiously every Sunday. That was outside of  church, in the afternoon. 

But we made plays. That was something that we were very much into, me and my 
cousins. So when I started doing theatre, I remembered that. I said, “I’m just kind of  still 
playing, you know.”
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We were very, very keenly interested and attached to storytelling via Miss Lou.4 My 
sister could recite Miss Lou [verse] anytime and anywhere, even as an adult. She should’ve 
been an actor. But we were very ensconced in the cultural passing on that Miss Lou did. 
While I was growing up, “Ring-Ding” had generated public interest, and some of  it was 
reinforced in schools, and we really loved it, because it was Miss Lou and, for the most part, 
forbidden language.5 Growing up, you were supposed to speak proper English, especially 
around the school environs. So of  course we were going to gravitate towards that and hold 
onto it, and we did very hard. Even now I use a lot of  what I remember of  all of  those cul-
tural wranglings that we did without even knowing. I hold onto those, and a lot of  that has 
been captured in my work.

NM: In an interview you did, “In Conversation with Women Artistic Directors” 
[2016], you mentioned Claude McKay as well.

azm: Yes. Claude McKay, because I didn’t think of  Miss Lou as poetry. Miss Lou 
was story and talk. But when I encountered Claude McKay in high school, I was mes-
merized by “If  We Must Die.” I first heard that poem when there was a group of  my high 
schoolers (I wasn’t involved) rehearsing for speech and drama presentations. And they did 
“If  We Must Die” by Claude McKay. I was fully mesmerized.

NM: We have talked a bit about family. Can you tell us about the formative impact 
of  the education system and schooling?

azm: Independence in Jamaica was in 1962. That was four years after I was born. 
It was a good old Brit system. There has been a fair bit of  change since I left high school in 
Jamaica, but not enough. It was pretty much a colonial schooling. It was fortunate for me 
that I didn’t feel school was a chore; I used it as a jumping-off point to really see the world. I 
learned everything I was taught. There was nothing that stumped me, and there was noth-
ing that I couldn’t see beyond and see past. My reading was copious, including reading the 
dictionary, and my mother had a monthly subscription to Reader’s Digest. I read every one, 
probably over and over. So I knew a fair bit of  stories. And even in the colonial schooling, 
we had a whole lot of  European stories, of  course, but also some of  our literature. We had 
collections of  stories. But being able to see beyond that and know that there was a world out 
there beyond that was one of  the things that I was gifted with. For the most part, I enjoyed 
school. It was what you did as a kid. That was my job: you do the work. And I did it well.

Even so, acculturation in Toronto was quite a hump for me. I was fifteen and in a 
place where you are being rejected on many levels. I remember my English teacher, who 
was German, had a distinct dislike for my Caribbean accent. He had a distinct dislike for 
more than that, and I think he especially resented the fact that I actually knew English 
and knew it very well, because I was well schooled. Things that I liked in school I did very 
well. English, comprehension, literature. So I knew Shakespeare. I was doing Shakespeare 
from first form. Then coming here, knowing Shakespeare—my English teacher was really 
stumped by that fact. And at the time, I was like, “Racism? Nah.” I didn’t even know the 
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word then, really, because that was my first year here. But I also knew from reactions back 
then that I had to get quickly acculturated to Toronto and to Canada if  I was going to sur-
vive on an emotional level because the welcome was only in certain spaces. Although I did 
grow from that experience, because I realized that, hey, I actually know stuff. I held onto 
that. And there was never a time when the world could tell me I don’t know what I know. 
But it was during that time, just getting out of  high school, when I started to write, because 
I didn’t know what else to do.

RC: Can we talk about your experiences at university? Although you talk about 
your love of  English studies, you studied the sciences at university. One of  the things you’ve 
talked about in previous interviews is how poetry seduced you away from biology studies. 
Perhaps we can talk a bit about that, and how your studies of  geometry and biology also 
shaped your artistic practice.

azm: I started in the science faculty at York University [Toronto], and I was going 
to be a biology teacher, really because my grandmother wanted me to be a doctor. I wasn’t 
feeling that. But I knew she’d be happy that I was getting that kind of  professional teaching 
certification, so that’s what I was going to do. York University had a focus on teaching at the 
time. And biology was very close to my heart, and I kind of  knew it inside out since high 
school. By my second year, I realized that, even though I loved biology, that time spent in 
labs was not going to really inform my life. It might have given me a career, which I wasn’t 
really doing for me, so I switched. Second year, when I was writing poetry, I switched fac-
ulties.

I left the science faculty really because it kept me away from the open mic sessions 
happening in the poetry bars downtown. That was the main reason. I needed time to spend 
time downtown. And, in fact, if  I did not switch, then I was going to fail the year. So I de-
cided to switch faculties and invest in psychology, where I literally transposed some of  that 
love for biology into looking at the human form from a different perspective. I coupled that 
with a minor in linguistics, because this poetry was not letting me go, and if  I was going to 
do words, I needed to have some kind of  understanding on a different level of  what I was 
doing. So I took a couple of  linguistics courses and really enjoyed that. But what shifted was 
that I was no longer really interested in school like I was in high school. I didn’t feel that 
school was my job anymore, from that first year in university. I started volunteering; I got 
involved in the Peer Hotline—stuff like that—because of  this whole wrangling with poet-
ry. This had me looking at life in a broader way than just being a worker in this world. So 
that, coupled with the fact that I had to work out what I was trying to do with my voice and 
speaking to myself  and others via poetry, literally drew me away from school. So I got my 
arts degree in psychology and linguistics, and I said, “Okay, I’m done. Now to live.”
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Movement 3: Making Artistic Community

getting down/and around

to a black/black

real funky/funky sound

  Back in ’78. (mandiela, Speshal Rikwes 4)

RC: Tell us about some of  the dynamics of  the artistic community or the downtown 
[Toronto] poetry scene, as you term it, at the time.

azm: So the hangouts were multiform. I would mostly be trying to get onto open 
mics at the beat cafes on Spadina [Avenue].6 I remember two places in particular: a true 
beat scene at Free Times Cafe (which is still open on College Street, west of  Spadina) and 
regular visits to the Holy Trinity Church, which had a basement/cafeteria vibe (which 
is still, always kind of  hidden, in the midst of  Eaton Centre at the Dundas Street end). 
I think the not-for-profit/arts organ Inner City Angels may have been the organizers at 
Trinity.

There were two political planes: surrounding the gay scene and surrounding poli-
tics about Black folks. And my poetry did intersect with those very much. But in the cafes, 
where I would hang out there were no other Black folks down there but me at the time. 
What I was missing was that intersection of  the beat scene and my political scenes. I was 
one of  the young folks, the young potential artists, because I wouldn’t have even called my-
self  an artist then—I was just getting my voice out there. I would be at either the gay rallies 
or at rallies around Black politics. And then my poetry was there.

And the director of  Black Theatre Canada, Amah Harris, who was originally from 
Dominica, encountered me on one of  those scenes and grabbed me and said, “Come do 
work at the theatre.” That’s how I got into theatre. Amah, at the time, was working on 
an Anansi storytelling series that was touring schools via Black Theatre Canada, and she 
had a big company of  folks, which included quite a few people that I still know as actors, 
including Djanet Sears.7 At that time, Djanet and I were actually both at York. Djanet was 
in Fine Arts, and I was trying to figure out where exactly I was. And they were working as 
actors, and I actually started working with them. I started as a stage manager on the touring 
production. And so, during the day we would be working, and after that I would be looking 
at my poetry and staging it there; and the very first time I actually worked as a performer in 
a theatrical kind of  venue, it was me and Djanet at York University in the annual cultural 
show. It was an annual Black cultural show. I did poetry. It was my early poetry, and Djanet 
did music. This would have been in 1979. I remember it was ’79 because the next year we 
got invited to Montreal to a first Black artists’ conference. So that was kind of  my early 
years with all those intersections.
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NM: It’s interesting you narrate this emergence into Black theatre. In that interview, 
“In Conversation with Women Artistic Directors” [Chevrier et al.], you were discussing 
how people are chosen for representation and then become the cultural voice or the wom-
en’s voice, but a voice that’s separate and apart from the mainstream. You were suggesting 
moving away from Black theatre or Latino theatre, and so on, because then white theatre 
still remains the white-dominant mainstream space, and silos remain.

azm: Yeah, I still have a firm belief  in that kind of  movement because this, to me, 
was behind the whole founding of  b current.8 I wasn’t trying to start a Black theatre, and I 
never did run a Black theatre, for a few reasons that intersect with what you’re asking. And 
the reason was that I was an artist who wanted a space where I could actually look at my 
work and look at the work of  people as my colleagues and peers. And to just be boxed into 
Blackness was not a box that I ever desired. People around me were Black, mostly Black 
women, but that was not what defined us. What defined us was the artistic voices that we 
were bringing, and that’s what I have always wanted to explore. And this, for many reasons, 
is why I worked with all kinds of  different folks through b current and had a focus on things 
being malleable and changeable, as far as even mandates and who comes in and who works 
and in terms of  who gets focused on at any given time. Certainly, looking at form was more 
important to me than this idea of  cultural content. For me, artistic form and how we peo-
ple that and voice that and put that out in the world was the bigger question than content. 
Because without form—which is probably why I’ve looked at my writing styles as trying to 
push forms—then we have no vessels for really sailing our voices. So that’s why I’ll talk from 
this place of  not wanting to work in those silos and not needing to do the “Black” work 
that people think or thought that I should’ve been doing; because there were certain forms 
that people had known, whether they were Caribbean or from the [African] continent, that 
people knew, and those were what people pushed as what people should be seeing. I was 
not of  that school. I wanted to be able to talk about anything, culturally, because I think 
we all should, as artists, be able to. We all needed to learn the kind of  respect for cultures 
all around. And that’s what I think I’ve tried to fight for, and, you know, I’ve picked my 
battles in many different ways. I just went ahead and did what I did as an artist and what I 
needed to do, what I wanted to do, and worked with those that I could work with. Because 
there were lots of  spaces where I think I possibly could have made a difference and been in 
some of  the larger institutions if  I had gone into them. But then I also feel like, personally, 
I would’ve suffered, because it wouldn’t have been a safe and nurturing space for me as a 
person in this world or as an artist.

Movement 4: Theorizing Dub Theatre Practice

& rub-a-dub tracks

replay the rumbling of  revellers. (mandiela, dark diaspora 52)
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RC: I wanted to pick up on that question of  form. One of  the defining things about 
your work has been your use of  dub as a form and expanding ideas about dub as a form. I 
wondered if  you wanted to say something about the aesthetic, critical, and political pull of  
dub for you. How did you come to dub? What have you tried to do through dub as a form?

azm: I came into dub when I started hanging out in the beat cafes and all those 
downtown spots as a youngster. I was deliberately not trying to hang out with the dub 
movement that was emerging here [in Canada] because I did not want to be pigeonholed 
as this dub poet. And for the longest while, I actually called myself  a choreopoet because I was 
also a dancer. Dancing was very prominent in my life growing up. Neighbourhood dance 
competitions all the time. I was also a dancer when I came to theatre.9

RC: The formulation of  choreopoet reminds me of  Ntozake Shange’s work. Was 
that also an influence?10

azm: Absolutely. When I looked at the kind of  works that were out there that my 
work was similar to in fashion, that was the closest. Dub just did not hold me, as that’s not 
what I felt I was doing, I felt my voice was closer to there. So that’s why I called myself  a 
choreopoet. And I’ve been called a dub poet, but I’ve never really put out that I’m a dub 
poet. I will say I’m a dub artist because I’ve used dub poetry to look at different kinds of  
storytelling within theatre. I have been interested in getting down to the roots of  dub and 
what dub means and just the idea of  dub being something that you lay over ideas from your 
head into the world. That is my definition and what has held me in the place of  saying, 
“Yeah, dub is quite viable.” Because at the time when the movement was unfolding here, it 
was very much ensconced in a reggae vibe. I grew up with reggae, and I love reggae, but I 
also grew up in Toronto. I will never ever say I did not grow up in Toronto, because I came 
of  age here, and I know Toronto as well as—even better than—I know Kingston. So those 
formative years are real for me, and they went beyond reggae. They went beyond reggae in 
my aesthetic place, and a lot of  what influenced our life in Toronto came from the States, of  
course. So much of  the aesthetics that pulled me and my art came from different corners of  
the diaspora, and I needed to own that. And my contribution to that is dub theatre. Starting 
as a first voice in dub theatre, pushing that out in the world, and encouraging that through 
my mentees: that’s kind of  my contribution to the genre.

RC: Is there something particular about dub that you saw as linked to theatre? What 
are the connections and intersections that allowed you to bring dub and theatre together?

azm: I knew dub poetry, this form of  text, could hold its own in any kind of  story-
telling theatre or storytelling milieu. I was certain about that, even though one of  the first 
publishers that I ever showed my work to rejected it. The note that I got was that my work 
was pedantic. And I will never forget that word. There were literary corners or other kinds 
of  cultural corners where dub poetry was thought of  as being quite pedantic. But I was 
saying that I knew dub poetry as text could hold its own in any storytelling.
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I knew that a lot of  my work was recognized and labelled as dub poetry, and I was 
fine with it being labelled as dub poetry; I just did not want the label for myself  as an artist. 
And I got really excited by theatre and worked with Black Theatre Canada throughout 
those years. And then I went off to Jamaica for nearly two years and just worked through 
the Caribbean—mostly in Jamaica, then touring—and got really familiar with dub poetry 
and dub poets and the vast array of  renditioning that could actually happen, as well as the 
kind of  instrumentation that was available, whether through actual musical instruments or 
just body and sound. I knew that this was a wide field. There was my excitement with the-
atre and the fact that all of  dub poetry is rhythm driven, and anywhere you have rhythm, 
it’s natural that there is movement that’s going to emerge. And with that sound and the 
physicality of  the movement and whatever kind of  instrumentation, whether with musical 
instruments or acapella, when you mix that with the visuals of  design in theatre, that was 
my heaven. I said, “Okay, I guess this is a career.” And I accepted that and really began to 
work. I was an artistic worker out there now. And it took a while. For the longest time, it 
was an exploration for me. It started with me just exploring what it is that I’m here to do 
in Canada and theorizing that and then starting to look at all kinds of  cultural forms all 
over the place in the diaspora. Once I went through those exploratory places and made 
that acceptance [and] said, “I’m ready to work,” I started then to know what I would like 
to do. And I started pushing beyond a lot of  what was being set out for young Black people 
to do in art.

Movement 5: Theatre Odysseys

take a tour

through

my home-

land. (mandiela, dark diaspora 28)

RC: Can we ask about your sojourn in Jamaica? Who are some of  the people you 
met in Jamaica and in the Caribbean while you were there? Tell us about that return.

azm: It was a whole different world. Seriously. My mother was very nervous that I 
had gone back home because Jamaica has always been hot, you know? And you don’t want 
your child to go and get killed. When I left Toronto, I had initially wanted to go to New 
York to study with Vinnette Carroll. And Vinnette Carroll was the first Black woman to 
direct on Broadway, shows like Your Arms Are Too Short to Box with God and When Hell Freezes 
Over I’ll Skate. So I really loved Vinnette Carroll’s work, but as a new, emerging Black artist, 
I did not get any funding to go study with her. So what do I do now? Make a little money, 
go home to Jamaica, stay with cousins and whoever else initially, and work.

And in ’82 I went first to explore. When I went there, I got offered an acting job, like 
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two weeks after I was there. This was Ginger Knight’s first piece Whiplash. I was the first 
Sweetie in Whiplash at the Barn Theatre (fig. 1).11 And I actually got another job right after 
that, but I quit. I did not really want to just do that, you know. I used to call it the “laugh 
till your belly buss” scene. I really wanted to do much more work, and I wanted to really 
get to know the cultural scenes in Jamaica much better. So that’s why most of  my work was 
centred around [the] Cultural Training Center [CTC]12 and working on pantomime.13

Fig. 1. Ad for the play Whiplash in Jamaica Gleaner, 1984. Photo courtesy of  Carolyn Allen.

