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ABIOLA IN WONDERLAND

The Process of Telling Stories in a Social Context

As the daughter of a culture with a strong oral tradition this paper would be best performed as a talk.  As this is not possible, I will perform here. 
  

Abiola:  Can you hear me?

Audience: I can hear you!

Abiola: Can you feel me?

Audience: I can feel you…
My maternal grandfather Prince Albert Hosannah used his powerful voice to organize farmers and laborers.  My famously argumentative paternal grandfather Alexander Abrams was sure to be heard with his voice, dubbing us The Walla Baby Tribe.  My Aunt Silvy used her loud, melodious voice that Grandfather compared to a bell to captivate.  My Auntie Pearlene used her teacher’s tones to regale us with parables like that of a parrot that was shot while hanging out with a bad crew of crows.  Almost everyone in my family knows the somber concluding lines “Bad company the parrot said, and sadly shook his wounded head.  Had I not with the crows been found, I would be home in my bed safe and sound.”  My mom used her storytelling skills to write beautiful sequels to stories like The Three Bears just for me in answer to my constant question after “They lived happily ever after.” “And then what happened, Mommy?”  My father entertained us by telling Anansi stories about the trickster spider who in African cultures always outwits all of the bigger, stronger animals.  “How did Anansi do that, Daddy?”  My sister Damali performs poetry known as spoken word in events all throughout New York City and my brother Ovid tells his stories with musical notes and computer codes.  Sampling a bit from each of them to create my voice, I tell my stories by putting theater in front of a camera.
  It strikes me as strange at first whenever my movies are called art films because I would like to think that all films are art.  However, as someone who pours over many movies a month, notebook in hand, I can attest that this is not true.
Come, come sound the drum!  The send off has begun!

Bip-Bop-Bippadip Dop—
I am struck by how presumptuous it feels writing essays that analyze work that most viewers readers
 will not have seen.  Promise that if you continue to read, you will watch the projects on the accompanying DVD.  I assume that you as the reader of this treatise are an educated, most likely liberal, arts lover, hopefully anywhere in the world.  I have adapted an informal tone, addressing you as confidante because if you fit the description above in the current conservative world climate, we must stick together.  As my work is about creating dialogue, I also do not mind if you are also a conservative evangelist redneck.  
Bip-Bop-Bippadip Dop—
Come, come sound the drum!  The send off has begun!

Bip-Bop-Bippadip Dop…
The rules?  C’mon, of course there are rules!  Postmodernism does not absolve us from rules:  Please keep the aisles free so that others may travel beside you.  There is no talking allowed although singing and chanting are permitted.  There will be no intermission or emergency exits.  Oh-- And please enjoy the show… 
BACK STORY

“You are almost there.  Lucky Numbers: 8, 11, 19, 21, 24, 36.” 
 Chinese Fortune Cookie

In 1997, I was in Los Angeles auditioning as an actress.  There is no lower life form in LA, except perhaps the busboy, and even he’s written his own vehicle!
  I was living in a dining room and sleeping on a mattress on the floor—exactly the space I had visualized for myself.  As I left New York to make my fortune I kept saying, “All I need is a tiny corner to lay my head in.” I asked, and that is exactly what I received.   My mode of transportation was the LA bus system (yes there is public transportation) after my Rent-A-Wreck partnership agreement with a fellow actress ran out.  In true New Yorker style I could not pass the driver’s license exam.  Add to this extremely humbling experience interviews with casting directors who bluntly said, “You’re too dark.”  And those were the black shows.  

The Cherry Blossom Group was at the time a middling talent agency on an abandoned stretch of road who agreed to interview green
 little me with my non-union resume.  Two friendly gentlemen in a room barely big enough to hold their desk and my quickly diminishing ego waved me in.  My then-boyfriend who was visiting from New York waited outside, marveling at how slow the people and the pace were.  I went into my introductory spiel about being a recent college grad while the gentleman with the kind eyes observed more than listened.  The perky fellow got up to make coffee and I realized that I was called in not to be interviewed, but to be advised.  

“Why would you come here from New York?” Kind Eyes asked in a way that really said, “You should not have come here from New York.”  As soon as the word “opportunities” was out of my mouth, he covered it with, “But there are none for you.”  While I tried to assess the strange turn the conversation was taking, he continued:  “You’re intelligent, you’re talented, and you’re beautiful.  However, I could never represent you.  There are no roles for you that are worthy of you or me.  There is no work for you here.”
Offended, I contemplated stretching out my arms to demonstrate that I could probably touch either side of his entire office.  He continued “These Booty Call roles are beneath you and they are beneath me but those are the only projects who would cast you.  You people could complain before, but it’s your own people who are writing this stuff now.”  Whoa… Black out.  
I am not quite sure how exactly we ended the meeting.  I am sure that niceties and perhaps a good luck or two were exchanged before he sent me on my way.  I exited, building right, bawling, told the boyfriend the whole story and waited for him to join me in putting a voodoo hex on Kind Eyes and Perky Fellow.

“You wouldn’t be so upset if you didn’t find truth in what the man said,” Eddie offered.  

“Excuse me?” I replied, considering including him in the hex.  

“Think about it,” he continued.  “If the agent called you a nigger or something like that, you would be angry, but you wouldn’t still be this upset four hours later because you could dismiss him as ignorant.”  (Had 4 hours really passed?)  “Weren’t you just complaining yesterday about how degrading films like Booty Call are?”  The very intelligence that drew me to Eddie began to really annoy me.  Then as they say in hip hop, he “flipped” it.  “You’re a writer.  What are you going to do about it?”
“What are you going to do about it?”  That was a good question.  What was I going to do about it?   Eddie was right; Kind Eyes was right, and so was I, but what was I going to do about it?  Having never met a gauntlet that I didn’t pick up, I started writing Goddess City that evening.  

ARTIST’S STATEMENT

Abiola: Krik

Audience: KRAK!
Abiola: Krik Krik

Audience: KRAK!
Abiola: They tell me back in Africa they started stories like that… 
Of course I have no way of knowing, I was born in New York 
 Although Guyana is the place that gave birth to my storks

Hip-hip hop, you don’t stop…

I define myself as a hip hop filmmaker although my work has very little to do with this music that I have not listened to in a very long time, and most of my movies have been film-less films, originating on digital video.  Hip hop for me is a culture not a music style, and the first window through which I found an opening to belong.  Clearly I did not belong with the African American kids who, although I was born in New York City, branded me West Indian, other, foreigner, and mocked me, my family, our proper way of speaking, funny names, and strange vegetarian habits.  Obviously I did not belong with the upper class white kids who warned me that “even Jews have only recently been welcome at the Gold and Silver Ball,” and in well meaning attempts to be politically correct described me as, “you know, the one in the purple shirt or orange jeans
” rather than “you know, the black girl” making me wonder what was wrong with the color that they pretended was invisible. 