I met everybody. Anybody you can think of, I met because I was this “come-from-
away” person who had come home. I met Miss Lou, even staying with Miss Lou in her 
house. That was a joy for me. I had met Miss Lou first when she came to Toronto, and 
when I went to Jamaica, I stayed with her a bit and was totally elated. I met Leonie Forbes, 
Charles Hyatt—Charlie, long before he passed. Trevor Rhone. Later I worked on one of  
Trevor’s pieces. I directed Two Can Play! for Obsidian Theatre, years ago. All of  the folks 
that I knew were working. I also worked as stage manager on one of  the pantomimes, on 
the 1983–84 pantomime (see fig. 2). So I met everyone at the Little Theatre and everybody 
and anybody who was at the Cultural Training Centre and any of  the schools there. Every-
body. And all of  the poets. I got real close to all the dub poets. I’m still really good friends 
with Oku Onura, Mutabaruka. I met Mikey [Smith]. He had just come back to Jamaica 
from London. I met him like five days before he got killed, and, you know, we got pretty 
close in that time. You could see he was pretty spaced out. And I remember at the time my 
brother came to Jamaica for a visit too, and Mikey followed me home without even telling 
me he was going to. And my brother was looking on, and I was like, “No worry ’bout him, 
him cool.” Mikey was just who he was, you know?
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Fig. 2: ahdri zhina mandiela backstage while working as the director for the Little Theatre Movement 
Pantomine “Ginneral B” in 1983–84, 1984. Photo courtesy of  Carolyn Allen.

I was working in the Cultural Training Centre because I did a lot of  work with them, 
and my touring was through the graduate theatre company at the time. I was touring with 
them throughout the Caribbean, working with Rawle Gibbons, who was working through 
the CTC then, as well.

RC: Because you were in Jamaica when Mikey Smith died, I wanted to ask you 
about what that was that like? What did Mikey’s death mean at that moment?14

azm: First, for me, on a very personal level, it was an intimate loss because I was just 
getting to know Mikey and his work. Like I said, he had just come back and we were getting 
pretty close and then he was gone. So that piece in Speshal Rikwes [45; “Mih Feel It (Wailin 
fih Mikey)”] just leaped out of  me because I couldn’t keep it in, and that was actually my 
first performance piece as a poet on the Jamaican scene. It was really weird, too, because 
some folks would look at me and say, “I knew Mikey,” because they had owned Mikey for 
so long. When I did present it as a tribute, it went well. But it wasn’t until I actually took it 
to England a couple of  years later that it really hit folks—what that was, what that personal 
effect of  losing Mikey was.

But on the broader scene, it was almost like folks were not sure if  there was any 
safety in being an artist. And that’s a really weird space, because a lot of  times when we’re 
in turmoil, folks run towards art in a very personal space and also in a broader space for 
some safety to be able to voice things and not be killed because of  it. People thought that, 
as a first reaction, that there was a kind of  censuring happening, in a sense. But it actually 
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really wasn’t. The killing of  Mikey was a really stupid kind of  thing. Neighbourhood boys 
see a person who was speaking out of  turn someplace, “running up him mout’,” and they 
just decided to tackle him. A simple and stupid event and a huge loss. So people had to 
grapple with that fact and with the insane kind of  way that politics and parties and –isms 
happened in people’s cultural and social life in Jamaica as part of  the everyday. We all were 
just artists. We were just part of  the everyday. Even though we get lifted to certain level and 
certain kind of  pedestals, it was a reminder of  who we were as artists in the time. We took 
it as that. We aren’t above anything that was happening within the society. Really, we’re just 
part and parcel of  that. So on that level, it was a good shake-up, but it was a huge loss and 
felt across all the performance fields. All the artists who had any kind of  connection with 
Mikey felt it deep.

RC: I’m also interested in the fact that you mention that he was important not just 
to your writing but to your performance.

azm: Yeah, he is. I didn’t define myself  as a dub poet and didn’t put myself  out 
there, but then that piece of  dub poetry thrust me out there, you know? And it was a good 
thing. If  I wasn’t in the position I was in, I wouldn’t have.

NM: Did you find a sustainable sense of  a creative community there? How did it 
compare to what you had experienced in Toronto, for instance?

azm: That time in Jamaica, that’s also when I wrote the most. I had reams and 
reams of  material. When I came back from Jamaica to Toronto, that’s when I got Speshal 
Rikwes published. And one of  the reasons why I actually came back and stayed in Toronto 
was because I wanted to publish, and it wasn’t going to happen in Jamaica at the time. The 
resources just weren’t available there, even to me. But I also stayed in Toronto because I 
realized my going back home was a misdirection, and this was me not quite understanding 
home. I had to accept home as here, because it had become home. And it is not that there 
were not parts of  me from Jamaica and the parts of  me in Jamaica and whatever, or that 
I didn’t own land affiliation and people affiliation. I had those, but growing up here had 
solidified my trajectory, particularly as an artist working here. I felt it wasn’t in Jamaica. 
Even though, when I came back, pantomime was calling me and they wanted me to come 
back and they were probably prepared to give me the twenty-five-year contract because a 
woman as a stage manager was ideal. I don’t think they really ever had a woman as a stage 
manager. And the wrangling of  all of  that crew and cast was huge and best done by a wom-
an, and I only blew up on the cast one time. And they deserved it. But yeah, even though I 
actually had offers to go back and work in Jamaica in certain spaces, I decided I needed to 
grow here some more and accept what this placement in the diaspora was.
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Movement 6: vershan: Dubbing the Word 

rhythms pound, evoking rain for new roots . . .

whispers fill the alleged ‘eden’ with sprouting buds.

    (mandiela, dark diaspora vii)

NM: I wanted to turn to Speshal Rikwes, your first book. We were wondering about 
the poems in the book and the process of  writing and compiling them, because it draws on 
the dub vernacular and was also published at a time when dub poetry seemed to be pub-
lished more in the form of  sound rather than on the page. So we were just wondering about 
some of  the challenges and enticements of  making that work.

azm: One of  the things that I wanted to do was definitely have it on the page 
because I was firmly in that place. This is poetry, and poetry is a form that we have been 
massively engaging with and receiving poetry, so it’s got to be part of  that canon. Regardless 
of  what anybody else thinks, it’s going be part of  that canon. Yet the whole idea of  having 
it spun orally was still important to me, and that’s why the image of  the turntable was the 
cover. And then I recorded some of  the works as well. It wasn’t even wax them days; it was 
cassette by then. I wasn’t really on wax. 

A lot of  this work was written while I was living in Jamaica, and the challenge was 
really getting publishers interested in an unknown, unheard voice. That wasn’t happening 
in Jamaica. But I knew I had to publish if  I was going to work as an artist and as a wordster, 
as a poet. Performance was fine, but I also knew I had to be in the literary canon as well. So 
finding a publisher was important.

NM: And how did you find Sister Vision Press, or how did they find you?

azm: Well, when I came back from Jamaica, it was like a rethrusting of  my young 
self  into the whole political scene again. I became the voice of  the Black-women political 
scene that was happening. Because at that specific nexus, there was the whole upsurge of  
white-women politics and Black women needing to have their space, and their voices out 
there was important. Specifically in Toronto. I came back from Jamaica, and I came into 
the midst of  it.

RC: What year was that?

azm: This was 1984. I was in the thick of  it. So I got booked in a whole lot of  
different venues, whether they were political or artistic. My voice was out there. And that 
song “Black Ooman” [mandiela, Speshal Rikwes 40–41], that was the anthem. For years that 
was the anthem of  the Black-woman political scene here. I was fully immersed but also very 
much aware too that my artistic space was an adjunct to that. It was a very different space. 
And that’s why even dub theatre and me as a dub artist emerged because I could not just 
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live in what was carved out as that poetry voice that people knew and sort of  craved for dif-
ferent reasons. But that is how Sister Vision found me and I found them. At the time, they 
wanted to start a women-of-colour press, and I thought, “Yes, let’s do it.” And we did it, 
because I trusted that we were just working together regardless of  whatever resources were 
there. And especially too because I had the opportunity of  touring—not much, because I 
didn’t really like touring—but I had the opportunity of  people actually knowing about my 
work and coming to see my work and being able to sell books via my performances. It made 
for a really good marriage.

RC: What was that publishing process like? It was Sister Vision’s first book, so I 
imagine there were some things to figure out.

azm: Yeah, I tried to let them figure it out. I tried not to interfere, because I didn’t 
know anything about publishing. I just knew what I wanted to see. I had most of  the artistic 
say, and there wasn’t anything much that we disagreed on at all. Maybe distribution, at first, 
because they weren’t actively into distribution yet. They had to find their feet with that, and 
I think my book is the only book that they put into publication twice. Editing was probably 
another challenging part because of  certain things. I was trying to represent a certain kind 
of  performance on this page that was new; and because linguistically a lot of  it was new, I 
wanted to write somewhat in a phonetic way but also in a way that people could view the 
language in a way they haven’t really seen on the page or parts of  the language that they 
haven’t seen on the page. So there was quite a bit of  wrangling with that and ensuring that 
there was a certain kind of  representation that I kept, because I needed that as this kind of  
poet.

RC: From Speshal Rikwes, the next book was dark diaspora…in dub, and that’s inter-
esting in terms of  form because it exists in this space between a book of  poetry and a play. 
Maybe we can talk a bit about form. What was the process of  finding the form for that 
work? How did you write that work?

azm: I actually wrote that work as if  I was writing an album, a thematic musical 
album where all the themes connected all the pieces. I think that’s the best way I could de-
scribe it. I didn’t think of  it as a play at first. And once I had the majority of  the pieces, I 
realized that this album was a specific kind of  storytelling. And then I realized, “Oh, it’s like 
that because it works in theatre. Okay! It’s a theatre piece.” And once it generated itself, I 
realized that the thematic way I had been writing was what I had immersed myself  in as a 
theatre artist. So I didn’t know at first that it was a theatre piece. That then became clear to 
me. I realized its life was going be on the performance stage, but I also realized that it had 
to be dual. And, in fact, some of  the pieces like “Step into My Head” became more than 
dual when I recorded much of  the work [as sound recording].

And it being on the theatre stage was its form, whether I realized it or not. And it be-
ing on paper was because I’m a poet, and the paper is what we know as well. I also realized 
that me as a performer in the piece was salient to the piece at the time, and later recording 
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it and ensuring that people actually heard the poems was crucial to the whole cycle of  the 
piece. I think it’s really about experiencing the same work in different media. So it took a 
while. In all, I think the full cycle was about seven years. It took a while for me to actually 
generate the poetry. I remember when I told Clifton Joseph that I was working on this, he 
was really excited; but it was taking a while, so I wasn’t as excited as him. And he was mostly 
excited because the whole dub poetry scene had sort of  plateaued by that time, and folks 
weren’t sure if  other folks were still writing or if  we were just writing with that old voice and 
pushing that forward. So he was really excited that I was writing stuff.

I was excited about that, too, but I was also struggling with accepting Toronto as 
home. That was a major struggle with dark diaspora…in dub. And it took a lot out of  me, and 
it put a lot into me. It took a lot, but I must say I really enjoyed the whole, full cycle because 
it got me into really knowing what my work entails, including the fact that it gets splayed on 
so many different kinds of  canvases or media—even though sometimes it used to frustrate 
me, working on all these different mediums. Just concentrating on the writing part would be 
so much easier. But the struggle was good for growth. And the company b current came out 
of  dark diaspora. That was its first production. Really feeling my roots here is when b current 
started.

NM: I think it’s so interesting that you describe it as part of  the process of  coming to 
accept home, because we were talking, when we were listening to Step Into My Head, about 
the sound. It has a very R&B, neo-soul sound to it, like a Toronto sound. It’s a diasporic 
sonic register. Was that also part of  your transition?

azm: Absolutely. I think that’s when I started calling myself  a dub artist, I remem-
ber. It was part of  that whole acceptance of  “here is where I am.” Here is where home is. 
The acceptance of  that was real. The deliberate incorporating of  the different influences 
that made up my whole aesthetic view was very important to me at that point. And I was 
glad that I was able to do that. And whenever I listen to Step Into My Head, I hear this young 
voice; but I grew like twenty years in that time period of  generating that, and I love the 
lyrics. I actually think that was some of  my really fine writing. And hearing the album even 
now, I think it feels like it still hits. It can push the same. It pushed genres of  music then and 
what we expected; and it still can hold its own now, and I really like that. People who do not 
know my work when they hear it, they are really surprised that it’s an old work.

Movement 7: Dark Diasporas

 . . . is dih livity

not dih rigidity. (mandiela, Speshal Rikwes 47)

NM: I’m coming back to that conversation around representation but thinking 
about it through the essay that Afua Cooper wrote that introduced dark diaspora…in dub. 
And she poses the question of, Why dark? Why not Black? There is a moment when you are 
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describing the Guyanese woman whose grandfather is from China and has connections to 
Suriname. To me, that spoke to something that went beyond the borders of  race or sexual-
ity towards a kind of  space that might explore what darkness, dark waters, crossings might 
mean. So I was just wondering if  that’s what you had in mind. What does dark signify for 
you?

azm: At the time, I recall I was really looking at and scrutinizing this Black space 
that we hold onto and that we sit in and that sometimes we’re pushed into. And I said, 
“There’s so much in there that we actually do not explore.” It’s like there are enclaves of  
darkness in there that we do not talk about. We don’t talk about even the whiteness in there 
and all of  those which become part and parcel of  the dark. So it’s all of  that, which we don’t 
really look at, that defines that darkness for me. It was giving light to that in dark diaspora, 
why I did not say, “Black diaspora.” Because again, it was wanting readers and whoever was 
experiencing this story to not be thinking just about Black. This diaspora is broader than 
that. It has a whole lot of  what you don’t know and beyond the definitions that we have. I 
wanted it to not just be signifying, or be signified as, this space that we think we know.

NM: I also think we got that as well from thinking about the section towards the 
end where you mentioned Black pride but also gay pride—so darkness as kind of  a space 
of  multiple affiliations.

azm: I had an actor quit on me because of  that. I won’t call names. In this time, that 
person wouldn’t, but at that time, there was a whole lot of  that darkness that we wouldn’t 
look at. Because, you know, some people are just fine with exposing the Blackness that we 
think we know, but anything else they’re not fine with. So, yeah, I definitely had to keep it 
as dark diaspora—that which for me was real. And if  you can’t take it, then you need to leave.

NM: Do you think that the darkness opens up possibilities perhaps for conversations 
with Indo-Caribbean women’s work?

azm: Oh, absolutely. Absolutely. And I think it was significant in the time that that 
work was published. Because, especially with Sister Vision Press, there was a lot of  politics 
around what was really diversity—not in the way that we know diversity now but amongst 
ourselves. You know, diversity was real, and we needed it to be. And it was there and we 
had to deal with it and it was not something to create. We just had to live it. So it was right 
in the midst of  that.

RC: Perhaps related to that, one of  the things that struck me about dark diaspora…in 
dub is the question of  scale. By this I mean the fact that this play offers the option of  being 
staged with up to fifty players. I wondered if  you wanted to say something about that kind 
of  capacity being built into the work.

azm: Yeah. One of  the things that would have driven that was the fact that we 
sometimes create work because of  affordability, et cetera. It’s a singular story, but this, for 
me, is a huge story. It’s so representative on many levels, around the real dark diaspora, that, if  



101

Dub Theatre and Storytelling: A Conversation with ahdri zhina mandiela (in Eight Movements)

limited to just being a small piece all the time or just having that capacity, then I don’t think 
everyone would get the fullness of  it. The possibility of  this being huge or being performed 
on the street with a whole lot of  folks needs to be there so that it can actually immerse folks 
in the ways that dub theatre is supposed to, or at least, as I intend dub theatre to immerse 
folks. And that’s why, for me, I gave it that expanse. I needed to give it legs. I needed to know 
if  and when someone picks it up twenty-odd years from now—and not even from then but 
twenty years from now—they can look at this and say, “Ah, this story can play anywhere.” It 
can even be played even by one person on the street corner. It needed to have multiple lives.

RC: Was your pantomime experience part of  your thinking, too, in terms of  scale 
of  it?

azm: Those early years, those things, they were there. But the whole thing about 
theatre, again for me, is no matter how small it is, it’s spectacle. Even one person on the 
street corner—it’s still spectacle. People think of  spectacle as huge, but it can be small, and 
it can be huge, so do it anyway.

RC: We were also interested in the ways in which in dark diaspora…in dub there is also 
the critique of  the nation-state and the Canadian nation-state. It’s kind of  resonant today 
in many ways. I’m thinking about some of  the work around challenging bauxite mining in 
the Cockpit Country [in Jamaica] that’s going today. So in dark diaspora…in dub, the piece 
“aluminum forests” paints a vivid picture of  bauxite mining as scarring the Jamaican land-
scape, and so much so that it becomes a kind of  deathscape [mandiela, dark diaspora 11]. So 
you talk about “the carbon flesh of  my ancestors / bleeding” and about “arawak tombs” 
connecting contemporary histories of  mining to a long history of  colonial extraction and 
extinction. At the end of  that piece you ask, “when a tree falls/ in my country/ do you 
hear/ the sound”? [12]. So we wanted to ask, Do you think the audience in Canada hears 
that question or heard that question and its implied critique when it was performed years 
ago?

azm: I think on some sort of  amorphous level people hear it because it’s a phrase 
they kind of  know. So I was being deliberate at the time just in making people just stop 
and think, “Oh, when a tree falls . . . hmm.” Because then they may get to thinking about, 
“Why the hell we keep excavating bauxite and not replenishing? Why do we do that?” I 
don’t know that they hear the full question, but they hear part of  it. They hear a part that 
just says, “Stop and think.” And sometimes that’s enough inasmuch as that’s what you can 
do as an artist in a specific time and place.

One of  the things that I actually like about that piece is that there is a mournfulness. 
There is a mourning that’s not really sad, but it just grabs you. Even when you hear it on 
the album, the singer soothes you in this kind of, almost Marvin Gaye way. And so you are 
hearing it, and you are feeling the loss.
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This whole thing about questioning and confronting the state and nation: I think 
anything that we do, even on a personal level, does that. We have to. And I think we have 
to expand on that and, as artists, really look deliberately at how we do our work. Because 
no matter how we think we’re just writing a small story, it’s often everybody’s stories, or 
everybody is affected in some way by things in that story. So the impact is much larger than 
we can even imagine. And it’s good when we can recognize it as the artist creating and still 
work with it. Because sometimes we can recognize it, and it’s so difficult to navigate that you 
cannot put anything down.

Movement 8: Diasporic Returns

pack only what you need

she said.

so i crammed my past/life/present

foreign/future

into fresh fake leather/used up

every crevice of  storage space. (mandiela, dark diaspora 24)

NM: dark diaspora…in dub was staged first in Toronto, and we noted that you staged 
it in Jamaica in 2009. What was the audience reaction like in different spaces?

azm: Same and different, for different reasons. There was excitement about this 
idea of  dub poetry on stage as theatre. That was huge, because even in Jamaica folks ha-
ven’t done that. So that was a nice welcome. For some folks, the story was a bit too broad 
stroked. Different people like different kinds of  storytelling and a much more specific kind 
of  anchoring with people and names and spaces. So there was that. The theatre students 
that I worked with were excited, and we wished we had a broader palette to work with, too, 
that included much more movement and possibly music. They wished they had music be-
cause a lot of  people, when they deal with dub, they have to hear the external instrumenta-
tion. But for me, that was a function of  how much time I had with the students and whether 
I could create more music that could fulfil that for them. And we didn’t have the amount 
of  time to really fulfil that. Certainly for me in remounting this, there is a wide or broader 
exploration of  what I would do with orchestration, not necessarily musical instruments. I 
think people are now much more open to bringing in old styles and rituals into staging, es-
pecially for Caribbean spaces. I think they’re missing that. So for me, I would embed much 
more of  that in the actual staging. But the response was very good, which I’m really happy 
about, and I think, because of  that, they have started to incorporate more dub and possibly 
move towards developing stuff with poets, not just playwrights. I go there and make this 
little change and it reverberates, you know, so that’s kind of  nice.
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Notes
1 Thank you to Tayah Clarke for her work in transcribing this interview. We 

would also like to thank Carolyn Allen for sharing images and material 
from her personal archives. Finally, a big thank you to ahdri zhina mandie-
la for sharing these warm memories on a cold Montreal winter evening in 
2019 (when we could all still gather, sit, and talk).

  mandiela’s reflections on the “‘automythobiogaphical’ nature of  the work” 
recalls but also reformulates Audre Lorde’s notion of  the biomythography, 
offered as part of  her telling of  Zami (1982). In Lorde’s work, the biomy-
thography functions to situate the individual I of  the autobiography in 
the realm of  the collective. Black life is understood as collective striving. 
But whereas we might understand Lorde’s work as a challenge to autobi-
ographical writing, mandiela’s work utilizes theatre as the space and form 
to make this challenge and asks us to think about performance and the 
body as a key part of  its simultaneous centring and renarration of  Black 
life.

2 who knew grannie is mandiela’s third published book.
3 The bassist Garry Lowe moved to Canada in the late 1970s. Soon after, he 

began playing bass with reggae legend Jackie Mittoo. He joined the Cana-
dian rock/reggae band Big Sugar in 1994, touring and recording with the 
band.

4 Louise Bennett-Coverley was a poet, actress, folklorist, and broadcaster. 
She is best known for her verse in Jamaican language.

5 Ring Ding was a television variety show for children hosted by Miss Lou 
(Louise Bennett-Coverley). It was aired on the Jamaica Broadcasting Cor-
poration (JBC) television station for 12 years, from 1968 to 1980. 

6 For one narrative rendering of  the Toronto cultural and political scene at 
the time, see mandiela’s poem “Back in ’78” in Speshal Rikwes p. 4.

7 Black Theatre Canada was founded in 1973 by Vera Cudjoe. By 1977, 
Harris was artistic codirector. The company included performers such as 
Sears, Luther Hansaraj, Emerita Emerencia, Donald Carr, and others. 
They produced works by Caribbean playwrights such as Trevor Rhone 
and Mustapha Matura, and also developed a range of  new Black Cana-
dian plays, including Harris’s Anansi Tales in 1977. In 1978, they staged 
Lorraine Hansberry’s A Raisin in the Sun. Black Theatre Canada folded in 
1988. mandiela has talked about the influence of  Black Theatre Canada 
and how this has shaped her commitment to ongoing arts initiatives, in-
cluding “rAiz’n the sun,” which she describes as “really my recreation & 
continuing of  a legacy: bringing the ensemble training idea from btc days 
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in2 now; formalizing & entrenching a nurturing environment for young & 
emerging artists/folks” (qtd. in Gingell 13).

8 In 1991, mandiela founded the theatre company b current. It remains one 
of  the vital spaces for contemporary theatre in Toronto. 

9 In her interview with Susan Gingell, mandiela references her experience 
and training in dance in the following way: 

  as a child i was a great dancer & this is the only area in

 which i have actually had formal training: jazz/african/caribbean styles in

 my early adult years. all other self-education comes from

 watching/asking/reading & jumping in heart first. (Gingell  1)
10 The writer and dancer Ntozake Shange is best known for her “choreo-

poem” For Colored Girls Who Have Considered Suicide/When the Rainbow Is 
Enuf  (1975). Shange’s choreopoem blends poetry, music, dance, and dra-
ma. 

11 The Barn Theatre was an important local theatre space in Kingston that 
operated for almost forty years between 1966 and 2005. It was started by 
a group of  theatre artists, most of  whom had returned from studying in 
England and desired a sustainable professional theatre space and practice. 
For a brief  history of  the Barn Theatre, see Brewster. The play Whiplash 
was published in Ford Smith (129-230). 

12 In the late 1970s, the CTC was established to bring together the schools of  
visual arts, music, dance, and drama. During this period, the CTC trained 
several graduates who would become major cultural contributors in the 
field of  dub poetry, including Mikey Smith and Jean “Binta” Breeze. In 
1995, the institution was renamed The Edna Manley College of  the Visual 
and Performing Arts.

13 The National Pantomime has been an institution for eighty years. It was 
first staged in 1941 to raise funds for the building of  a Little Theatre to 
help in the development of  drama in Jamaica. The Little Theatre Move-
ment (LTM) Pantomime is part of  the annual theatre calendar and opens 
on Boxing Day (December 26), as was the custom in England. For more on 
the LTM Pantomime, see “LTM Timeline.” 

14 The dub poet Mikey Smith was stoned to death on Stony Hill on 17 Au-
gust 1983. 
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Work of  d’bi.young anitafrika
Natalie Wall
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Introduction: d’bi.young anitafrika’s Dub

d’bi.young anitafrika is one of  the foremost dub poets working in Canada today. The 
daughter of  the enormously influential dub poet Anita Stewart (a figure whom her adopted 
name invokes—along with the ancestral, imagined homeland of  Africa—as one of  two key 



107

Catching Bullets with Her Ass: Matrilineality and the Canadian Dub Poetry Tradition in the Work of  d’bi.young anitafrika

strands of  matrilineal lineage defining her both as person and poetic persona), anitafrika 
embodies much of  what makes Canadian dub poets and performers a distinctive subcatego-
ry within the wider diaspora of  hyphenate Caribbean dub poets. As I argue in this essay, 
primarily though not exclusively through a close examination of  her one-woman play blood.
claat, anitafrika’s most notable qualities as a poet and performer—her radical, inclusive, 
queer feminist, and anti-colonial voice; her precise attention to linguistic detail, attentive-
ness to “high” and “low” dialect forms, and insistence on the subversive power of  Jamaican 
nation language; and, perhaps most importantly, a dense and complex web of  associations 
between black women’s bodies, motherhood, inheritance, resistance, and voice—mark her 
and her brand of  dub poetics as both powerfully unique and distinctively Canadian.

 While anitafrika’s national and international profile continues to rise on the back of  
both her own work and prodigious mentorship activities—her recent anthology dubbin poetry 
spawned a book tour across three continents and will shortly be followed by an anthology 
of  collected plays (dubbin theatre) and a guide to her holistic self-care focused artistic meth-
od (dubbin praxis)—there remains relatively little scholarship on anitafrika as an individual 
author. Notable exceptions do exist (see Gill; Simpson), but the majority of  scholarly en-
gagement with anitafrika’s work tends to discuss it alongside that of  other (usually Canadi-
an, and often better-known and more frequently anthologized) dub poets (Clarke; Gingell, 
“‘Always a Poem’”; Gingell, “Coming Home”; Knowles). A partial explanation for this 
relative lack of  engagement may of  course lie in the communal and interconnected nature 
of  Canadian dub poetry, a feature that anitafrika consistently acknowledges and celebrates 
in her work, and which I would suggest is foundational to it. But it does mean that the more 
distinctive aspects of  her work—including its continual interrogation of  community, lin-
eage, and inheritance, and its blending of  the conventions of  dub poetry and performance 
with the monodrama format popular with Canadian feminist (non-dub) authors, performers, 
and playwrights—tend to be de-emphasized. Therefore, while my focus remains firmly on 
anitafrika as an exemplar of  a definably Canadian, feminist dub tradition, I hope also to of-
fer an insight into the distinct poetics that characterize her engagement with this tradition.

Key to this aesthetic, I want to argue, is the relationship between the vocabulary, 
grammars, rhythm, and style that clearly identify anitafrika as a dub poet, and her affinity 
for the monodrama as a primary performance vehicle. This is a genre that is of  deep signif-
icance to anitafrika: she describes her own dramatic works as “biomyth monodrama,” de-
fined as “theatrical solo-performance work, written and acted by the same person, inspired 
in parts by the creator’s biographical experience [and which uses] poetry, music, myth, 
magic, monologue and dialogue (primarily with the audience) to weave the story together” 
(qtd. in Simpson 345). Her commitment to this mode extends well beyond her own work, 
with her publishing imprint Spolrusie, having to date published three volumes of  its Dubbin 
Monodrama anthology, devoted to monodramas by black performers. Monodrama is thus 
arguably as important to anitafrika as dub, for related but distinct reasons:
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young anitafrika’s preference for monodrama stems in part 
from her characterization of  her work as storytelling, for which 
she finds a parallel in the role of  the griot in West African oral 
traditions. It is also partly rooted in young anitafrika’s own un-
derstanding of  artistic and personal integrity, which demands 
that her growing self- and political awareness demonstrate 
themselves in the choices she makes in her personal and pro-
fessional life. As a storyteller, she is more than simply an actor 
working from a script on stage. Her performances are about 
connecting with her audience or “communities” (young anitaf-
rika emphasizes that she belongs to multiple communities) and 
creating a “sacred space” so that her storytelling becomes a 
means through which members of  the community can address 
individual and collective issues of  importance. (Simpson 346)

The formal qualities of  this mode are outlined in Patricia Badir’s article “Playing Solitaire,” 
which approaches monodrama from a distinctly Canadian standpoint, implicitly highlight-
ing its commonalities with what I am arguing is a distinctly Canadian form of  feminist dub 
poetry. In common with much Canadian dub poetry, monodrama subversively transgresses 
and erodes the boundaries between the written and the performed, in that “the private 
and intimate nature of  the monodrama becomes comparable to the solitary yet political 
acts of  journal writing and diary keeping which are forms of  personal expression seeking 
to explore female experiences left out of  history, literature and art,” yet this intimacy is in 
continual tension with “[t]he presence of  viewing spectators in the context of  a live per-
formance [which] introduces a different set of  both aesthetic and political questions as the 
issue of  the representation of  the private ‘I’ is brought to the forefront” (Badir 121). As 
Badir’s description succinctly articulates, there are many natural affinities between dub and 
monodrama—especially the “biomyth monodrama” that is central to the anitafrika meth-
od—but, given the monodrama’s parallel set of  affinities with “solitary yet political acts of  
journal writing and diary keeping,” its lineage can also be traced to modes of  feminist ex-
pression entirely distinct from dub. Thus the “biomyth monodrama” represents anitafrika’s 
major formal innovation, by which she not only inhabits the dub aesthetic she inherits from 
her mother and community but also negotiates with and expands that legacy.

Matrilineal Roots

In her introduction to blood.claat, anitafrika remembers her own personal matrilineal 
experience of  dub poetry: “the first time I saw my mother perform I was five years old. 
she was doing dub. the next time I saw my mother perform I was six years old. she was 
doing a one womban show. I am my mother’s daughter. a dub poet. who resides in constant 
possibility of  revolushun and storytelling” (anitafrika and Edwards 7). Here, anitafrika ex-
presses one of  the central features both of  her work in dub poetry and of  dub performance 
in Canada more broadly: a mode of  storytelling that is also an act of  “revolushun,”1 and 
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that evolves within a matrilineal tradition that both draws from and is distinct from its 
Caribbean roots.2 The relationship between mothering and queering the text cannot be 
overemphasized, given “[t]he fact that d’bi.young is both a conscientious dub dramatist 
and a dedicated queer mother has revealed a perhaps unsurprising synchronicity between 
mothering (as actuality and as metaphor) and crafting narrative” (Gill 120).

At the core of  this body of  work is a particular formulation of  matrilineal inheri-
tance in Canadian dub poetry and performance, embodied both literally and metaphori-
cally by anitafrika, and explored through the use of  specific matrilineal figures with cultur-
al, historical and political relevance for black Caribbean people, including Nanny Maroon, 
Louise Bennett, and anitafrika’s own mother, Stewart. anitafrika does not shy away from 
women’s bodies in her work and, in fact, embraces a performatively lewd construction 
of  Caribbean women’s bodies as taboo and even unclean in order both to inhabit and to 
interrogate notions of  slackness. Slackness, a concept that encompasses lewdness, sexuality, 
and the proscribed female body, “in the Jamaican context, . . . becomes essentialized as the 
generic condition of  immoral women” (C. Cooper, Sound Clash 3) in a manner that allows 
for its deployment both in overtly misogynistic contexts and as an articulation of  subver-
sive agency.3 anitafrika’s treatment of  slackness and lewdness relies on a reclaiming of  the 
female body through language, epitomizing dub’s traversal of  genres, audiences, Englishes, 
and place, and its continual contestation of  attempts to institutionalize it through the pro-
duction of  its prized, “exotic” qualities to a discomfiting excess.