 It was hip hop that first gave me an outlet through which one could be bookishly geeky like De la Soul, college-educated like RUN DMC, proud like Public Enemy, poetic like Rakim, cute and clothed like Salt-N-Pepa or T.L.C. and skip the Ebonics like The Fresh Prince.  I was all of those things and with my first rap, scrawled on the paper plates we used so that my brother and I did not fight about doing the dishes, I was welcome.  I had no street credibility but I only had to say, hey—I have something to say, and ears opened to hear me say it.  I was a 15 year old dark skinned cutie who had never had a drink or a smoke but these facts were irrelevant.  My rap group with my friend Debbie was named F.B.C. – Females Beyond Control.  We rapped with the energy of Malcolm X, by any means necessary, and it is with this spirit that I make movies.  I claim the title filmmaker as an affront to purists who denounce the digital aesthetic, fearing digital 0s like those who thought that color and then sound would be the death of film.  I am a rebel with a cause setting out to give a voice to the voiceless and discuss the un-discussable using film.  I am a hip hop filmmaker.  
Hip Hip Hop You Don’t Stop.
When I outgrew the 4 minutes a rap song allows one to tell a story, I moved on to performance poetry then theater at Sarah Lawrence College.  From there I took my photography and writing into making movies.  This was not difficult as my mother casually quotes Shakespearian sonnets and my father is a journalistic photographer-writer who taught himself to play the saxophone.  My work is about asking uncomfortable questions and then questioning those questions by pushing past my paradigm and outside my epistemology. Topics explored in my work so far include: intra-relationship violence, suicidal tendencies, cross gender and cross racial communication, interracial sex and love, and now fetish and sadomasochism.   Genres have included narrative film, musical theater, documentary, comedy and experimental drama. I have been told that the themes that I explore are disturbing.  My filmic style has also been described as “aggressive.”  I can see how the topics I delve into may seem inflammatory.   However, my quest is to investigate rather than exploit or shock. 

Despite my best efforts, I have developed into a person who feels compelled to go in the opposite direction to all dogma, a woman who questions all paradigms, dominant as well as marginal. I feel called to do this work. I have always been on the outside looking in, observing the world through a thick shield to protect my thin skin.  When I shed the shield and filled the space with a curved glass lens, I became a moviemaker, although the label storyteller fits me better. My work is a hybrid of many things, as am I.  

It angers quite a few film people that I chose to receive my MFA from a Visual Arts program instead of a traditional film school.  Institutions by their nature must mold you in the image of their brand to ensure that the brand sustains itself.  If I intend on creating work that pushes boundaries it felt reductive to first be branded.  (And yes, I am aware that the “free thinker” brand that comes from both my graduate and undergraduate programs is also a brand.)  I learned the techniques of filmmaking by shadowing directors on set, studying for a year in a certificate program, and then through several apprenticeship programs, just as people learn in film school.  Continuing to complete the formal phase of my studies in a progressive program at Vermont College that would allow me to learn with and receive critiques from painters, sculptors, photographers, and craft-makers was the delicious icing on my educational cake.  
As a film-less filmmaker, or storyteller who uses digital media, I not only direct, write, edit, and often produce, but I also occasionally photograph the moving pictures.   I am as influenced by dramatists Baz Lurhmann, William Shakespeare, Spike Lee, Spike Jonez, and Julie Taymor, as by Salvador Dali, Matthew Barney, Pablo Picasso, Frida Kahlo, Mozart, and Paul Gauguin, as by Hollywood musicals, MTV, Sesame Street, and music videos.  

My principal work as a storyteller includes:

· Goddess City – a 60 minute Off-Broadway hip hop musical about women’s empowerment; 

· Ophelia’s Opera – a 15 minute experimental narrative and domestic violence revenge film in which each character spoke a different lyrical “language” – Elizabethan, Cantonese, rap, son, patois and American sign language – but they all understand each other;

· Knives in My Throat – a 55 minute experimental documentary about a young woman with suicidal tendencies.  The piece also included staged one-woman show performance segments inter-cut with music video style poetry segments;

· Stranded – a 7 minute romantic comedy about missed opportunities; 

· Taboo: The Controversy of Black/White ‘Race Mixing’ in America – a 12 minute documentary about interracial love; and
· Alicia in Wonderland- a narrative feature length Alice in Wonderland update about a woman who interviews to be a receptionist and winds up working in a dominatrix house.  
FLASHBACK: GODDESS CITY
“I couldn’t stand being sorry and colored at the same time.

It’s so redundant in the modern world.”  
Lady in Blue, Ntozake Shange

Ntozake Shange’s for colored girls who have considered suicide when the rainbow is enuf is one of my greatest storytelling influences.  In addition to the powerful themes and vivid characterizations, I appreciate the way that she created “the choreo-poem” as the structure she needed in order to tell her stories.  I set out to do the same thing with my first full stage piece.  

Originally, I envisioned a collaborative show of hip hop style poetic monologues   with seven women as homage to Queen Ntozake.  I held auditions and reached out to women of color in their 20s who wrote and performed.  I thought at the time that I was seeking a group with diverse experience although as I look at my criteria now it seems that maybe I was trying to find women who would tell different versions of my story.  My 7 women quickly became 4, and then 4 became 3 as schedules and twenty-something flakiness intervened.

Ever the reluctant leader, I asked the women to each write performance pieces.  One woman wrote a scene about liking girls; another wrote a diatribe about African American women’s hair issues; I wrote pieces about abortion, rape, and female genital circumcision.  I structured the show as a journey toward womanhood, first entitling it an auto-bio-graphic peace.  One of the women who ultimately left the show—ok, we fired her— introduced the word “goddess,” and the work flourished with that impetus. 

For a show with no resources, we had a strong foundation.  Jessica Levy, a woman whom I had never met, gave me a tiny bit of seed money.  I found her among the printouts of “alumnae in the business”
 that my prep school alma mater mailed to me.  She was a kind and generous elderly Broadway producer who had been pushed aside by conglomerates. Levy introduced me to John Clancy of The Present Company Theater in New York.  Clancy gave me free rehearsal and performance space, mentorship and a theatrical home where Goddess City was born.

My show premiered at the National Black Theater Festival in Winston-Salem, North Carolina.  I met radical poet Amiri Baraka and his wife, a wonderful poet in her own right, Amina Baraka, who invited us to write and perform in their home theater in New Jersey for their friends.  The show was a collage of song, dance, rap, monologues, and poems about the beauty myth, love and fitting in.  The conceit was that 3 goddesses were sent from Goddess City to earth to live as mortal women.  They were not permitted to return until they remembered their goddess-ness.  Our rallying cry was, “May the audacity of Goddess City be with you.”

I wrote 75% of the show and also served as its dramaturge.  It seemed as if everyone who saw the show took up the goddess mission of empowerment by somehow helping the show rise to another stage.  Actor-writer Antoy Grant signed up for the full ride. Writer-director Jaye Austin Williams, theatrical director Dr. Daniel Banks, and others become advocates of our comedic drama that I refused to call a play (although I call it a play now and everyone else did at the time) opting instead for “a concert experience.”  I wanted the production on stage to be a spare one with characters changing costumes on stage and no black outs so that once the show began the audience would have no mercy from the grip of the stories.   

Goddess City toured like a rock band for three years, playing everywhere from theaters and museums to clubs and galleries.  That experience raised me.  My objective had been to create a vehicle for myself as an actor.  Instead, I understood that I had previously misunderstood my calling.  I came not necessarily to perform stories, but to tell them.
  The show peaked with a triumphant performance at Harlem’s historic Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture introduced by the esteemed thespian Ossie Davis.  We continued to perform at a universities and theaters ending unceremoniously with a show that was to be at Symphony Space in Manhattan attended by network executives.  A member of the cast suddenly found her religion an hour before curtain, realizing that using the word “Goddess” and dancing seductively while discussing “worldly themes” was not what her God wanted her to do. 

May the audacity of Goddess City be with you!

And also with you…

Bip-Bop-Bippadip Dop--

FLASHBACK: OPHELIA’S OPERA
“I got soul. That’s why I came- to teach those who can’t say my name.”  Rakim, rapper

I continued to act a short time after Goddess City folded.  I was booking commercials and making a living.  My plan was “ultimately” to focus on my loves–writing and directing.”  Unfortunately “ultimately” meant at some ambiguous point in the future.  Then the towers came tumbling down.  

I was living in my El Barrio bachelorette pad when my phone rang.  I was dressing hurriedly to leave for some appointment that I do not recall, but was the most important appointment of my life. 
  I answered.  It was my boyfriend Eddie.  

“Something happened...  A plane hit the trade center.”  

“Yeah, I heard,” I answered, annoyed that he would call with news bulletins so early in the morning.  Did he not have anywhere critical to be?   “Ed, I have to go.  I have an appointment downtown.  I’ll talk to you later.”  I hung up and jumped into my first pair of adult jeans.

I listened to the radio news as they announced that another plane had hit the other tower.  The phone rang again.  “Yes, this is peculiar, but I have to go.” I said.  

“They’ve stopped the subways,” Ed informed me.  

“So, I’ll take the bus.  I have to go.  Terrorism has nothing to do with me.”

“Turn on the TV,” he said and I lost my legs.

My father worked on Water Street, around the corner from the burning buildings leaping through my television screen.  Everyone I know called everyone else I know as we did a check throughout New York to make sure that “we” were ok.  We couldn’t find Daddy
.   Mommy said that she called him about the same time that Eddie called me.  He was also annoyed.  Insisting that he had to go to work, he jumped on the Long Island Railroad.   Cell phone service went out with the receptors on the towers.  The day was agonizing—watching on the news as people leapt to certain death while trying to escape uncertain death.  I went outside.  September 11, 2001 was one of the most gorgeous days I’d ever seen.  The weather was perfect.  On the Upper East Side people sipped mojitos in sidewalk cafes in either denial, apathy or both.  The air smelled like a carcinogenic barbeque although I lived 110 blocks away.  It would smell that way for months.  That night, thank the Goddess, Daddy finally made it back home, walking part of the way. 

“Ultimately, I will do this…”  “Ultimately, I want to do that…”   
That was the day that ultimately died.  I was a baby and a crone. I suddenly felt extremely young and very old at the same time.  There was no time to waste on what might become.  I had to make tomorrow today.  The following months were a bleak time to say the least.  An invitation that I received to The Raindance Film Festival in London on September 15th  had to be politely refused.  The President’s emergency assistance unemployment program sent out a decree to provide help to anyone who had lost their job due to 9-11.  The film that I was hired to assist on folded up their tent and headed for safer ground in Toronto.  I applied for relief and was denied because according to the United States government working in film is not a viable profession to begin with.

I finished a project that I started earlier that year, a 28-minute narrative experimental film named Ophelia’s Opera that I wrote and directed. My premise was to create an opera of words in which each character would speak a different lyrical language but they would all understand each other.  The languages were: Elizabethan English, song, rap, Jamaican patois, Cantonese, and American Sign Language.  The main character Ophelia gets revenge on her abusive boyfriend with the help of her girlfriend Moses Lisa and voodoo.  The strength of their voodoo is tied in with the strength of menstruation as the women host monthly period celebration parties.  Red was a critical color in the film and I chose painting
 as Ophelia’s outlet for expressing her pain.
  

I did not hold formal auditions for Ophelia’s Opera.  Instead I invited actors by referral to my apartment to read for the parts.  As a former actor I viewed auditions as cruel and unusual punishment.  My first version of the script was formatted in an “artistic” fashion.  It was 2 columns with the dialogue as it was to be spoken, sung, or rapped on the right, and the translation into everyday English on the left.  My crew looked at it completely confused and I realized that people need new ideas presented in a structure that they are familiar with in order to understand.  

I immediately pictured soft-spoken actor Malcolm Foster Smith in the role of Mark Geeh, the abusive boyfriend who raps his lines.  Malcolm and I had had many conversations about how he felt the need to underplay his masculinity.  As a physically large, dark-skinned black man living, working, and being educated in predominantly lily white environments, white people are often instantly intimidated by him.  In response Malcolm created and performed his real life persona as a very fey jovial fellow.  When we originally met, he was playing the part of a big, doofus nightclub security guard in a Billie Holiday Off-Broadway play at The La Mama Theater.  I was playing Rose the house harlot.  I knew that Malcolm would be perfect in this exercise of hyper-masculinity as he was so repressed.  With retrospective analysis I see now that the character for me embodied my anger at hip hop music.  By literally creating a rapping raping abuser, I was painting a picture of what I saw when I looked at the way that these African American men were portraying themselves and performing their race.
There were five other actresses that I tried to cast in the title role of Ophelia before I cast Taqiyya Haden
 who wound up being perfect for the part.  I wanted to cast a dark black woman as dark-skinned black women and dark-skinned black men are rarely shown in love on screen.  It is important to me to put dark-skinned women on screen as black women who look more African are often seen as un-castable and less beautiful than black women who look more Caucasian.  Taqiyya who is biracial has been said to resemble Italian American actress Christina Ricci.  Nonetheless, I invited her to play the part because she had a yearning in her eyes and time was running out.  Fate knows better than I do, because not only did Taqiyya have a yearning in her eyes, but she had a story in her heart that endeared her to Ophelia.  In hip hop parlance she “rocked” it.  That being said, it was fascinating and reductive afterward to hear the film described as being “About a black man and woman who…” as I set out to tell the story of two people, not two black people.