It is important here to acknowledge a tension that runs throughout anitafrika’s 
work—most notably, perhaps, in the meditations on motherhood and the menstruating and 
childbearing black body that I consider here—and necessarily therefore in my own reading 
of  it. The tension is encapsulated by the difference between two different terms anitafrika 
uses to liberate the term woman from its patriarchal and colonial inheritances: womban and 
womxn. While the x in womxn is explicitly intended as a queering of  a gendered term, con-
sistent with anitafrika’s uses of  pronouns like shx and hxr, and her political commitment 
to trans and nonbinary artists, womban explicitly links womanhood to the possession of  a 
uterus and by extension the capacity to bear children. The term womban is taken from ani-
tafrika’s first album wombanifesto, which playfully links the physical, the gendered, and the 
political in order to signify the power of  dub poetry to speak back to hetero- and cisnor-
mative social mores. If  this tension has always existed beneath the surface of  anitafrika’s 
work, it has been foregrounded by strands of  debate in both popular culture and feminist 
scholarship that have developed since the works discussed here were written—and indeed 
since I drafted the initial version of  this essay. This intervening period has seen the question 
of  trans rights become a highly topical issue and a favourite hobby horse not only of  right-
wing “culture warriors” but also, more disturbingly, of  so-called gender-critical feminists, 
whose cisnormative agenda is pursued in large part by embracing a form of  bioessentialism 
long discredited by more progressive forms of  feminism (Alm and Engebretsen). It is an un-
fortunate but undeniable truth that anitafrika’s generous, subversive, and joyous treatment 
of  motherhood and matrilineality could easily be co-opted into a bioessentialist narrative, 
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and it is therefore imperative that it be read with the womban-womxn tension in mind.

For the clearest articulation of  what this tension means for her work, we can turn to 
anitafrika herself, who, in an interview with South Africa’s Sunday Times, explains her view 
on the interlinked forces of  colonialism, heteronormativity, and cisnormativity:

Archaic gender and sexuality roles do not give me room to 
realise and express my full and dynamic humanity. Not only 
are they silencing and shaming, they also reinforce and justify 
inequality, discrimination and violence based on old colonial 
narratives that form the foundation of  systemic racism, patri-
archy, homophobia and classism. They are dangerous because 
they homogenise humanity when in fact we are brilliantly 
heterogeneous and need political, social and cultural systems 
that are courageous enough to educate us towards a deeper 
understanding of  ourselves and our world. . . . [My] gendered 
nouns and pronouns include an “x” in their spelling. This is to 
challenge the gender binarity of  the English language, to be 
inclusive of  all genders and to bring our awareness to how we 
relate to representations of  gender in the book. I want the read-
er to be aware of  how gender is functioning in their own mind 
and body by creating the environment for them to “bump up” 
against the words, each time their brain registers an “x” where 
ordinarily another letter would be. I kept Jamaica Nation Lan-
guage words such as dawtah, moddah and faadah as is because I 
believe these spellings are already performing an anti-colonial 
queering, which includes (for me) the queering of  gender and 
sex. (qtd in de Villiers)

What is most revealing here is anitafrika’s rationale for not further queering “Jamaica Na-
tion Language words such as dawtah, moddah and faadah” on the basis that “these spellings 
are already performing an anti-colonial queering, which includes (for me) the queering of  
gender and sex.” This rationale makes clear that, for anitafrika, colonialism is an inter-
sectional multi-axial oppressive force that oppresses racially, linguistically, and via the im-
position of  heteronormative, cisnormative, and bioessentialist knowledge frameworks. To 
resist on any one of  these axes, therefore, is to destabilize the entire colonialist knowledge 
framework and, by definition, to “queer” race, language, gender and sex simultaneously. 
Thus, while anitafrika’s womban finds expression in the enthusiastic embrace and reappro-
priation of  black motherhood, colonial-era stereotypes of  black female physical features, 
and taboos around women’s bodies (notably menstruation), she is, according to anitafrika’s 
own schema, always-already queered and thus inherently opposed to bioessentialist and cis-
normative constructions of  womanhood. It is therefore arguable that womban functions both 
as a subcategory of  womxn and as a kind of  “strategic bioessentialism” that accomplishes its 
“anti-colonial queering” in part by embracing matrilineality over patrilineality.
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anitafrika’s work reinscribes contemporary politics onto work that explicitly draws 
from a matrilineal lineage stretching back centuries. As Stewart’s daughter, anitafrika pulls 
from her roots as a Canadian, Jamaican, African, woman, human, and delivers perfor-
mances that use tradition in their explorations of  where that tradition has changed or needs 
to change. In her own efforts towards revolushun, anitafrika created the Watah Theatre, 
her “attempt at providing a sacred space for Black people to introspect, heal, and co-create 
lived experiences that nurture our loving humanity while challenging systemic oppression 
through the cultivation of  wholistic performing arts” (anitafrika, “Black Plays,” 27). In her 
article “Black Plays Matter,” anitafrika is continuing the work of  other black artists by tak-
ing the space that is necessary to make art happen. Anitafrika is enabling the creation of  
what she calls “Black artivists” (“Black Plays” 27), those “African-Canadian theatremakers, 
arts-educators, and mentors who are able to innovate future projects that further cultivate 
equity, justice, fairness, and accessibility in Toronto and Canada’s arts and social service 
sectors” (28). In anitafrika’s own work, it is the body and examining constructions of  lewd-
ness that allow for the artivist to craft her own revolushun: “As Black Power and other move-
ments have done in the New World, African-Caribbean feminist poetics turns the object of  
prejudice into an object of  pride—in this case, pride in the body” (Casas 11). I argue here 
that this transformation of  the object of  prejudice into an object of  pride is precisely what 
anitafrika achieves so strikingly in blood.claat, reinventing a potent slur aimed at the (black, 
Caribbean) female body into a celebration of  this marginalized group.

Dub poetry in Canada had its origins in Toronto in the late 1970s and early 1980s. 
Dub poetry is born out of  dub,4 a musical style that originated in Jamaica, but saw great 
success as an export to the United States and the United Kingdom. However, where dub 
has been nominally a male phenomenon in its origins (from the dance halls5 of  Jamaica 
to the clubs of  the United Kingdom), dub poetry has been reinvented as a feminist mode 
of  discourse in Canada. Dub poetry is transnational, a movement between the Caribbean 
and its diasporic relations, yielding different styles all rooted in the understanding that “[d]
ub’s aesthetic experimentation was driven as well by various ideological, counter-discur-
sive pressure points from black consciousness, decolonlization, Garveyism, Rastafarianism, 
Marxism/socialism to anti-colonial nationalism” (Bucknor 255–56). Dub poetry undergoes 
a shift in culture and intention in its movements between Jamaica and Canada: if  dub in 
its original form is “spontaneous, evolving from the urge to ‘nice up the dance,’” the dub 
poetry that subsequently emerges in Canada “tends to be pre-written and intellectual (often 
political), and is often performed outside the dance hall” (Sullivan 193). As Phanuel Antwi 
observes in his article “Dub Poetry as a Black Atlantic Body-Archive”:

Critics of  dub note the masculinist tendency of  the art form, 
and this critique is emphasized in ways critics narrate dub po-
etry’s origin. And yet, it is also the case that in Jamaica, male 
poets were promoting dub poetry, while in Canada, the poets 
Lillian Allen, Afua Cooper, and ahdri zhina mandiela were in-
fluential in championing this movement. In rerouting dub po-
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etry through Canada, this art form, under their influence, gains 
a new vision and a new history that resonates with the type of  
embodied feminist politics that Lorde enables: it comes into di-
alogue with feminist and womanist ideals. (75–76)

Being black in Canada has been, historically, an unsettling experience that is replicated in 
dub poetry’s occupation of  the in-between. While Canada has erased much of  its black his-
tory6 in its efforts to forget a shameful past, black Canada demands to be seen. This demand 
is always rooted in community, and while it is important to understand that black Canada 
operates in and among many different diasporically located communities, Canadian dub 
poetry seeks to bridge some of  those divides through politically engaged interaction, build-
ing on dub poetry’s lineage as “heir to a range of  African and Jamaican communal forms of  
storytelling and history-making, preaching and political oratory, body performance, verbal 
dexterity, ‘signifyin’ (ritual insult games), and ‘testifyin’ or public witness” (Carr 10).

In the introduction to her edited collection of  female dub poets (seven of  the eleven 
are Canadian), Utterances and Incantations, Afua Cooper identifies dub poetry’s mutability in 
terms of  both form and content as a feature that allows it to engage in thematic and generic 
explorations between boundaries and proscriptions. Cooper describes dub poetry as “both 
a poetic genre and a musical genre,” asserting that this elasticity “underscores dub poetry’s 
open-endedness, flexibility, vast potential and possibilities” (1). By defying easy categoriza-
tion within the civil/civic spaces that define and delimit the nature of  particular art forms 
(categorizations that are not only generic but also determine, for instance, the branches of  
governmental arts funding for which a particular artwork might be eligible), dub subverts 
the traditions of  civility inherited through a colonial past by compromising between those 
traditions and that of  the uncivil: creating a new space that works to incorporate a breach in 
all absolute constructions of  genre, history, and tradition.7 Cooper states:

Perhaps, dub poetry’s greatest contribution to poetry and art is 
that through its ambassadors, it has liberated poetry from the 
ivory towers, and fed it like fish and loaves, to the people. Dub 
poets have taken their poetry around the world. They read in 
prisons, cafes, parks, daycare centres, libraries, schools, univer-
sities, old folks homes, dance halls, night clubs, theatres, at mu-
sic festivals, poetry festivals, rallies, marches, demonstrations, 
and on international concert stages. Dub poetry has established 
itself  as poetic genre that has mass appeal and women have 
been in the vanguard of  this poetry revolution. (4)

Dub poetry thus always operates in terms of  rebellion, whether that is through form, ex-
pression, or the reinvention of  both. In Canada in particular, a dub poetic tradition has de-
veloped and thrived “because of  the activist and administrative labor of  dub artists making 
spaces for the practice and generating demands for institutional forms of  support for the 
practice” (Antwi 75).
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In Canada, this rebellion takes on a paradoxical quality: what it must resist, in part, 
is the foundational national myth of  benevolent Canadian multiculturalism—precisely the 
system, in other words, that both promotes and sanctions (in both opposing senses of  the 
term) the form while containing both the black bodies and subversive energies it threatens 
to unleash, and, in doing so, seeking to render them safely exotic, pleasurably other in a 
system of  authorized difference.8 Indeed, part of  the paradox of  Canadian dub—and of  
Canadian “multicultural” literature more generally—is that it is very often more voracious-
ly consumed at home the more it talks of  elsewhere, the more it promotes the marginal space 
of  the Caribbean to its centre while Canada remains on its periphery: the home-as-other, a 
distant dream of  the past or hope for the future. As Michael Bucknor and Daniel Coleman 
observe in the introduction to “Rooting and Routing Caribbean-Canadian Writing:”

Because the Caribbean Canadian cannot suppress the disqui-
eting histories of  the middle passage, the black water, and the 
Taino genocide, it raises the spectres of  similar disavowed nar-
ratives in Canada—of  slavery, of  the importation of  cheap, 
racialized labour, and of  genocide. The Caribbean Canadian 
also unsettles the Canadian multicultural myth, which has nev-
er been able to incorporate Caribbean culture convincingly—
with its racial complexity, dynamic and relational modes of  
identification, assertive public performativity, and the radical 
politicization of  its feminist and activist communities—into a 
sedate story about Canada’s multicultural maturity and sophis-
tication. (vii)

Dub poetry’s popularity in traditional literary spaces in Canada thus relies on a tenuous 
relationship with the nation’s narrative of  Canada as a benevolent space, even as it un-
dermines this mythologizing process. Dub poetry in Canada is both rebellion and will: an 
attempted disruption in the face of  inequality and injustice, even if  that means resisting 
the system that supports its distribution. However, if  multiculturalism is insidious, using 
celebration of  difference to manage that difference9 while simultaneously maintaining in-
equities and disparities between those who are central and marginal to its grand narrative, 
then Canadian dub has learned to be equally duplicitous: to resist its own management by 
multiculturalism through an ambivalent articulation of  nationality and performance that 
self-consciously exploits these institutions.

If  dub poetry in Canada is about a relationship to rebellion and the formal resis-
tance inherent in the work, then Canadian dub performance is about the use of  space as a 
means of  transgressing the neat categories on which multiculturalism’s strategies of  con-
tainment rely, and “d’bi.young levies a challenge in and through dub as a bridge between 
poetry and theatre” (Gill 120). In his article “To be Dub, Female, and Black,” Ric Knowles 
traces the roots of  dub performance in Canada through the women who have shaped its or-
igins. Knowles focuses on how these women have reimagined Toronto as a “transformative 
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space” through the “largely masculinist ethos of  much of  Caribbean performance and the 
narrow chronopolitics of  modernist colonial ‘development’” (78). Female artists, he argues, 
have reinhabited Toronto, in order to be seen, by reappropriating both the dominant Canadi-
an culture and the Caribbean masculinism that fetter their avenues of  expression as black 
women. Knowles argues that Vera Cudjoe and Rhoma Spencer, as representations of  black 
theatre, and adhri zhina mandiela and anitafrika, as dub performers who have inherited 
the black aesthetics inscribed by Cudjoe and Spencer, have used the ethos of  multicultural 
Toronto to impress their own diasporic identities on the city in the effort to replicate and 
recreate in it a space of  transgression and revolution that is initiated in their own works. For 
Knowles, Toronto and dub poetry are wholly intermeshed in the dub project:

What these women have done to constitute Toronto, already 
one of  the most culturally diverse cities in the world, as het-
erotopic, transformative space within which they can work at 
the intersection of  nations, sexualities, and performance forms. 
That is, they have constituted the city as a space that enables 
them at once to womanize and queer “the revolushun,” build-
ing on Caribbean performance practices such as carnival, ’mas 
(masquerade), calypso, pantomime, satirical musical reviews, 
agit prop, and, crucially, dub, to create expansive new perfor-
mance forms and theatrical hybridities in diasporic space. (80)

This transformational ethos is evident in anitafrika’s performance of  her Jamaican mother 
Stewart’s poem “begging is a ting,” a transplantation and reappropriation that in its retell-
ing speaks of  the failure of  the system to account for the reality of  poverty for racialized 
people in Canada. anitafrika revisits the multiply located complacency that is the refusal to 
acknowledge suffering in the face of  a hegemonic system that requires a blind nationalism 
to function, reflecting the ways that the term “‘Caribbean Canadian’ questions the histor-
ical national project that presents Canada as a project of  peaceful settlement, because it 
repeatedly highlights the themes of  unsettling confrontation and dislocation” (Bucknor and 
Coleman vii). The track opens with an address to her “mummy” (anitafrika, “begging”), 
over a characteristic slow, syncopated reggae beat, acknowledging her dub heritage, her 
mother’s membership in Poets in Unity (and, thus, the relationship between dub poetry in 
Jamaica and Canada), and her own position as inheritor of  a genre in which her mother 
was a “pioneer.” Following this address, the keyboard, guitar, and bass begin to assume 
dominance over the slow-moving beat. A cowbell chimes discordantly on the offbeat, creat-
ing a multiply layered backdrop to anitafrika’s vocals. Where reggae most often has the gui-
tar perform on the offbeat, here anitafrika has created a controlled cacophony, mimicking 
tradition but also incorporating dancehall elements. The result is music that seems defiant, 
while simultaneously suggesting that harmony is possible out of  discord.

The poem opens with the hook “begging is a ting a carry di swing / inna disya time 
it cyaan be a crime” (anitafrika, “begging”), which anitafrika repeats; the “swing” is a play-
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ful melody that contrasts sharply with the politics of  homelessness and poverty in Canada. 
She moves on to describe a city, somewhere between Jamaica and Canada—“walk down 
town one a dem days / had to stand up a while and tek a good gaze”—which is “plagued” 
to the point that poverty has become commonplace. She then presents four examples of  
poverty, examining emotions and reactions when the middle class is faced with the under-
privileged. anitafrika suggests that beggars have little alternative but to turn to crime, as 
society has “force dem fi tief,” or that institutions whose mandate is to help those in poverty, 
in fact, have little access to the needy, since “beggar don’t guh church for di fear of  di rod” 
(“begging”). Thus, the problem of  poverty becomes elided with the surface appearance of  
benevolent institutions offering “help,” ultimately reinforcing the hegemonic maintenance 
of  the status quo. Finally, anitafrika ends with an address to her audience: “you know when 
you walk around the streets you see a lot of  people begging you know” (“begging”). The 
“see” echoes the “gaze” from the opening, reminding us that looking and seeing are not 
the same thing. anitafrika requires engagement in her revolushun: she requires that we ac-
knowledge that which is right in front of  us, no matter how unpleasant “a ting.”