A few days before filming, my camera man Joshua bee Alafia expressed his extreme discomfort “with the dark-skinned male actor abusing the white-looking actress.”  I was most interested in the dynamics of their size differences—Malcolm being football player size and Taqiyya being petite.  Foolishly I had not focused on their skin color differences and still saw it as a non-issue although I understood the issues surrounding it.  Joshua said that he would rather “sacrifice himself” and play the abuser rather than create another image of dark African American abuser.  Joshua is biracial with a white mother and quite light skinned.  He declared that the film would be a “slap in the face to Mother Africa.”  I completely understood his concerns. Black bodies are so coded that it is hard to avoid objection of some sort.  We had an impromptu crew discussion that was divided among gender lines.  The women on the team, all women of color, largely saw Ophelia as representing them and their friends.  One woman cried and said that she had been raped and abused by a man as black as she was and wanted her story to be told.  We ended agreeing to disagree and I urged Joshua to make his own film telling Mark Geeh’s side of the story.  This, however, was Ophelia’s film.
   

“Thee, thine, mine, Ophelia’s Rhyme

And after it’s over, still I shine…

Ophelia’s Opera 

FLASHBACK: KNIVES IN MY THROAT

“I no longer have to live in intervals.” 
Ainsley Burrows, spoken word poet

I started rehearsals with bonding exercises between “Ophelia” and “Mark.”  Taqiyya Haden & I had known each other for five years.  During the rehearsals I realized that she was having a very strong reaction to the violent script.  Apparently she had suffered abuse at the hands of her mother and her self.  Her Italian mother often called her “nigger” and her African American father eventually turned his back on the increasing madness that came with her mother’s schizophrenia by abandoning them.  Her mother’s abuse included physical torture and frequent verbal attacks. 

This path of despair took her through foster homes, prostitution and into mental institutions for repeatedly trying to take her life.  Now an aspiring actress, Taqiyya was searching for her baby sister that their mother gave up for adoption.  Taqiyya revealed that she was writing her autobiography entitled A Love Supreme and creating a public access television show.  I asked her if she would be interested in telling her story in documentary format.  Unbeknownst to me, Taqiyya was bipolar with suicidal tendencies, meaning that she attempted suicide at least every 6 months.  At least 3 attempts were made during the time we worked together on the project.  

The objective was to create a documentary about Taqiyya’s search for her adopted sister and quest to be reunited with her family.  The film, like life, came to be about something completely different.  I learned that Taqiyya went from her mentally ill mother to a devoutly religious foster home to an existence as a depressed prostitute.  Interviewees included: Taqiyya’s mother who is now on medication to cope with her mental illnesses, a former ‘john’ who is now in love with her, and her devout Christian foster parents.   In addition to video diaries the 100 hours of footage included interviews, verité, and vignettes. Her life experiences mirror the schizophrenia of her mother as she has assumed different personas to survive her chaotic life.  As an actor she assumes different personas for a living.   Similarly I took a schizophrenic approach to telling her story, mixing smooth jazz-like fantasy segments of who she aspires to be with the gritty hip hop-like energy of her every day reality.  

Because Taqiyya is a performer and a writer, theatrical performance pieces were the perfect medium to explore her life.  Taqiyya had written poetry and was interested in performing it but nervous.  I wrote several pieces based on her life and so did she.  Fantasy sequences included A Cosby Fairy Tale, My Vagina’s Dialogue, and The N-othing Word with performance poetry, rap, stand-up and dance.  In addition, key situations from Taqiyya’s past were shot to look like unsettling home movies.  For example, she acts out losing her virginity to her foster-brother-in-law with anatomically correct teddy bears. ‘Characters’ Taqiyya portrays include: her mother, sister, and pimp.  

We then combined those pieces into a one woman show that I directed and shot on a brick walled stage in a comedy club for the documentary.  This one woman show is inter-cut throughout the documentary.  For example, we see her perform a piece about her mother and then hear her mother giving her side of the story.    I brought an excerpt to Vermont for critiques and showed it to several other film people for feedback.  While most people found her performance riveting, everyone said that the lack of production values was distracting.  They did not want to watch “an unknown girl” performing against a brick wall.  They wanted costumes, locations, lights, camera, and action.   I needed to re-shoot but was also aware that Taqiyya was going through extreme personal difficulty.  Although she was eager to re-shoot, I did not think that this was the best thing for her personal sanity. In addition, her unreliability at the time due to these circumstances made it too huge a financial risk for me to plan a film shoot around her.  I cast several professional performers including a white man and a drag king to perform her words and then inter-cut these performances with hers.

It was important that Taqiyya be a subject in her storytelling not an object, so I gave her a camera and incorporated her video diaries as a means of her sharing her own voice.  It was very important to me not to be exploitive in my approach.  This tactic was a natural fit as Taqiyya kept diaries since she was 7.  Exploring her daily struggles with issues such as sex, drugs, money, and depression on a camcorder in a video journal, Taqiyya also takes the viewer through her photographs and personal artifacts.  
Ultimately the Knives in My Throat experience became mentally draining.   I had become a de facto therapist, an avocation for which I have no training.  I also heard Taqiyya threaten to use her perceived mental state as a possible excuse to get out of a contract that she simply changed her mind about. In addition, a major television executive watched it and told me that it was powerful but that “no one wanted to hear a black woman’s hard luck story.”  She asked if I could recreate her as more of a hip hop performer, enhancing the performance poetry and perhaps downplaying her Caucasian mother’s issues. She said white viewers “need a white person saving the day,” someone they can relate to in a black story.  Apparently, white viewers are not used to being marginal in a story and can only relate when they play a major and positive role.
  This view was echoed for me when several intelligent white people I know found the story as “an interesting portrait of black life” although Taqiyya’s mother is white and her life is the complete opposite of any other black woman’s life that I know.  Once again, I had not set out to tell a black story, but this was what the work was being reduced to.  Burdened by representation, I was also asked the same question that Taqiyya is often asked by African Americans: “Why would you tell?”  They want to know, “Why would you expose such ugly things?”  After almost 3 years of work, I shelved the completed project in frustration. 

Recently, I gave Taqiyya Haden permission to take the film to educational institutions and prisons.  As a result of her work in the film Taqiyya has been in consistent therapy, has reunited with her family, and is performs on the live poetry circuit.  I am very proud of those advancements in her life as a major concern for me was that she should benefit rather than be exploited.    I have set up a resource website for people seeking help with similar issues.  The site contains books, websites, and therapeutic information. It is a special honor to be invited so closely into someone’s life and I am in awe of the honesty and generosity of Taqiyya, her mother, her foster family, and her friends in sharing their stories with my camera.  People often ask, how did you get them to open up?  I did not do anything other than with approach the participants with an open mind and open heart.  People want to tell their own stories.  We all seek to have a voice. 
“That’s not what happened.  I was there and I’m still not sure.  