Dub as Matrilineal: Creolized English

In order to examine anitafrika as representative of  a matrilineal dub tradition in 
Canada, it is necessary to consider the broader lineages inherent in dub, as it has traversed 
the Caribbean and Canada, the United States and the United Kingdom. In an interview 
with Christian Habekost, author of  the first book-length manuscript on dub poetry, Verbal 
Riddim, Canadian dub poet Afua Cooper contrasts her poetry with “male-oriented” reggae 
but also positions herself  as “fighting white racism and . . . black sexism” (qtd. in Habekost 
201; emphasis in original). Cooper positions herself  against what she perceives as the mas-
culinist tradition of  reggae, insisting that this—no less than anti-black racism—is some-
thing the female dub poet must always organize and operate against. For Cooper, reggae 
reflects these sexist constructions through both its form and—more obviously—its lyrics. 
According to Cooper,

It’s a man’s music. A lot of  the words and phrases are very 
male. They are taken out of  male language. There is hardly 
any female language in reggae. If  you listen to the lyrics, they 
cuss women: “She’s dis, she’s dat, she can’t cook, she’s com-
mitting adultery.” They want a slim girl, they don’t want a fat 
girl. . . . A lot of  the music that is coming out right now is very 
anti-woman. (qtd. in Habekost 201)

If  reggae can find popularity in a rebellious voice that—in Cooper’s view—does not de-
mand an acknowledgement of  the implicit gendered oppressions of  the musical genre, the 
dub tradition with which Cooper identifies works inversely, representing resistance through 
the confrontation of  the prejudices of  the self. This, then, is a tradition that, “[b]y its fierce 
revolutionary stance on the value and limits of  art to a postcolonial society, . . . also seems 
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to insist on a self-critical, self-aware practice” (Bucknor 258). The inculcation of  multiple 
voices in protest of  multiple oppressions is perhaps the key legacy of  formative figures such 
as Cooper from which contemporary poets like anitafrika inherit: while their poetics is born 
from reggae, it “bear[s] witness to a determination among Caribbean women artists to 
force the male to become aware of  the fact that the system of  oppression may be embedded 
in his own psyche” (Habekost 207).

The accepting and producing of  nation language is one of  the ways these artists re-
sist the legacy of  colonial heritage, regarding “the use of  Patois as an act of  resistance to the 
European domination of  Caribbean culture” (Habekost 63). Hence, “dub poets are some 
of  the most radical disrupters of  standard written English, compared to other Caribbean 
writers, and for different reasons” (Casas 20). This enables the very language of  dub poetry 
to work transgressively and innovatively to challenge norms and oppressions.

Dub poetry in Canada intersects with a larger Caribbean womban’s tradition, a 
feminist genre that is born out of  the tradition of  reggae but—I want to suggest—reimag-
ined through the feminist discourse surrounding two key figures: Louise “Miss Lou” Ben-
nett,10 one of  the first writers to use Creole in literature, and Nanny Maroon, a legendary 
historical figure who escaped slavery and helped establish a free community.11 These two 
women are representative of  Jamaican culture in that they helped to shape and conscribe 
the way in which Jamaicans could see themselves as distinct and empowered. These two 
women, in many ways, are as much produced by Jamaican culture as they have contributed 
to it, and dub poetry is one popular production among others that seeks to integrate the 
articulations of  voice and rebellion that these women represent. Born Louise Bennett, Miss 
Lou began her work in the 1940s and was excluded from the traditional world of  literary 
publishing because of  her unorthodox use of  language, but “[d]espite exclusion, Louise 
Bennett took her words—through the medium of  performance—directly to the Jamaican 
people” (Allen 13). Miss Lou is a vital progenitor of  contemporary Canadian dub poetry, a 
part of  the womban tradition of  Canadian dub poets:

To represent Jamaicans faithfully on the page, Bennett avoid-
ed idealizing them, but she also had to devise strategies for 
suggesting how they sound, marking Jamaican English Cre-
ole (JEC) differences from acrolectal English. These strategies 
include the use of  the vocabulary, idioms, syntax, and speech 
rhythms of  JEC—what Bennett sometimes called dialec(t) or 
Jamaica(n) language and others refer to as nation language or 
patwa. Together with allusions to Jamaican oral tradition and 
sheer delight in sound, they constitute what I am calling Ben-
nett’s “see hear aesthetics.” (Gingell, “Coming Home” 34)

It is in part this innovation, this capacity for rebirth and regeneration, that gives rise to the 
matrilineal inheritance of  dub poetry and performance: 
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The sense of  home Bennett creates draws Canadian dub poets 
powerfully, whether they be Jamaican-born, like Allen, Broox, 
and young, or Canadian-born but of  Jamaican ancestry, like 
baraka-clarke. The evidence is in the way the Canadian “dub-
bers” speak back to her through thematic acknowledgment, 
through allusion, and/or through adopting aspects of  her see-
hear aesthetics. (Gingell, “Coming Home” 39–40)

Miss Lou’s influence on dub poetry and performance is profound, with Bucknor identify-
ing “the championing of  creole as a ‘serious’ poetic tool by Louise Bennett” alongside “the 
impact of  reggae music and its emerging technologies . . . and the celebration of  a strong 
oral/performance tradition” as one of  three key influences in the development of  “the aes-
thetics of  dub” (255). However, while Miss Lou merits considerable further analysis in her 
own right, it is the figure of  Nanny Maroon that arguably provides the greater vehicle for 
anitafrika’s own linguistic and thematic innovation.

Nanny Maroon: Using the Body for Revolushun

Like Miss Lou, Nanny Maroon is a figure whom a number of  dub poets—includ-
ing Miss Lou herself, Afua Cooper, Jean “Binta” Breeze (Coppola), and Cherry Natural 
(Galuska)—have taken as part of  their matrilineal line, their metaphorical grandmother, 
inspiring works of  art that take pride in the weight of  history and find redemption in this 
black female figure. Afua Cooper describes how Nanny, as 

[a]n Akan Jamaican Maroon priestess leader, anti-slavery fight-
er, Black liberation warrior and strategist, and renowned sor-
ceress, . . . often relied upon, and used words to beat down the 
British Babylonian slavery system that sought to destroy her 
and her people. Women dub poets see Nanny as an inspiration-
al, and often invoke her in their poetic productions. (4) 

The writing of  Nanny Maroon is the writing of  an idealized history and, inevitably, the 
idealized self, as the “Nanny we know and narrate is largely the product of  the demands of  
a post-independence Jamaican nationalist discourse” (Cummings 144).

Nanny Maroon’s power lies not only in her historical actions but also in the mythos 
and stories that surround her:

Although stories told of  Nanny by the Maroons are without 
doubt exaggerated, some are so gruesome that she must indeed 
have held rather extraordinary powers. She was supposed to 
have kept a huge cauldron “Nanny Pot,” which boiled without 
the aid of  fire, into which were lured to a watery grave unsus-
pecting British soldiers and Militiamen. She was also attributed 
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with the ability to catch the bullets of  soldiers with her posterior 
and hurl them back at her assailants in an obscene manner. 
(Tuelon 21)

Nanny’s body is a site of  historical refraction, depending on who is telling the story, and 
“Jamaican literary critics counter colonial stereotyping of  black women by explaining the 
bullet-catching story as the popular expression of  a specifically female form of  defiance” 
(Sharpe 13); as Carolyn Cooper says, the “allusion to Nanny situates contemporary Jamai-
can ‘oman lib’ within a long-established heritage of  consolidated male/female defence of  
cultural and political sovereignty” (Noises 49).

Grandy Nanny, as the Maroons named her, was a queen to the Maroons, an inher-
itor of  wisdom and knowledge, along with the spirit animals of  the leaders, an inheritance 
literally acquired in the space between ceremony and Maroon magic, called Kromanti. 
Legends and histories intertwine where Nanny is concerned. Nanny is most well-known by 
those outside of  the Maroon community for her cooking pot, which bubbled without fire 
and drowned British soldiers. However, her most controversial mythologizing comes from 
her known prowess as a warrior who could stop bullets with her posterior and then fire them 
back towards the enemy. In some versions, Nanny can even accomplish this task with her 
vagina, as well as her buttocks, making use of  that which the British soldiers lack. Many 
Jamaican writers have taken up Nanny’s heroics in literature. Our own Miss Lou writes:

From Maroon Nanny teck her body

Bounce bullet back pon man. . . .

Jamaica oman teck her time

Dah mount an meck de grade. (qtd. in Bilby 203)

However, like many critics who valorize Nanny’s efforts against the British and celebrate 
her as a hero, Miss Lou shifts the focus towards Nanny’s body, rather than her buttocks, 
which many have found to be too vulgar to mythologize. Edward Kamau Brathwaite finds 
that he cannot swallow the vulgarity haunting Jamaica’s national hero and suggests that, 
in fact, Nanny used her hands to catch the bullets, and it was the British who rewrote that 
act in order to disparage Nanny’s character (Bilby 204). The Maroons themselves, whose 
stories of  Nanny are clear that she used her posterior to return bullets to the British, do not 
embrace Brathwaite’s version of  events, as they do not feel that the British ever had that 
sort of  power in their own oral tradition. The use of  Nanny’s body, then, is controversial to 
say the least, and even Miss Lou is loath to tackle the topic, saying that she “teck her body,” 
euphemistically using the whole to synecdochically represent the part rendered taboo by 
colonially inherited politesse.
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Nanny Maroon: The Tradition of  Vulgarity

Though many have rewritten Nanny’s narrative to suit a more prudish audience, “a 
number of  feminist writers have embraced it and reinterpreted it in their own terms” (Bilby 
204). And it is the female body’s vulgarity as a site of  potential empowerment that provides 
the key driver for anitafrika’s dub monodrama blood.claat. The title of  the dub piece is “a 
jamaican curse word. literally means bloodied cloth. menstrual cloth used by oomaan when 
they bleed” (anitafrika and Edwards 16), and it is a fairly commonly used word among To-
rontonian Jamaicans to signify disgust and revulsion. Blood.claat has four locations in space 
and time: pre-colonial East Africa; Toronto Pearson Airport, three years before the pres-
ent-day events of  the play; Nanny Town (before and during its destruction in 1734); and 
present-day Kingston. The monodrama’s present-day movement between Jamaica and 
Canada, with its echoes of  nostalgia for family and home in both spaces, is reinforced by 
the Jamaican patois used throughout the performance. The use of  patois complicates the 
relationship between misogyny and female agency, best represented by the title, which uses 
a common expletive to engage with the power of  the female body. In the title, vulgarity is 
paired with agency to reinvent perceptions of  women that have traditionally relied on using 
the female body as an example of  ineptitude or a set of  unfathomable lewd processes. Like 
the use of  patois, the use of  the female body rewrites what was once considered “dutty” 
(Habekost 70) and makes it revolutionary.

The black, female body disrupts the white heteronormative visual field, and “this 
troubling presence manifests itself  in certain visual works and practices” (Fleetwood 12). 
Like many artists, anitafrika uses the concept of  “excess flesh as a performative strategy” 
to “[explore] identity and history, and the long mired history of  documenting difference 
through visual technologies” (Fleetwood 110) through her deliberate exposure of  the fe-
male body in blood.claat. The play forces the audience to see mudgu’s body as female and 
bloody, just as the audience is forced to watch the violence of  the monodrama unfold. The 
performance opens with mama afrika engaging in a feminized ritual of  blood and magic, 
calling to the goddess oyo, the “gate keeper of  the cemetery” (anitafrika and Edwards 20; empha-
sis in original), and then introduces the supporting characters, all of  whom are played by 
anitafrika. Our main story then sees our protagonist, mudgu, being criticized by her granny 
for starting her menses while sleeping, and, thus, dirtying the bed, as granny says, “is shame 
she want to bring down inside my house” (anitafrika and Edwards 21). Within the perfor-
mance, we are constantly moving back and forth between two types of  blood. The story 
is a set of  reactions to mudgu menstruating, pairing the blood of  (male) violence (which is 
acceptable) with the blood of  menstruation (which is unacceptable). This juxtaposition of  
menstruation with violence is foreshadowed in the opening:

sorry. sorry. sorry... nevah know that it would come last night 
granny... mi nevah mean to soil up the bed granny... granny 
no! (her grandmother hits her repeatedly)… no... I going to 
wash everyting... no granny I don’t want to be nasty. I am going 
to wash everything clean clean clean... I nevah soil di bed on 
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purpose granny... a sleep mi a sleep and it leak out a mi panty... 
next time i will know better and do better... because cleanliness 
is next to godliness... yes granny... cleanliness is next to godli-
ness. (anitafrika and Edwards 22)

Mudgu’s language in this passage changes to reflect the nuances of  changing agency that 
“dirty” holds for both her and her grandmother. Mudgu uses the object form mi to begin 
her entreaties to her grandmother, positioning her use of  Jamaican Creole towards the 
basilect,12 as she attempts to objectify herself  to appease her grandmother’s anger. After 
her grandmother hits her, mudgu begins to use more acrolect in her creolized English, 
switching to the subjective pronoun I and eventually inserting the verb to be and elongating 
“everyting” to “everything.” So, as the violence committed against mudgu increases, so 
does her sense of  self  decrease.

The next act of  violence occurs on mudgu’s bus ride to school when the bus driver 
takes out a cutlass and attacks a man who refuses to pay his fare. The bus driver lets out a 
stream of  misogynist curses as he readies for his attack:

tttarblack bbbwoy a cccall me ssttamma. pussyhole mmmonkey 
a disrespect me. yuh mmmoddahh a guh bawl ffffi yuh tonite.

(he gets a cutlass from the side of  the bus and aims at the man) 
tttalk now nuh pussyhole. tttalk now nuh. whe yyyyuh seh? bb-
blooodclaat. (anitafrika and Edwards 29)

The bus driver’s misogynist use of  Jamaican basilect Creole is contrasted with his stutter, 
the criticism of  his disability sending him into a fury where he attacks both verbally and 
physically. The stammer produces a language that is and is not basilect, in that it is refigured 
through disability. The stutter stretches out the consonants, rather than shifting vowels as 
an accent would. Where the allusions to race, and even disability, cannot be said without 
stuttering, the references to “pussyhole” are easily articulated. It is only when the bus driv-
er reaches the end of  his diatribe and exclaims “bbblooodclaat” that he stammers while 
using a female-centred expletive. This is also the only case where the bus driver’s stammer 
stretches out the interior of  a word, the “ooo” expressing his frustration and rage before 
he violently slices the man in front of  him. Here, the complication of  the creolized Jamai-
can basilect with the stutter works to highlight the potential vulgarity in Jamaican Creole. 
The use of  misogyny in the language is stretched out and laid bare: the sexism, racism, 
and ableism are all shocking, which is carefully reflected in the violence of  the bus driver’s 
actions.

After the attack, mudgu is covered in blood and cannot go to school, so she goes to 
her boyfriend njoni’s home. Here, while njoni is sympathetic to the violence that mudgu 
experienced on the bus, he is less tolerant of  her breaking taboo by visiting him while men-
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struating. Mudgu reacts to the hypocrisy of  accepting the blood of  violence and rejecting 
the blood of  menstruation:

(in anger and confusion she searches for the words) yuh going on as if  is 
the first time that catch pon yuh hands. so so so you can touch 
up mi soil up uniform but you can’t touch me. and and and last 
month when you and steve get into dat fight it was all over you. 
and which part you think you come from anyways? out of  your 
moddah… mi nevah seh anything bad bout yuh moddah. any-
ways did first time we do it you never did have a problem with it 
being on you. (hisses her teeth) hypocrite. (anitafrika and Edwards 
36; emphasis in original)

Here, mudgu’s hesitancy mimics the bus driver’s stutter, where mudgu repeats “so so so” 
and “and and and” in her attempt to construct an argument that analyzes which type of  
blood is acceptable and which is not. Mudgu starts out hesitant and confused but becomes 
clearer and more eloquent as she reverts to comfortable and familiar basilect terms. The 
symmetry between this scene and that of  the bus driver, as well as the violence suggested in 
the former and acted in the latter, foreshadows the fact that njoni will soon be shot, but it is 
where mudgu’s language simultaneously gains clarity and becomes more Jamaican that she 
diverges from the –isms inherent in the bus driver’s speech. When mudgu brings up njoni’s 
mother, it is not to insult either her or him but to articulate the beauty of  a woman’s body, 
which is capable of  giving life only because of  the menstruation cycle.

We learn throughout the performance that mudgu is a descendant of  Nanny Ma-
roon’s sister, sekesu, who had a child named mudgu. When mudgu’s mother tells her “you 
are a direct descendant. remember great granny. you have the guidance and protection of  
all the ancestors. you come from strong line mudgu, and it can handle anything that comes” 
(anitafrika and Edwards 47), she is articulating the power of  a matrilineal heritage. That is 
not to say that this heritage is easy or uncomplicated. The coupling of  violence and birth 
with images of  blood allow anitafrika to address the complicated relationship that black 
Caribbean women have had with their own mothers, as mothers, and with their own bod-
ies. To be in possession of  one’s own body, the freedom to keep one’s child, the right to feel 
unashamed: the black woman has not always had these most fundamental of  rights.

At the heart of  it, blood.claat is a story of  motherhood. Both mudgu’s granny and 
mudgu’s mother had children at the age of  fifteen, and mudgu continues that cycle. Howev-
er, where granny sees this as a failure, anitafrika uses language and mythology to convey the 
sense of  joy that motherhood can bring. The performance ends with a “beginning” (anitaf-
rika and Edwards 50; emphasis in original): the birth of  mudgu’s child, the pain of  labour, 
but also the joy of  motherhood. It is Nanny Maroon who ushers in this delivery, the scene 
before the baby’s birth acting as a re-enactment of  the fall of  Nanny Town. Nanny looks 
forward to the future in the midst of  the violence that the British are perpetrating:
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I know koromante it is a long time now we in dis new land 
fighting. but remember, if  yuh want good yuh nose haffi run. 
our ancestors before us sacrifice their blood for us. we are di 
children of  our foremoddahs and faadahs sacrificing our blood 
for our children. our children will sacrifice their blood. it is only 
by dis ritual koromante, our children children children will be 
free. (anitafrika and Edwards 49–50)

In this way, the dichotomy of  acceptable male blood (violence) and unacceptable female 
blood (birth) is replicated in the positioning of  the unacceptable violence of  British colo-
nizers and the acceptable violence of  Maroon (Jamaican) rebellion, which is giving birth to 
generations of  free Jamaicans. Here, blood becomes sacrifice, and this sacrifice is caught up 
in the matrilineal freedom that both dub poetry and Nanny offer. The repetition of  “chil-
dren children children” echoes the bus driver and mudgu; however, where the bus driver 
offered unreasonable violence and mudgu moved hesitantly towards clarity of  thought, 
Nanny’s use of  repetition both implicitly connotes possession in the absence of  the posses-
sive s and calls to mind the process of  labour, metaphorically giving birth to Jamaica itself.

This tale of  Jamaica’s birth is the story of  the Caribbean Canadian artist, proof  
that “Canadian identity and Caribbean identity can move beyond their hyphenated part-
nership that signifies dual, (but not always equally valued) subjectivities amongst diasporic 
populations” (Campbell 256). The positioning of  space in blood.claat is part of  what makes 
anitafrika’s narrative symptomatic of  black erasure and resolute in exhibiting the black, 
female body, the womban in revolushun. Jamaica and Canada operate in tandem – “Ca-
ribbean-Canadian and other hyphenated identity labels operate on the assumption that the 
two never overlap or bleed into one another” (Nelson 256) – but anitafrika disproves this 
and has both labels entangle on the page, a palimpsest of  identities.

Conclusion: Negotiating a Lineage

As I have tried to show through my analysis of  blood.claat, d’bi.young anitafrika’s 
work is at once a celebration of  and negotiation with a womban-centred tradition of  dub 
poetry in Canada that has exploded out of  many confluences of  community, culture, and 
civility. By nature rebellious, that rebellion has been shaped in response to the impulse of  ci-
vility in the Caribbean Canadian context. anitafrika celebrates her inheritance of  a unique-
ly Canadian dub poetry tradition that balances rebellion with aesthetic beauty, building its 
rhythms on linguistic play and concatenations of  sound, music, and voice that crash like 
waves upon the listener. As Lillian Allen argues, this is a poetics and a politics that “extends 
beyond merely creating art; we take our poetry and our convictions into the community. 
We organize, we network, we participate, we protest, we celebrate, we build community” 
(18). Thus, “[d]ub poets have galvanized a movement of  Black culture, of  Black writers 
and a progressive culture of  resistance in Canada, and have set a standard for political art 
unparalleled in this country” (21).



123

Catching Bullets with Her Ass: Matrilineality and the Canadian Dub Poetry Tradition in the Work of  d’bi.young anitafrika

This is the community in which anitafrika creates and to which the intertextual 
elements of  her work pay almost constant tribute. By celebrating lineage, heritage, and 
community—and perhaps, above all, the ways in which these are passed from mother to 
daughter in a richly nourishing relationship—anitafrika celebrates all the human richness 
that centuries of  slavery and colonialism have attempted to rob black people and cultures 
of, and which, during those centuries, has often been kept alive only through a spirit of  
rebellion and revolushun. Her choice of  intertextual references—in particular, Miss Lou 
and Nanny Maroon—pays tribute not only to this spirit but also to an identifiably Canadian 
dub poetry that prizes both tradition and innovation. Yet, while her work pays affectionate 
tribute to that community and to her matrilineal dub heritage—and community is central 
not only to anitafrika’s art but also to her praxis, to the artists and performers she mentors 
and publishes—it is in negotiation with this heritage that her unique artistic voice emerges. If  
the themes, rhythms, and traditions of  dub poetry provide a colourful gallery of  semi-my-
thologized historical figures and a vocabulary of  playful, celebratory lewdness, anitafrika’s 
dramatic work refracts all of  these themes—as well as the disparate voices of  her various 
characters—through what Badir identifies as the foregrounded I of  the monodrama. In 
this respect, anitafrika both provides a sustained metacommentary on the nature of  artistic 
inheritance and engages in a continual “re-queering” of  history, tradition, genre, and voice, 
ensuring that her work is characterized always by a fine balance between homage and rad-
ical, revolushunary innovation.
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Notes
1 Canadian dub poetry inhabits an anxiety between the performance and 

the page, which relies on nation language or Creole to reflect the poli-
tics and rebellion embedded in the genre. Revolushun is reflective of  larger 
tropes in Canadian dub poetry in its pairing of  politics and wordplay, both 
acting as stand-in for the orality of  Jamaican nation language and shunning 
standard Canadian English as a political act. Revolushun embodies lan-
guage and politics, as “the clearly nonstandard spelling of  words to indi-
cate Jamaican pronunciation is the most forceful prompt to a re-speaking 
of  the text as these transgressions of  orthography create words that readers 
trained to decode English grapholect with its standardised spelling, syntax, 
and lexicon will find difficult to recognize” (Gingell, “Coming Home” 38). 
However, revolushun comes with some risk, as “[t]extualizing dub poetry 
certainly entails the risk of  being negatively judged by those inclined to see 
its use of  Jamaican-English Creole, or nation language, as broken English; 
those insufficiently attuned to an oral aesthetic; and those unsympathetic 
to the political aims of  the work” (Gingell, “‘Always a Poem’” 230–31). 

2 Canadian dub poetry operates against and in tandem with a Canadian 
literary canon that privileges European aesthetics even as its poetry con-
tinually attempts to speak back to that privileging (see experimental poets 
like Erin Mouré, Sina Queyras, Christian Bok, Nicole Brossard, Daphne 
Marlatt, etc.). Dub is international: “The Jamaican-originated dub poetry 
of  Michael Smith, Oku Onuora, and Mutaburuka in Kingston, Jamaica; 
of  Linton Kwesi Johnson, Benjamin Zephaniah, and Jean Binta Breeze 
in London, England; of  Lillian Allen, Clifton Joseph, Ishaka, and Ahdri 
Zhina Mandiela in Toronto; and of  the African Poets in Montreal, is a tes-
tament to the enduring presence, cultural impact, and dissonant histories 
of  the African diaspora. Dub as an international phenomenon was given 
a forum in the 1993 International Dub Poetry Festival held in Toronto” 
(Carr 9). Canadian dub poetry is a movement that pushes up against stan-
dardized expectations of  poetry and performance to blend the two, em-
ploying a “panoply of  guerrilla tactics that poets like anitafrika must utilize 
to force their loud presence into the recalcitrant—and muffling—alabaster 
canons of  English” (Clarke 67; emphasis in original).

3 Slackness is another site where anitafrika’s dub poetry and its dancehall 
roots find each other in a politics of  excess, where “[s]lackness is a con-
testation of  conventional definitions of  law and order; an undermining 
of  consensual standards of  decency. At large, slackness is the antithesis 
of  restrictive uppercase Culture. It thus challenges the rigid status quo of  
social exclusivity and one-sided moral authority valorized by the Jamaican 
elite. Slackness demarcates a space for alternative definitions of  ‘culture’” 
(C. Cooper, Sound Clash 4).
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4 Oku Nagba Ozala Onuora, of  Jamaica, coined the term dub poetry and 
defines it as “a poem that has a built-in reggae rhythm, hence, when the 
poem is read without any reggae rhythm ‘backing’ so to speak, one can dis-
tinctly hear the reggae rhythm coming out of  the poem” (qtd. in Sullivan 
193). Onuora only began writing dub poetry after serving time in prison 
for several botched bank robberies and a prison escape. Thus, dub poet-
ry is born already articulating rebellion, subversion, and the ambiguous 
space between breaking the law and serving a lawful sentence. 

5 The history of  dancehall itself  is relevant in the understanding of  Cana-
dian dub poetry as a space for the lewd, the “slack,” the female body in 
excess. The theorizing of  dancehall, historically, has been contentious, be-
ginning with Carolyn Cooper’s Sound Clash, where dancehall was examined 
with a critical gaze as a valuable cultural movement and a “legitimate aca-
demic subject” (Stanley-Niaah, “‘Slackness’” 175). Since Cooper’s seminal 
work, we have seen other critics engage with dancehall’s “politics of  what 
is made visible, excessive, or absent” (Stanley-Niaah, “‘Slackness’” 174). 
In fact, “[t]he complex, and often contradictory, shapes of  dancehall fre-
quently result in double binds when theorising women and locating agency 
in the music culture” (McCoy-Torres 187), as the dance hall, nominally, 
participates in the hegemonic norms inherited from colonial violence, and 
“dancehall’s ‘crisis’ is lodged in disappointment and confusion over the 
form’s political imaginary” (Barnes 104). As Sonjah Stanley-Niaah says, 
“The dancehall cultural landscape in a postcolonial setting reveals trans-
gressive tendencies, transgressing and rebutting hegemonic discourses in 
contrast to conceptions of  spatial use, practice, one’s place, being in place 
and knowing your place, liberation and agency” (“‘Prime Time’” 9).

6  See Walcott.
7 The notion of  civility—and specifically its use as a tool of  both power and 

subversion—has resonance in both the postcolonial contexts in which dub 
poetry has its roots (for example, in Homi K. Bhabha’s seminal essay “Sly 
Civility”) and in Canada, where Daniel Coleman, co-opting and extending 
Bhabha, advocates a position that he calls “wry civility” (43). Coleman’s 
work is particularly relevant to the institutional contexts in which Cana-
dian dub poetry is created and consumed due to its staging of  a slippage 
between the civil and the civic—exploring the ways in which a particular 
European set of  behaviours associated with politeness and decorum is en-
coded as a norm within the civic institutions of  Canada, imposing upon 
everything, from the workings of  government to education to arts and cul-
ture, a teleological structure in which non-white, non-European peoples 
must always aspire to a deeply encoded European norm. 
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8 Multiculturalism works to contain Canada’s racialized citizens, even as it 
celebrates itself  for tolerating them. “One way to understand the juxta-
position of  Canada’s international reputation as a multicultural mecca of  
intercultural relations and its persistent infliction of  social economic in-
equality and social distance on racialized peoples is to expose the multi-
cultural project as part of  the hegemony-making processes of  consent and 
coercion” (Galabuzi 63). In terms of  the racialized artist, “[t]he challenge 
to the integrity of  Canadian literature posed by minority literatures, the 
threat of  its fragmentation, increases the pressure to institutionalize and 
therefore contain them” (Cho 97).

9 Multiculturalism as a national policy works to promote a diverse and friend-
ly Canada, a nation that sells its own reputation of  open-mindedness, yet 
manages to remain both bicultural and bilingual always. As Sunera Tho-
bani argues in her book Exalted Subjects, “The adoption of  multiculturalism 
enabled the nation’s self-presentation on the global stage as urbane, cos-
mopolitan, and at the cutting edge of  promoting racial and ethnic toler-
ance among western nations” (144). 

10 Miss Lou is a named inspiration to the dub poetry movement in Jamaica 
and more largely abroad. For more information on Miss Lou’s contribu-
tions, see Breeze; Johnson; Knowles; and Walker, among other sources on 
the subject.

11 I am by no means the first author to identify the unique prominence of  
these two figures; see especially Galuska.

12 Although it is beyond the scope of  this article to discuss in detail, dub poet-
ry’s relationship to the code switching of  creolized Jamaican English forms 
an important strand of  its subversive genre traversal. The genre “embraces 
the whole spectrum of  linguistic expression, from the ‘basilect’ of  broad 
or deep Patois, the ‘language of  the people,’ to the standard level of  the 
‘Queen’s English’” (Habekost 69). However, this tension is thrown into still 
sharper relief  in the context of  a nation in which a form of  standardized 
English (standard Canadian English, rather than the “Queen’s English” 
that occupies an equivalent prestige level in Britain) dominates to a very 
high degree. Where reggae, especially roots reggae, always focuses on the 
basilect, dub poetry moves consciously between the two farthest points of  
the spectrum, “dislocating, acting upon, destroying, and (re)creating lan-
guage so that the Word can unfold its power and the verbally forged resis-
tance gathers momentum” (Habekost 69). This intense and deliberately 
reflective focus on language is encoded in the DNA of  dub poetry.
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Cannibal

Lauren K. Alleyne
 U of  Nebraska, 2016, xii + 112 pp.

Safiya Sinclair’s highly lauded debut collection Cannibal is a fully Caribbean text. Its 
engine is the hybridity, contradictions, and innovation that arguably form the hallmarks of  
Caribbean subjectivity, textuality, and experience. The tensions between rootedness and 
exile, nation language and high colonial diction, wildness and refinement, self-definition 
and stereotype (to name a few) are all in play throughout the poems, and with Sinclair’s deft 
handling, the poems transform these tensions into art that is daring, aesthetically ingenious, 
and moving.

The front matter of  the collection serves to bring these tensions to the fore, as well as 
to contextualize and challenge them. The eponymous figure of  the “Cannibal” is central to 
the work, and the collection opens with an etymological breakdown of  the word, pointing 
to its originary role in the naming of  the region and its root in misguided colonial fantasy: 
we now know that the Caribs did not, in fact, consume human flesh. However, as it goes 
with conquest, the colonial definition remains in place, etched indelibly through language 
into the identity claimed as “Caribbean.” Sinclair takes this fact to its logical conclusion, 
stating that “by virtue of  being Caribbean, all “West Indian” people are already, in a purely 
linguistic sense, born savage” (xi; emphasis in original). This primary tension of  self-defini-
tion versus colonial imposition and misnaming is one that continues throughout the text, as 
Sinclair both embraces and transforms the “cannibal” identity.

Two epigraphs follow. The first is a line of  dialogue from The Tempest (which, inter-
estingly, Sinclair attributes not to Shakespeare but rather to the character Caliban, who 
speaks it). A native “monster” enslaved by the European Prospero, Caliban has often been 
claimed in Caribbean literature as a stand-in for the inhabitants of  the New World. Sinclair 
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joins this tradition, collapsing the almost anagrammatic “cannibal” of  her title and the name 
“Caliban” of  the play. However, Sinclair’s selected excerpt points to a moment in which 
Caliban claims his local landscape and language as things that “give delight and hurt not” 
(1), previewing Sinclair’s agenda of  reclamation. The second epigraph is the famous line 
from Kamau Brathwaite’s History of  the Voice, “The hurricane does not roar in pentameter” 
(265), which vividly encapsulates Brathwaite’s claim in that essay that the experiences of  
the Caribbean subject cannot be properly articulated in language rooted elsewhere. Setting 
these texts at the beginning of  her collection, Sinclair maps out the tensions that the text 
will explore, while also establishing the primacy she gives to Caribbean perspectives and 
claims.