So how can anybody else say?”  Knives in My Throat

FLASHBACK: STRANDED
“I float like a butterfly, sting like a bee…”  
Muhammed Ali, fighter
Stranded is a seven minute romantic comedy that I shot in Berlin, Germany.  After the Knives in My Throat experience left me feeling like I had knives in my belly I needed to do something light and carefree. The first version of the screenplay was written by Constantine Nana, a male writer from Cameroon.  Originally the script named Loveless Tramp portrayed a castrating type woman who went home with a stranger to have sex and then divided the bed with pillows rather than having sex with him.  I really enjoyed the African sensibilities of missed signals and thought that this kernel would make a fascinating tale.  The challenge for me was re-writing the misogynistic script into a feminist and assertive story.  The only aspect of the original story that remains in Stranded is the bed divided by pillows.  

In the version I brought to screen, Mali, a young African girl is stranded in Berlin because her fiancée can not meet her until the following day.  She goes home with Thomas, a European Good Samaritan who is excited about getting lucky.  Thomas exits the bathroom after his personal pre-mating ritual to find the bed divided by pillows and Mali asleep.  The next morning he attempts to play hero as her scarf blows into a tree.  She chides him, saying “Last night you could not climb over three pillows and now you want to climb up a three meter tree?”  Before he can respond, her fiancée comes up and they leave Thomas stranded in the tree.  Thomas has missed a key to the African mating game of overcoming obstacles to coupling.
  

While making the film about cultural misunderstanding, I had a few cultural misunderstandings of my own.  It was a relief to direct a project with someone else’s money for a change—my medium is an expensive one.  I hired an all female crew.  The German producers feared that the crew “would all kill each other—so many women working together!”  I had slim pickings with casting as my first prerequisite was actors who speak English.  My lead actress Yolette Thomas usually wears braids or natural African hair.  I was chastised by my producers for not hiring “a beauty,” meaning one of the “racially ambiguous” actresses who auditioned.  When I put a straight hair wig on Yolette, she was suddenly beautiful to all who had criticized her looks before.  

An interesting cultural misunderstanding arose in editing.  There is a verbal noise that I have Yolette make with her lips in the beginning of the film.  Most African peoples worldwide have some version of “sucking your teeth” as the gesture is called here.  This is the verbal equivalent of a middle finger.  Because the Germans were unfamiliar with this they tried many times to secretly edit out the sound or shorten it.  Another interesting concept was observing how the codes carried by skin color change the meaning and context of other things.  The coat that Mali wears was proposed for a Caucasian actor in another film.  It was vetoed because the team agreed that it was a trashy low class looking coat.  However on Mali this colorful patterned coat seems to affirm some sort of African sensibility.  Also, going home with a stranger did not have for Germans the same risqué connotation that it had to my Puritanical American morality.  They found it amusing that I was cautious about portraying an African woman in this “taboo” fashion.

The production company had issues with me presenting a white male character that is somewhat emasculated or cuckolded.  They suggested making the fiancée white, and then the blow of Mali leaving Thomas for him would not be as upsetting to the audience.  I stuck to my guns and hired the Afro German actor of my choice.  However, I did not want to perpetuate the whiteness equals “un-cool” stereotype, so I was mindful of that in my filming.


It can feel redundant and reductive at times to notice racism and sexism.  I am never on the look out, but cannot help being constantly confronted with these isms.  It would be remiss not to point out that Russian Vera Yankovitch, the only other female filmmaker shooting a short film in the same program, and I were given lesser edit bays and less time than the male directors to finish our films.  I guess that they were unconcerned with us being defeminated.
 

“I guess we’ll have to share the bed.”  Stranded
FLASHBACK: TABOO

“We really do know what we’re doing.  It only looks like we don’t.”  
Sydney Lumet, director
Mention interracial relationships to most liberal-minded people and you will be rewarded with a what-is-there-left-to-talk-about look.  An unfortunate detriment of the politically correct movement is that issues concerning race relations are largely un-discussed.  My friend Leslie Lewis Sword was interested in exploring the subject of interracial love as a mixed-race woman who identifies as black, married to a white husband.  When she approached me I agreed that this was a woefully under-explored theme.  Even though I spent much of my life “as the only black person in the room,” I never seriously dated interracially.  Why not?  I found the topic equally compelling as in my experience, most people assume that a woman of my background would have a white husband, and are surprised that I am married to an African American man, especially when I say that my husband is a Yale graduate or real estate developer.  Because the laws are friendly and we know polite language, we act as if racial issues no longer exist.  People of color are often allowed to notice race, but white people are not. This makes opportunities for dialogue fragmented and rare.  
Because of the complicated racial history of African-Americans being owned as slaves by Caucasian Americans as few as 140 years ago, and the Civil Rights Movement ending
 a little over 30 years ago, there is a thorny legacy still owned by anyone who “crosses the color line,”
 whether or not they acknowledge it.  In a conversation about love, sex is not far behind.  A basic internet search on “interracial love” reveals an abundance of pornographic websites, highlighting the hot button taboo still present.  
TABOO: The Controversy of Black/White ‘Race Mixing’ in America attempts uncover the trends, consequences, and realities of interracial love between people of African descent and Caucasians in the United States in 2005. This subject provides a gateway to examine race-related issues that still segregate America.  Standing at 12 minutes culled from 40 hours of interviews and to be lengthened in the future, TABOO starts with pornographic animation.  In part, this serves as a device to lure viewers in because the subject matter makes many people think of PBS and PBS sadly makes many people think of taking a nap.  
Interviewees include: interracial couples at various points in their relationships, Harvard scholar Henry Louis Gates Jr., celebrity musician Quincy Jones, biracial daughter of segregationist senator Strom Thurmond Essie Mae Washington Williams, captain of the National Socialist Skinhead Front Denise Martin, Afro-Caribbean author of Why Black Men Love White Women Rajen Persaud, and Jewish author of Beyond the Whiteness of Whiteness Jane Lazarre.  I also interviewed Rabbi Starr of Riverdale, Audrey Edwards, an editor of Essence, the premiere magazine for black women, and Pocono Dave, a popular radio personality to present a wide variety of opinions – even those seen as unspeakable- on everything from nationalism and self-love to lust and historical perspective. When editing, I cut subjects off mid-sentence to indicate that the conversation is just beginning.  I also used text as a part of the narrative to emphasize certain key points and a frenetic collage style as a great deal of the film is talking heads.


Past documentaries that have explored miscegenation, which is often considered a derogatory term, usually focus on children and adults of various ethnic unions dealing with multiracial identity.  TABOO is one of the only documentaries to attempt to explore the issues and decision-making processes of people when making unions.  Although there are no longer legalities surrounding interracial love, there still exist spoken and unspoken, internal and external barriers to white and black people dating and marrying freely.  The 12 minute film provoked dissention before completion.  During development, I received a call from SWIRL, a support organization and watchdog group of interracial images in the media.  They demanded to know the content and “angle” of the film, and seemed rebuffed when I explained that I was not creating a treatise of only positive stories, but a challenging AND balanced film that dares to ask uncomfortable questions. Another man who saw the promo wondered if it might be “offensive” to famous black men. 

Once again I was not being politically correct enough.  In addition to the Ophelia’s Opera beef
, my documentary Knives in My Throat which depicted a suicidal young black woman was challenged for “airing black dirty laundry.”  Uncomfortable conversations are necessary.  I never purposefully attempt to titillate or try to be offensive, but more importantly I do not try to be un-offensive.  


Although race is a social construct, the society that we live in demands that we acknowledge race. The history of miscegenation in this country whose origin begins with the rape of black women slaves by white slave owners, Victorian ideas of white womanhood, and the fear of black men’s sexuality, have created a complex societal taboo against interracial sexual relationships.  Questions raised included: Why do people care so much who others love?  Are there fantasies of domination or submission that come into play in black/white relationships? Is interracial love a solution for issues between the races? Are African Americans who marry whites without deep contemplation selling out?  Is a white woman who has a black lover regarded as diminished? If so, by whom?  Why are black women least likely to date interracially?
  What is the difference between fetish and preference?  Is thinking about race antiquated?  Why are people who “marched with King”
 now opposed to their children bringing home someone of another race? 


Interviewee Christian Mann spoke for 4 hours about interracial sexuality and black-white pornography.  Who are the buyers and what exactly do they want to see?  Somewhat of a porn philosopher, Mann provided unexpected insight into sexual preference when it comes to race. I felt that it would be powerful to show these images to force viewers to become engaged on a subconscious level and to begin to sort out their own impulse thoughts on the topic. 

Race was a factor hiring crew for the film as well, a lesson learned from the filmmakers of Two Towns of Jasper, a documentary about an African American man being dragged to death.  The filmmakers, a black man and a white man, sent a black crew into black Jasper and a white crew into white Jasper to discuss the incident.  The thought is that people feel most free to discuss sensitive topics “among their own.” “Their own” can designate race, gender, culture, sexuality, religion or politics.  I shot a discussion group of black people and sent a white friend out to interview white people.  Unfortunately or fortunately, both sides revealed that this approach works with people of all races making comments that would never be made in mixed company.
  A Greek family revealed their threat to break an African American young man’s legs for pursuing their daughter and a room full of black women revealed that they felt that being black was ugly.

“If you’re nappy and you know it, give a snap.”  Goddess City

FADE IN: ALICIA IN WONDERLAND

“What a long, strange trip it’s been!”  
Lewis Carroll, Alice in Wonderland


It all begins with pictures.  Whenever I embark on a project, I start by thumbing through everything that I can get my hands on—books, magazines, newspapers, gum wrappers—and cut, clip, and copy inspirational images.  This visual brainstorm joins my brainstorm of words in a folder or notebook and eventually up on the walls of my creative space.  The images and text turn my workspace into a co-collaborator.  Even now as I write my MFA thesis, known at Vermont College as a Process Paper, I have prepared the room.  My muted television plays a DVD of Federico Fellini’s masterpiece film Satyricon while nag champa incense burns next to a purple and gold bed tassel that reminds me of the floggers that the women use as a seductive weapon in Alicia in Wonderland, the no-budget feature film that I shot as my thesis studio project. With this film, my documentary research techniques were critical.  I read books, interviewed practitioners, and combed the web until my computer was overcome by viruses.  
I wanted to create a modern fairytale.  In Alicia in Wonderland a young woman answers a receptionist -wanted ad and finds that her place of work turns out to be a dominatrix dungeon. The original title was Fetish in Wonderland which made it nearly impossible for us to rent space or equipment.  Each vendor was convinced that I was shooting pornography.  The film actually contains no nudity.  The film, which I am writing and directing, as well as doing the set design and editing for, follows her escapade though that world.  With a cast of about 20 and a crew about 10, this is a massive undertaking.  Like the main character I once answered a help-wanted ad to answer phones in what turned out to be in a dominatrix dungeon, something I had never even heard of.  Unlike the main character I was extremely judgmental.   Unable to stick it out, I quit, but only after capturing the entire place on video and copying their files for future artwork.  

Originally I planned to shoot a semi-animated short video about a rapper who is outed as a PhD candidate that I wrote under the tutelage of artist teacher Cheryl Dunye.  During the 6 months that I studied with Dunye, I investigated the remaining taboos surrounding interracial love.  In my interview with pornographer Christian Mann, Mann discussed the philosophical differences between preference and fetish in regards to interracial love.  Last February Gregg Bordowitz brought his inventive and ingenious lecture style to Vermont and I was privy to a talk on Americans, the war, and outsider versus insider culture.  One of the concepts that I had explored after escaping the dungeon was how judgmental I had been, and how I was further marginalizing other people on the fringe.  As an African American, middle class woman and daughter of immigrants, logic would dictate that I would have more compassion or understanding of difference.  Unfortunately judgment comes from every area of society.  

An interesting part of Bordowitz’s talk was his section on the Abu Ghraib torture scandal in which American soldiers documented their torment of naked Iraqi prison detainees.  He talked about friends who joined the military and how with slightly different choices he could easily have been a soldier.  He went on to describe how the soldiers were “us” when they were “defending freedom” and then instantly become “them” when they were revealed to be carrying on barbaric, embarrassing, and malicious, but clearly sanctioned behavior.  I was intrigued by the “us versus them” dialectic.  Like everyone I have been an “us” sometimes.  More times than not I have been a part of “them.”  The time was right to go back D-Girlz the dominatrix project, as I had been calling it in my head.  

As I set out to tell this story I needed an inside guide, which I found in fellow feminist filmmaker Candida Royalle.  Royalle revolutionized the world of pornography in the 1980s by creating movies with explicit sexual content for women.  I started to write the script by approaching my research as a documentarian.  In my naiveté I assumed the since Candida worked in the sex industry that she would easily know all about the world of fetish and sadomasochism.  I was reminded that there are subcultures in subcultures.

Candida Royalle introduced me to Mistress Tara Indiana, a professional dominatrix who read my script and viewed it almost as the story of her past.  Mistress Ava Dakota, the dominatrix in my script who yearns to open dungeons across the country had a great deal in common with Mistress Tara Indiana, who indeed had dungeons in New York City, Arizona, and Los Angeles with locations coming soon in Atlanta and Miami. This was the first of many serendipitous occurrences within this project. Mistress Tara Indiana explained that “being a dominatrix is like being a gay man in the 1980s”-- she is a novelty act invited to few parties but never really on the inside.  I was grateful that I had chosen to do this project and explore her world as she described exactly how I have felt all my life as an African American in white institutions- great for a laugh or curiosity, but never finding deeper cross-cultural relationships.  
Indiana also stressed that authenticity was important to her and that she did not want me to participate in their world as a voyeur but as a comrade.  Her family had worked toward civil rights for African Americans and she believes, as do I, that outsider groups have always needed the support of others to move from the margins.  With a handshake she became a Consulting Producer on the film by generously opening her dungeon and her life to my cameras.