The book then breaks into five numbered sections, each of  which explores a spe-
cific tension, breaking along the following basic lines: speaker as native daughter; speaker 
as immigrant; speaker as Black woman; speaker recomposing self  at the intersection of  
multiple identities/oppressions; and speaker fully claiming self. Of  course, neither identity 
nor oppression is that simple, and these key tensions are woven throughout the sections, 
often engaging and reinforcing each other within a single poem. What Sinclair wonderfully 
accomplishes throughout, however, is the portrayal of  an intractable refusal to concede 
agency. The lyric speaker of  these poems engages on several fronts with manifestations of  
power that would eradicate her and from which she cannot escape—poverty, patriarchy, 
white supremacy, et cetera—but the poems form a lyric archive of  resistance to those efforts 
of  erasure, even and especially when they arise from within.

The poem “Good Hair,” which appears in part 3, offers a simple yet excellent ex-
ample of  this struggle and refusal. The poem tackles the not-unfamiliar trope of  a woman’s 
hair as a signifier of  her beauty. Working directly in this tradition, Sinclair opens with an 
epigraph from Yeats’s “For Annie Gregory” praising the woman’s “yellow hair” (64). Sin-
clair’s poem immediately locates this ideology as more than mere personal preference, but 
an imposed and exclusionary European ideal, which means, for the Black female speaker, 
that “there was nothing left for us. . . . No beauty” (lines 1, 3). The speaker continues, “Our 
lives already tangled in the violence of  our hair, / we learned to feel unwanted in the sea’s 
blue gaze, / knowing even the blond lichen was considered lovely” (lines 4–6), poignantly 
articulating the intertwined “violence” in which white supremacist and patriarchal ideals, 
riding on the back of  British colonialism, intersect to create a mythoscape in which the 
speaker sees herself  as a “brute animal” (line 8) that needs to be “tamed” (line 7). This is 
later reinforced as the speaker, armed with “crooked English” and “coins with strange fac-
es” (line 11) seeks “to be remodeled with castaway hair, or dragged / by my scalp through 
your hot comb” (lines 13–14). At first, it seems the speaker has surrendered to the imposed 
image of  herself  as monstrous—“For good hair I’d do anything. Pay the price of  dignity” 
(line 18)—even up to the penultimate line, “This nigger-hair my biggest malady” (line 28). 
However, it is the poem’s last line that powerfully symbolizes the speaker’s unextinguished 
resistance, as she embraces her “weeds” and describes her “nigger-hair” as “so thick it holds 
a pencil up” (lines 28–29).



134

Book Reviews

Lauren K. Alleyne reviews Safiya Sinclair, Cannibal

At the root of  all these tensions is the core struggle with/for language, and Sinclair 
herself  best articulates this in an interview with the Kenyon Review in which she states:

[I]njustice has many arms, many poisonous roots, and there 
is not only one way to interrogate centuries of  subjugation, or 
one voice to decry how the massacre of  black people is en-
twined with American (and Western) history. By using that 
same cursed language to conjure a choir of  selves in attempt 
to refuse and refute this terror, the language itself  becomes an 
incantation, a protection, a curse. (KR Conversations)

Through a stunning deployment of  image, symbol, and diction, Cannibal embraces what 
has been deemed monstrous, grotesque, bestial, wild and unworthy in order to, at best, 
disarm or, at least, resist the impositions of  white supremacy that linger in the Caribbean 
consciousness. 
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“Laugh and cry live in the same house.” This Trinidadian saying, which Ingrid Per-
saud quoted during an interview at the 2020 Bocas Lit Festival (“Family Matters”), could 
not better epitomize the emotional oscillations that affect both the engaging characters in 
and the spellbound readers of  her latest novel Love after Love (2020). Winner of  the Com-
monwealth Short Story Prize in 2017 and the BBC Short Story Award in 2018, Persaud has 
already been locally and globally praised for, as she calls the book, her “love letter to Trin-
idad” (Wasafiri Editor ). Apart from its impressive linguistic and evocative achievements—
witness the omnipresence of  Trinidadian English and Creole, or the many mouth-watering 
descriptions of  Trinidadian cuisine—Love after Love is also particularly remarkable for the 
sensitive subjects that it raises, such as domestic abuse, homophobia, and self-harm. This 
award-winning novel also stands out in its ability to make a space for the many unheard 
voices in Trinidadian society, of  individuals and communities that have commonly been 
silenced and deprived of  power, literally and literarily. By unwrapping a story made of  lies, 
secrets, but also hope, Love after Love creates intimacy and proximity with the characters in 
order to interrogate larger societal issues. Far from adopting a voyeuristic or pathetic ap-
proach, Persaud’s poignant narrative de-Manichaeanizes life and complexifies the contours 
of  emotions: love, hate, and what can be found in-between.

Love after Love propels us into an unconventional Indo-Trinidadian family made up of  
Betty, Mr. Chetan, and Solo. Border crossing between Trinidad and the United States, and 
between the past and the present, the novel features the three characters’ healing journey 
towards (self-)love in a world that marginalizes them for their gender, sexual, national, and/
or racial identity. “Love again the stranger who was your self ” (328), Derek Walcott writes 
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in the poem that inspired the title of  Persaud’s novel. In Love after Love, it is not easy to follow 
Walcott’s injunction. The path towards love and self-acceptance remains arduous for Betty, 
with her traumatic past and conflictual present, as well as for her teenage son Solo and her 
lodger and closeted gay friend Mr. Chetan. By alternatively shifting from one perspective 
to the next, the narrative results in a kaleidoscopic assemblage revealing each character’s 
point of  view. While interrelationships, affects, and alternative family (re)configurations are 
the heart of  the novel, Persaud draws attention to the ways in which society’s (Trinidadian 
society, but also elsewhere) normative constraints can pervade the individuals’ small worlds 
and trigger cataclysmic consequences for their identity construction. Persaud portrays with 
fine-tuned humanness the ups and downs that besiege the triad and, in so doing, allows her 
readers to easily develop an empathetic relationship with the three protagonists, acknowl-
edging the respective difficulties that they have to face without idealizing them; for, as Mr. 
Chetan tells Solo, “life’s not so black and white” (59).

Through its feminist lens, Love after Love questions traditional gender roles, displaying 
women’s subjection and resistance to toxic masculinities. Betty’s development through the 
narrative mirrors an emancipatory process from the shackles imposed by men to some form 
of  female empowerment and individual subjectivity. In the first chapter, the readers learn 
about Betty’s late husband, Sunil, an abusive, alcoholic man whose tantrums terrorized her 
and their son Solo:

The man only gave love you could feel. He cuff you down? 
Honeymoon. He give you a black eye? True love in your tail. 
He break your hand? A love letter. He put you in hospital for a 
week? Love will stay the course. He take a knife and stab your 
leg? Until death do us part. (7)

Later, one of  Betty’s boyfriends, nicknamed (perhaps allegorically) Mr. England, is a ma-
nipulative and narcissistic man whose megalomania is satisfied through the performance 
of  traditional gender roles. Betty’s relationship with Solo deteriorates after he accidentally 
learns about a family secret. Unable to forgive his mother’s silence, Solo decides to leave 
for New York. Mr. Chetan is the only man with whom Betty seems to form a successful 
relationship. Although not erotic, the bonds that link them are those of  love, support, and 
friendship. As a gay man, Mr. Chetan knows, in a different but similar way to Betty, the 
experience of  seclusion and violence caused by one’s identity. With great accuracy, Persaud 
describes the queer spaces and strategies employed by nonheterosexual people looking for 
erotic encounters in a heterosexist environment, or how some gay men, like the police-
man Jackson, camouflage their sexual identity with a mask of  exacerbated virility. Perhaps 
even more noteworthy is how the author broadens the meaning of  family, queering it with 
touches of  utopia and nostalgia: for example, in Persaud’s depiction of  the scene where Mr. 
Chetan, the love of  his youth Mani, and Betty share a meal, and the former stresses that it 
is only Solo, his substitute son, who is missing.
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In her portrayal of  Solo’s experience in New York, Persaud spotlights the lives of  
many illegal immigrants who seek their fortune in the global North. Solo’s perspective 
is moving in its disillusionment, in its total rupture from his mother and his Trinidadian 
home. Thanks to Persaud’s skillful writing and imagery, the sense of  loneliness and ostra-
cization that Solo experiences in the white-supremacist social system triggers the readers’ 
sympathy, as we powerlessly witness the young man’s self-cutting crises. However, Solo’s 
misogynistic reflections on his mother’s decisions foreclose on the representation of  him as 
a victim only. He refuses to go back to Trinidad and to reconcile with his mother; instead, 
he communicates only with Mr. Chetan, who acts as a mediator. Nonetheless, we can sym-
pathize with Solo’s fear of  loving self  and others. Torn between Betty’s loss of  her son and 
Solo’s understandable feelings of  anger, we are unable to choose sides, because their weak-
nesses are reminders of  who we are: imperfect—or perhaps, perfectly complex—humans.

If  the second part of  Love after Love might be regarded as not so gripping, any reader 
will definitely be shaken by its third part. With one character murdering and another being 
murdered, Persaud redefines the sources of  this violent act, one that can be triggered by 
both (self-)love and a desire to protect, and (self-)hate and a desire to destroy. The secret of  
who kills whom will not be disclosed, for this is a secret only Betty, Mr. Chetan, and Solo 
can tell you.

In the growing family of  queer Caribbean fiction, Persaud’s Love after Love is an 
important new member. The novel succeeds in portraying subjectivities that are specific 
to Trinidad and its diaspora, while also echoing experiences of  sexism, homophobia, and 
xenophobia that do not know any cultural or national borders. In so doing, Persaud gives 
the novel a local and universal significance.
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Ellen Howley

In the critical field of  Caribbean Irish comparative connections, scholars have found 
common ground in the regions’ colonial pasts. This approach is perhaps partly inspired by 
Derek’s Walcott’s assertion that he “always felt some kind of  intimacy with the Irish poets 
because one realized that they were colonials with the same kind of  problems that existed 
in the Caribbean” (qtd. in Hirsch and Walcott 288).

Stephanie Pocock Boeninger’s Literary Drowning follows works such as Michael Ma-
louf ’s Transatlantic Solidarities and Maria McGarrity’s Washed by the Gulf  Stream in drawing 
attention to the commonalities between anglophone Caribbean and Irish literature. Pocock 
Boeninger’s book is unique in its examination of  the figure of  the drowned body across 
Caribbean and Irish writing. In doing so, Pocock Boeninger establishes links to the explora-
tion of  postcolonial memory in texts by playwright J. M. Synge, poet and playwright Derek 
Walcott, poet and novelist David Dabydeen, and playwright Marina Carr. In this, Pocock 
Boeninger not only engages with ideas of  postcolonial comparison but also furthers an es-
tablished interest in the role played by the sea in writing from the Caribbean and Ireland.

Literary Drowning is an insightful and necessary work of  criticism. As previous work 
on Caribbean Irish connections has recognized, the Atlantic Ocean is a key site of  com-
parison between the two regions. Pocock Boeninger enriches the conversation around the 
place of  water, sea, coast, and maritime activities in this field, adding an important dimen-
sion to this work through her focus on drowning. The specific ways in which the drowned 
body is both portrayed and conceptualized in writing from the Caribbean and from Ire-
land come into sharp focus in this book. Identifying in chapter 2 how the body lost at sea 
is, for Synge, a source of  anxiety for the loss of  memory in his play Riders to the Sea, Pocock 
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Boeninger demonstrates in chapter 3 how the sea and drowning represent the dangers of  
too much memory in Walcott’s The Sea at Dauphin. Indeed, for Walcott, Pocock Boeninger 
argues, the power of  a “creative amnesia . . . never strays far from the ocean and the bod-
ies drowned in it” (96). The drowned body becomes a site of  regeneration and rebirth in 
Walcott’s work. Crucially, for both Walcott and Dabydeen, the middle passage and how to 
address it loom large in their interactions with the drowned body. In this, Dabydeen is, by 
contrast, more troubled by a positive assertion of  forgetting. With a particular focus on his 
poem, “Turner,” which “neither dwells in the past nor escapes it” (Pocock Boeninger 151), 
Pocock Boeninger argues that “the trope of  the drowned body reveals the artist’s ultimate 
lack of  control” (152). The final chapter, on Carr’s plays, develops a gendered reading of  
the drowned body and memory, as Pocock Boeninger draws attention to the abundance of  
male voices and perspectives in her own study.

At the centre of  this book are the “literary symbol of  the drowned body” and the 
extent to which “it serves as a place of  memory for the authors studied and the cultures they 
represent” (Pocock Boeninger 14). In this, Literary Drowning might be read alongside work 
in the Blue Humanities, such as Elizabeth DeLoughrey’s Routes and Roots, Ian Baucom’s 
Specters of  the Atlantic, and Steve Mentz’s Ocean. While her literary analyses are bookended by 
accounts of  Osama bin Laden’s burial at sea and of  the images of  drowned migrants Alan 
Kurdi, and Óscar Alberton Martínez Ramírez and his daughter Angie Valeria, the book’s 
main chapters would contrast the field’s materialist impulses.

Notably, memory, for Pocock Boeninger, is postcolonial in nature here. Early on in 
Literary Drowning, she outlines that she “attempts to use the term postcolonial as much as possi-
ble in its historical sense” (4; emphasis in original) and rightly notes the heterogeneity of  not 
only her corpus of  authors but also the colonial histories of  Ireland and the Caribbean. Yet, 
the work would benefit from further definition of  her overall sense of  what a “postcolonial 
memory” involves. If  “historical” means that both the Caribbean and Ireland were former-
ly colonized, ongoing political relationships—the place of  Northern Ireland in the United 
Kingdom, the number of  Caribbean British Overseas Territories, the Caribbean nations 
of  which the queen remains head of  state—might trouble a straightforward reading of  the 
“post–” prefix, if  that is how Pocock Boeninger is using it. (However, it should be noted that 
none of  the authors discussed here come from these areas.)

Relying on Pierre Nora’s concept of  lieux de mémoire, Pocock Boeninger suggests that 
the drowned body in postcolonial writing is a site of  both memory and resistance, as it 
challenges Western modes of  memorialization. Here, her work seems to borrow from tradi-
tional postcolonial theory. Thus, a clearer explication of  her interaction with these ideas is 
warranted, particularly in the specific ways that these theories may or may not relate to the 
Caribbean and Ireland, respectively. Finally, the postcolonial element is complicated by the 
book’s first chapter, which examines literary drownings in Shakespeare, Milton, and Eliot. 
Pocock Boeninger suggests that the Caribbean and Irish writers she discusses are attentive 
to these representations in writing and rewriting the drowned body in their own work. Nev-
ertheless, this chapter serves, rather, to cement the relationship between the drowned body 
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and memory in a way that does not appear to be specifically postcolonial, thus complicating 
the postcolonial argument that she makes in the introduction.

As a study of  individual authors and their approach to the drowned body, Literary 
Drowning is an original and perceptive work. As a comparative study between Irish and Ca-
ribbean literature, the book makes its arguments implicitly. Notably, comparisons remain 
predominantly within the national/regional sphere. Synge’s influence on Carr’s work is 
illustrated, while the chapter on Dabydeen reads him alongside Walcott with a sharp eye. 
For example, Pocock Boeninger argues that “Turner” “sets up the mer/mère connection so 
prevalent in Omeros in order to challenge it” (134). Given that Walcott’s The Sea at Dauphin is 
inspired by Synge’s Riders to the Sea, the chapter on Walcott sees the most sustained compar-
ison between Irish and Caribbean understandings of  the drowned body. Whereas Synge’s 
play “presents the loss of  memory as a tragic sign of  a dying culture, The Sea at Dauphin, 
while recognizing the real human need for memory, finds more potential in forgetfulness” 
(Pocock Boeninger 95). A final knitting together of  the varied perspectives on the drowned 
body and memory would have illuminated the book’s comparative angle, especially given 
that the introduction provides a rich and detailed contrast and comparison of  approaches 
to memory in Ireland and the Caribbean.