This film is a culmination of all of the creative work that I have done, before and during my pursuit of a Master’s Degree. (It has taken on new meaning for me to tell my friends that soon I will be a Mistress of Fine Arts!)   I have combined my investigations of fairytales, sideshow freaks and action heroines with my studies of pop art, documentary and diaries. My academic semester film studies have been Feminitude: Sideshow ‘Freaks’ and The Venus Hottentot, Femmes, Film and Fighting Women: A Study of Female Action Heroes, and Fairytale Movies: American Cinderella Films.  I briefly considered exploring the fetish world through the Cinderella Motif but during my research found myself tumbling down the rabbit hole. Alice had to be my way in.  
I read the full stories for the first time and realized that Lewis Carroll’s Through the Looking Glass and Alice in Wonderland have permeated our culture.  I never noticed how many references there are to Wonderland in popular culture.  Most people do not remember ever reading the story of Alice, but still know it, thanks in large part to the Walt Disney version.  Alice is a global obsession.  
Lewis Carroll was the pseudonym of mathematician Reverend Charles Dodgson of post-Victorian London.  Although the stories are often viewed as an allegory for some sort of psychedelic drug induced trip, most scholars believe that Carroll was drug-free.  However Carroll was accused of being a pedophiliac because he enjoyed taking pictures of naked girls which he promptly destroyed or handed over to their parents.  Dodgson usually denied that he was Carroll, the creator of the tale named for Alice Liddell, a neighbor’s child he entertained with the story.

My original plan was to create the film through an improvisational documentary workshop.  I planned to give each actor the study that I had created for each character, and then interview them as the character and direct them in improvisational situations.  My character studies gave way to a story which gave way to a script that I am proud of.  The film has documentary elements with the characters performing scripted answers to interviews.  The documentary elements are important as I sought to investigate the line between reality and fiction.  In addition, I wanted to examine people telling different versions of the same truth and unreliable storytellers.  The boom in reality television programming which started with the talk shows holds millions of viewers each week wrapped up in “true” soap operatic storylines.
  
In Alicia in Wonderland fictional characters each tell their versions of “the truth” about each other to the cameras.  Actors portray sex workers who create other people’s fantasies for a living.  Meanwhile, the professional fantasy world that they live and work in exists only within a film that is a false documentary.
  Confused yet?  The ending reveals that the entire film is a dream.  I chose poems as the language of the Wonderland world.  Poetry remains a critical part of my storytelling as I incorporate hip hop style poetry with traditional poetry and classical verses from Through the Looking Glass.
A central element is the fetish and sadomasochism segments which are filmed in an actual dungeon, Mistress Tara’s Den of Iniquity.  I was able to spend unlimited time observing Mistress Tara’s dungeon as research. For rehearsals, we actually got to sit in on a sessions.  The dungeon told the clients that my actors & I were “mistresses in training!”   During a read-through of the script Mistress Tara made a list of things which were “unrealistic” in the script.  Like anyone else she does not with to see her world misrepresented.  At the same time, I am not creating a documentary.  Even when I am creating a documentary, a tender fiction as filmmaker Barbara Hammer defines it; it is my interpretation of the events.  The entire script is “unrealistic,” it’s a fictional and comedic dream.  Still, despite my frustration around this point, I tread softly on portraying my version of other people’s lifestyle.
While I usually begin with pictures, our shoot began with gunshots.  On the first day of filming, as I shot actors giving faux interviews against a bright green wall, gunshots rang out.  Our location was a hellhole fifth floor walkup apartment that will be renovated sometime next year.  The plus is that we are free to paint and do anything with it that we wish for as long as we need to.  After personally carrying most of the equipment, set pieces and props myself up and down 5 flights of stairs daily, I can truly say that I have “suffered” for my art.  We were inside this small apartment on a 90 degree New York May day with the windows closed and all air turned off for sound purposes wondering why we kept hearing helicopters circling. At the end of the day we learned that an innocent bystander had been shot practically right in front of our location in an exchange between a cop and a robber.  One member of my crew arriving late saw the block taped off with about 20 cops and 400 on-lookers and called saying, “I thought that you said that this was a low budget movie!”  He thought that they were a part of our film.  After the shoot out made the TV news, several key members of my crew quit.  Our journey through Wonderland had begun.
The story is not really about a journey into a sexual world as one might first think.  The rabbit hole that Camille/Alicia came to explore could have been the world of government, hip hop, space travel, or extreme sports for that matter.  The story is about falling into a new culture and coming to challenge one’s own paradigm and rules as a result.  We experienced only a taste of this world with our original title Fetish in Wonderland. We were social pariahs to all we called.  My computer crashed with the viruses contracted from doing this kind of research—computer STD’s I guess, and the computer repair man was very interested in finding out what I was “up to” when he saw what was on my hard drive.  
Alicia in Wonderland is a modern day fairytale, a dream in a world of mirrors with exaggerated circumstances.  The main character Camille Liddell becomes Alicia or Alice, the house submissive Satya is The White Rabbit, Charlie, owner of the dungeon is The Red Queen, and Mistress Cinderella is The White Queen.  We also have a Professor Lewis Carroll, Mariah, the housekeeper who only cleans houses of ill repute to be a savior, the Bobs—my name for the equivalent of Johns, Andrew, the deserted boyfriend, and Edie and Lorina, Camille’s best friends named after the real Alice Liddell’s sisters Edith and Lorina.  Innocent baby pink is Camille/Alicia’s signature color, which becomes hotter and more vibrant as the story progresses and bright green is the color of Wonderland.  Enjoy the script and the trip!   
Hip Hip Hop You Don’t Stop.
THAT’S A WRAP
“Being alive and being a woman and being colored 
is a metaphysical dilemma I haven’t conquered yet.” 
 Ntozake Shange, writer
Ntozake, sorry sis, but I disagree.  One’s relationships to one’s own race and/or gender are not to be conquered or overcome but to be embraced.   I do not mean this in a reductive or essentialist way, but in a way that is empowering.  It made me sad when I was in Germany to hear young Germans express that they felt lost because they felt that they could not be proud of being German.  As my culture, or cultures, are a key facet of my being, this seems like purgatory to me.
I conclude this writing from my new workspace in Harlem, New York.  After a year and a half of Westchester life,
 I am ecstatic to breathe again.  I was feeling incredibly isolated living in the sleepy Westchester suburb, not so far upstate New York.  My neighbors were about 68 years old on average and I felt my creativity stagnate.  I have christened my new space “The Factory” in a presumptuous homage to Andy Warhol.  I presumptuously assume that he would have been proud at my presumption.  (Lewis Carroll, a lover of riddles, may also have enjoyed that sentence.)  What moves me the most about Warhol is the way that he used any medium to tell a story, paint a picture or make a point.  Also, Warhol was willing to do work that “sucks.”
  Courage is the most important virtue.  
I envision my new office as a work/play space and gallery where my artist friends can work, share and exhibit.    I learned through this writing and analyzing process that my work is about discussing the un-discussable.   My work is not meant to be neutral or without judgment for that matter. I have a point of view. 