Nonetheless, Pocock Boeninger’s skilled close readings and her ability to nuance 
previous critical interpretations of  these writers—particularly in relation to Walcott and 
Dabydeen—is a noteworthy forte. In her appraisal of  “The Muse of  History,” an essay 
in which Walcott advocates for the forgetting of  past wrongs and traumas, she points out 
that critics often ignore the text’s intended targets, noting that “the essay was written for a 
Caribbean audience and is strongly marked by Walcott’s desire for the success of  a West 
Indian federation” (96). Likewise, her analysis of  Dabydeen’s novel A Harlot’s Progress tem-
pers earlier critics’ positive readings of  the text’s protagonist. Mungo, formerly enslaved, 
refuses to tell his story to a white abolitionist who wants to write a slave narrative, and this 
act has been viewed as one of  resistance. Yet, for Pocock Boeninger, “[c]elebrating Mungo’s 
fractured and circular narratives wholly as an act of  resistance neglects the fact that his rep-
etitions, elisions, and confusions are also the marks of  the great trauma he has experienced” 
(130).

Pocock Boeninger’s readings of  drowned bodies across works of  not only Caribbe-
an and Irish literature but also English texts and real-world events make Literary Drowning 
an important publication for scholars of  memory, drowning, rites and rituals, and the sea. 
A clearer definition of  ‘postcolonial’ early on would have enhanced these readings, par-
ticularly as they relate to the unique situations of  the Caribbean and Ireland. While the 
comparative element remains mainly implicit in the book’s arguments, Literary Drowning is, 
nevertheless, a useful addition to the field of  Caribbean Irish connections.
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Njelle Hamilton’s Phonographic Memories positions music genealogies as critical ar-
chives that construct and dismantle individual and collective Caribbean memories residing 
in public, private, local, and transnational spheres. Memory refers to psychological and 
physical formations with implications for theorizing traumatized psyches and marginalized 
bodies and nostalgias for homelands of  one’s birth. Including the technologies of  the radio, 
phonograph, vinyl record, cassette, sound-clash mixed tapes, sound system, and digital 
sound in her analysis, Hamilton argues that the particularities of  Caribbean music cultures 
benefit from but compete with recording technologies in distinctly aesthetic ways that sig-
nificantly imbue listeners with abilities to recall memories. She executes this position by 
conducting close-reading, historical, and discourse analyses that revolve around five novels: 
Lawrence Scott’s Night Calypso, Oscar Hijuelos’s The Mambo Kings Play Songs of  Love, Daniel 
Maximin’s Lone Sun, Colin Channer’s Waiting in Vain, and Ramabai Espinet’s The Swinging 
Bridge.

Privileging the Caribbean’s linguistic variegation, Phonographic Memories compara-
tively synthesizes the histories of  Trinidadian calypso, Cuban bolero, Guadeloupean gwo-
ka, American jazz, and Jamaican dancehall. Discourse on the aesthetics of  these music 
genres automatically ushers in names such Gordon Rohlehr, Alexandra Vazquez, Kamau 
Brathwaite, Kwame Dawes, and Carolyn Cooper. Nevertheless, Phonographic Memories does 
not merely expand on the work of  these figures. In this study, the disciplines of  ethnomu-
sicology, literary studies, and neuroscience intersect, allowing Hamilton to mark out new 
territory in her extensive assessment of  the impact of  popular music in the making of  Ca-
ribbean novels and memories.
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In addition to having its genesis in her doctoral dissertation, the research motivation 
for this study is also deeply informed by Hamilton’s biography. Her parents owned a music 
store in Port Antonio, Jamaica, and the frequency of  hearing music at home left Hamilton 
with a peculiar gift. “I realized that my brain would replay entire albums as if  it were its 
own Walkman or iPod,” Hamilton says. “The pitch, tempo, the grain of  the singer’s voice, 
even the lyrics I hadn’t heard yet would play in my head as if  I were hearing them on a 
stereo” (x). Drawing on her intimate access to music, Hamilton fuses passion and depth 
of  research in Phonographic Memories to produce a monograph that benefits academics and 
specialists who have an interest in how Caribbean music equips contemporary novelists 
with techniques to figure music as restorative and reparative for traumatized memories and 
geographies.

Using her gift of  music listening and remembering to craft the critical language— 
phonographic memories—Hamilton anchors into understandings that sound can be writ-
ten, a clarity that resonates when recalling a lexicon that includes words such as graphophone, 
gramophone, phonograph, and phonautographs. Beyond the prima facie signification of  sound 
as writing memory, however, Phonographic Memories foregrounds Caribbean music culture 
as a technology that facilitates remembrance praxes of  encoding, storing, and retrieving 
anterior lives and locations, autobiographies, and cultural pasts. In doing so, the study ex-
plores how music listening and recording resurrect coded and uncoded memories, and fos-
ter psychological and physical transportation back and forth to comfortable and dislocating 
zones. This process promotes pleasure or inflicts suffering when people repetitively return 
to nostalgic sites or excavate unknown traumatic memories, and engenders resolutions or 
confusions when memories revise memories favourably or oppressively.

The book casts these visibilities through five chapters: “Phonographic Mem-
ory: Tracing the Calypsonian’s Work in Lawrence Scott’s Night Calypso”; “‘Record Your 
Memories’: The Bolero Aesthetic in Oscar Hijuelos’s The Mambo Kings Play Songs of  Love”; 
“Re-membering ‘Body and Soul’: Gender, Jazz, and Gwoka in Daniel Maximin’s Lone Sun”; 
“Roots, Romance, Reggae: (Dis)Placing Memory in Colin Channer’s Waiting in Vain”; and 
“Memory as Mixtape: The Dub Aesthetic in Ramabai Espinet’s The Swinging Bridge.”

More explicitly, this important scholarship heightens awareness of  calypsonian/mu-
sicians’ roles as curators and harvesters of  inaccessible individual and communal memo-
ries. In portraying Night Calypso’s sound archives as translators, clarifiers, and interpreters 
of  physic wounds, Hamilton looks extensively at Theo, who is saddled with sexual trauma, 
a disempowering silence, and violent scars. With the aid of  Freudian analyses and trau-
ma theory advanced by figures such as Cathy Caruth and Roberta Culbertson, Hamilton 
demonstrates that Theo’s utilization of  calypso’s language and theatrical masquerade am-
plifies the role of  Caribbean music techniques in replaying repressed memories—really 
disrupting “the unnarratability of  trauma,” which largely disadvantages female subjects 
(27). These music techniques are not featured as ordinary. They are instead hierarchized as 
deploying a privileged Caribbeanist modality that decentres the global North’s technologies 
on musicology.
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Attention to Lone Sun reinforces this point with Hamilton’s focus on three female 
characters with traumatic pasts. These women listen and dance to varied versions of  the 
jazz composition “Body and Soul,” creolized with gwoka drum techniques. Here, the cre-
olization of  music forms functions as a purgative technology to counteract psychic and 
cultural displacement. Hamilton analogizes the creolization process with its shifts from Af-
rican American jazz to more regional music forms such as calypso, reggae, and folk. “This 
shift from African diasporic to Caribbean music also tracks with the liberationist trajectory 
championed by Guadeloupean separatists in the 1970s to 1980s as a means of  rectifying 
the cultural amnesia caused by colonization,” Hamilton notes, “from French to Creole 
language, identity, and culture” (81). The conclusion made is that Lone Sun sheds light on 
Creolist and gwoka aesthetics as articulators of  Guadeloupean sovereignty and Antillean 
memory recollection.

Even so, the reader should not expect a romanticizing of  the processes of  memory 
recollection. In her analysis of  The Mambo Kings Play Songs of  Love, Hamilton discusses not 
only the power but also the pitfalls of  memory’s making and unmaking. Zeroing in on the 
1940s and ’50s bolero productions that valorized Cuban nationalism, Hamilton explores 
how Fidel Castro’s emergence in 1959 produced landscapes of  exilic nostalgia. Many Cu-
bans consistently desired to psychologically and physically return, but the risks and impos-
sibility of  doing so perpetually threatens memory with forgetfulness or revision. Nostalgia, 
thus, becomes a daily task rather than an occasional venture into pasts of  pleasures. Ham-
ilton evidences this logic by situating Nestor’s longing for María as a trope for Cuban exile, 
and by pointing out that bolero’s techniques of  encoding, storing, and retrieving memories 
occasionally conjure problematics. “Excessive repetition can distort the original memory 
‘text,’” Hamilton insists. “Each time one recalls the information, one runs an equal chance 
of  increasing its fidelity as of  corrupting the file. This simultaneous retrieval and distortion 
of  replayed material is precisely the project and pitfall of  nostalgia” (56).

Processes of  memory repetition, corruption, and clarification within the context 
of  longing are further dramatized in Hamilton’s reading of  Waiting in Vain. Notably, this 
reading complements interventions on the previously mentioned novels by illuminating 
memory’s ability to promote return to anterior lives, psychologically, and to homelands, 
physically. Yet, Hamilton collapses these diverse manifestations as possible constituents of  
a broader ethos of  return for members of  the African diaspora. In examining Fire and 
Sylvia’s love affair, which is complicated by Sylvia’s not returning to Jamaica since age 9, 
Hamilton suggests that the novel depicts “cultural memory as rooted, genetically encoded, 
and thus sexually transmissible” (113). She locates these characteristics through memory’s 
relationship with pan-African histories in reggae and dancehall, and contends that memory 
work is an ongoing repatriation assignment.

Not to be ignored is Hamilton’s emphasis on the role of  music compositions as in-
adequate for some Caribbean groups in narrating longing. Hamilton belabours this point 
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by turning attention to Indo-Trinidadian women whom the nation’s music compositions 
render inaudible. While expanding the critical boundaries to acknowledge Indo-Caribbean 
women, Hamilton builds on her prior method of  analysing individual music genres. Her 
close reading of  The Swinging Bridge captures a shift to include multiple music genres (what 
she calls a “memory mixtape”) that contends with chutney, jazz, dub, calypso, and Presby-
terian hymns (142). The varied musical compositions narrate a historical arc of  Mona’s un-
belonging. This trope is in sharp contrast to the emphases of  belonging tailored in the prior 
novels as fetishized nostalgia for nationhood and homeland. Hamilton’s didactic message is 
that Caribbean male authors often romanticize home and return when compared to female 
writers. This novelistic practice has implications for the level of  arduous labour demanded 
of  women needing to recover memories.

Phonographic Memories is an evidently rigorous scholarly work with an expansive vision 
about the seat that popular music should occupy at the table of  Caribbean studies. With its 
utilization of  an intersectional framework with respect to linguistically different spaces; mu-
sic varieties in local, regional, and transnational locations; and a citation record spanning 
the fields of  trauma, feminist, queer, psychoanalysis, and race studies, this book meaning-
fully reminds us that popular-music discourse can be malleably placed in multiple scholarly 
concentrations seeking to recover subaltern memories—diverse Caribbean narratives and 
histories. It also encourages novelists to capitalize on the wealth of  discoverable, creative 
territories residing in figurations of  music cultures as technologies for memory retention.
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Jacqueline Bishop’s 2015 OCM Bocas Prize-winning The Gymnast and Other Positions 
is a collection of  short stories, essays, and interviews detailing Bishop’s experiences and 
identity as a Jamaican woman living and working in the United States. The collection re-
flects Bishop’s skill in working across genres and includes a number of  her visual pieces, as 
well as those of  other artists, such as John Dunkley. The combination of  various genres here 
echoes the art form of  quilting, which Bishop also practices. She discusses her quilting in 
relation to her great-grandmother, whose quilts were renowned and exhibited, and whose 
legacy inspired Bishop’s own commitment to creative work: “I think how fortunate I am 
to own some of  these quilts, and I can almost hear my great-grandmother whispering to 
me, through these quilts, go on and do your art my great-granddaughter, do your work, it 
is a worthy thing to do” (181–82). Tracing her artistic genealogy back through her mother, 
grandmother, and great-grandmother, Bishop weaves the telling of  her own life through 
that of  her Jamaican family. In addition to these themes, readers will find much of  interest, 
including Bishop’s thoughts on living and working in the Caribbean diaspora, her scholarly 
research on Claude McKay and his time in Morocco, women’s sexuality, spirituality, and 
the natural spaces of  Jamaica (with a particular emphasis on Nonsuch and Portland), and 
the experience of  immigration for women and their families.

The pain and loss of  immigration is dramatized in the short stories, which form 
the first part of  the collection. In these stories, set in the United States and Jamaica, the 
characters are the victims of  all types of  violence, including child sex abuse and murder. 
Although they do not necessarily overcome trauma and tragedy, many of  the characters are 
resilient and find a means of  survival through connection with other people, as in the story 
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“Effigy.” Howard, a rich Jamaican, mourns the death of  Madge, the daughter of  his fam-
ily’s maid, who loved him back but whose relationship is prohibited because of  their class 
positions. He finds solace in the teachings of  a woman who builds a shrine to her teenage 
son, murdered by the police. Howard ends up joining a spiritual group rooted in African 
and indigenous practices, and finds peace for his grief. Many of  the stories in The Gymnast 
and Other Positions detail the murder of  innocent bystanders in Jamaica, either by police or 
criminals. The stories set in the United States are similarly not free of  violence. They de-
scribe the sexual exploitation of  Jamaican girls and women. While some of  the women find 
the strength to keep going, others disappear, as in the story “Oleander.” Taken together, 
the stories capture the pain and loss women experience because of  immigration and the 
socio-economic conditions in both Jamaica and the United States.

The essays form the second, and perhaps strongest, section of  the collection. In 
“The Stories We Tell Ourselves,” Bishop describes the experience of  the long separation 
from her mother, who left to work in New York:

My mother was the voice over the telephone, the sender of  
beautiful things, the woman we no longer saw or, after awhile, 
truly knew. She seemed to be growing away from us, becoming 
more and more of  a shadow. There were days when I would 
gaze longingly at photographs of  her, trying to remember ev-
erything about her, desperately trying to “fix” her in my mind. 
(58) 

After years of  separation, they are finally reunited in New York, but the pain of  being un-
able to see her mother because of  the socio-economic conditions and inhumane US immi-
gration policies resonates throughout the collection. A similar loss is narrated in the essay 
“Photographs on the Mantelpiece” when she recounts her great-grandmother in Jamaica 
missing her daughter and grandchildren who have immigrated to England:

My great-grandmother would sometimes take up the photo-
graphs of  her daughter and her daughter’s children, then living 
in far away England, and she would speak to herself  in a slow 
and sad whisper, her voice thick with tears, wondering if  she 
would ever see her daughter again, if  she would ever see those 
beloved grandchildren again? Then she would go out to stand 
on the verandah facing the dark blue Portland mountains, pho-
tographs in her hand, and you could hear her calling out every 
last one of  her daughter’s children’s names. (76) 

The photographs become a place of  connection to the past and the family, and a site of  
rememory.
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In the final section, readers will find a collection of  interviews with Bishop. The in-
terviews highlight Bishop’s wide-ranging interests and talents, and her commentary on her 
own work, including her poetry and her novel The River’s Song, could prove especially useful 
for literary scholars writing about Bishop’s oeuvre. Examples of  her visual art showcase 
the way she works memory and place into the photograph, superimposing Jamaican land-
scapes, flora, and fauna onto images of  herself  as a child.

 Readers of  The Gymnast and Other Positions should be prepared for a wide-ranging, 
multigenre experience. Careful attention, however, will reveal a type of  unity that pulls the 
pieces together, like the quilting pattern on the reverse of  a quilt. The act of  remembering 
and honouring the family, as well as colleagues such as Wayne Brown; the meditation on 
women as artists; and the attention to writing in the diaspora (both her experience and 
that of  McKay) are all important threads. While perhaps more careful editing could have 
eliminated some repetition, especially in the interviews, the publication of  the interviews 
in their entirety does help to place them in their moment historically (they were previously 
published elsewhere). Overall, The Gymnast and Other Positions takes its position on a winning 
podium.
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