I have been an overachiever all of my life.  On the eve of my Master’s Degree, having spent the last two hours pouring over Yale’s Ph.D. Film Studies website, I have just made the decision to give Extra Credit Girl
 a rest.  As I have chosen to pursue life as an artist I have felt the need to over-do even more, to overcompensate in apology to my loved ones that my heart has not led me to a more financially viable and stable career.  
In 2004 my mom lost two of her sisters 6 months apart to cancer.  Neither was known to be sick when the year began.  We buried Aunt Pearl three weeks after she was admitted to the hospital, and my Aunt Silvy also known as Ruby D., not quite three months after she was diagnosed.   Today is the one year anniversary of the last time that things were normal in our world.  This coming Monday will make the one year anniversary of Aunt Pearl’s death.  The lesson for me as my family builds a new normal is that life is finite, making the art we leave behind all the more critical and the joy we find in every day super-important.   You cannot take extra credit with you but you can leave your love and your creative magic to be shared.  

I am proud to be an artist creating work in a social context.  I am enuf and so is the rainbow.  I am enuf and so is the rainbow.  I am enuf and so is the rainbow.  
Abiola: Throw your hands in the air.

Audience: And wave ‘em like you just don’t care!

Abiola: But you do!

Audience: But we do!

Abiola: I do too...
Come, come sound the drum!  The send off has begun!

Bip-Bop-Bippadip Dop—        Hip Hip Hop You Don’t Stop…
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APPENDIX A

MARCEL PROUST QUESTIONNAIRE

This survey is a 19th century party game questionnaire made famous by writer Marcel Proust.  He claims that the answers will reveal the psychology, aspirations, and personality of the person who answers.  
I have included this questionnaire because this is where we are “supposed to” put our Artist’s Statement.  However my Artist’s Statement works best within the body of my thesis paper, so I am offering The Proust Questionnaire here as instead.
Your most marked characteristic?  Passion.

The quality you most like in a man?  Intelligence, humor and loyalty.  

The quality you most like in a woman?  Intelligence, humor and loyalty.  

What do you most value in your friends?  Honesty and courage.

What is your principle defect?  Hatred of laziness and absolute disgust at lazy people.

What is your favorite occupation?  My favorite occupation is anything that the doer is absolutely passionate about.  For me that is making movies and speaking to people in a teaching or coaching capacity at the moment.
What is your dream of happiness?  My dream of happiness is making a fantastic living doing my work in a gorgeous home on the beach with my family and friends nearby.

What to your mind would be the greatest of misfortunes?  The greatest of misfortunes outside of loss of life or limb would be working in a bank for the rest of my life.  I have had a cadre of very strange “survival jobs” including liquor promoter, flier distributor, and wearing some sort of hot character costume.
What would you like to be?  A good listener.

In what country would you like to live?  New Mexico combined with New York.  I guess the country of Mexico-York.
What is your favorite color?  It depends on what mood I’m in.  My favorite colors are purple, green, and sometimes pink.

What is your favorite flower?  Anything purple although daisies are delightful!

What is your favorite bird?  A poop-less one.

Who are your favorite prose writers?  Toni Morrison, Gloria Naylor, Og Mandino, William Shakespeare.  (Yes he counts!)

Who are your favorite poets?  My favorite poets are Nikki Giovanni and my sister Damali Abrams. 

Who is your favorite hero of fiction?  Maybe Hamlet?

Who are your favorite heroines of fiction?  The ladies of for colored girls who have considered suicide when the rainbow is enuf.
Who are your favorite composers?  My favorite composers are Carl Hancock Rux, Marvin Gaye, Mozart and Dr. Dre.

Who are your favorite painters?  My favorite painters are Jean-Michel Basquiat, Ken Abrams, Romare Bearden, Frida Kahlo, Andy Warhol.

Who are your heroes in real life?  My favorite real life heroes are my parents and my husband.

Who are your favorite heroines of history?  My favorite historical heroines are Cleopatra and Harriet Tubman.

What are your favorite names?   My favorite nickname is Lola.

What is it you most dislike?  I most despise laziness and inconsiderate people.   Manners are under-rated!
What historical figures do you most despise?  Adolf Hitler and his ilk, but also Thomas Jefferson because he clearly knew better…
What event in military history do you most admire?  Not Applicable--  although the Trojan Horse concept is pretty interesting.

What natural gift would you most like to possess?  It would be incredible to sing, but unfortunately I am probably tone deaf.  I still love singing though! 
How would you like to die?  Very old and very loved.

What is your present state of mind?  My present state of mind is semi-bliss and optimism.  I am finding joy in little things—like the fact that I emailed a Dutch computer programmer who was able to take my handwriting and create it into this font!
To what faults do you feel most indulgent?  Alas, any faults that involve willpower. ( 
What is your motto?  Carpe Diem!  Or as comic Martin Lawrence put it, “I want to ride this thing (life) until the wheels fall off!”
APPENDIX B

THE FACTORY 

I just moved into a new work studio in Harlem, New York that also serves as my “room of one’s own
” and my pied à terre.
  It will be a workspace with a small library and art gallery.  I can not quite call it what sociologist Ray Oldenburg refers to as a “Great Good Place”
 as I will work here and also live here part time.  I originally christened it “The Factory” in homage to Warhol and what I hope the space could be for my friends, minus the drugs and gunshots of course!  However, I then decided to call it The Goddess Factory and now have finally chosen The Goddess Laboratory or Goddess Lab for short.   For me, the name The Factory signifies a place where we roll out fresh art daily, no matter what.  The Laboratory signals a place more about process than outcome.

During the filming of Alicia in Wonderland after gunshots, location cancellations, personnel turnaround, and scheduling issues, one member of my team sent me the following email for encouragement, “I know that you are going through hell right now, but you have an incredible film and 30 people excited about helping to make it happen.”  When I called her to thank her, I pointed out that although circumstances were challenging, we most certainly were not “going through hell.”  We were just making a movie, making art.  This is critical in our lives, but in the grand scheme of things we were not risking life or limb, homeless, or any of the other things that I would describe as “going through hell.”  

Here are some things that other sources have to say about Andy Warhol’s Factory, which is still my inspiration for my space:

“Inside a ramshackle studio the post-war art world encountered the industrial revolution.”

 “The Factory was Warhol's studio from 1963 to 1969. The Factory was the hip hangout for artsy type, amphetamine users, and the Warhol superstars.  The Factory became a meeting place of artists and would-be artists.”

 “While people actually lived there others came just to "hang out" (Some to do drugs, others to listen to music, while still others talked or just came to meet people.) By the late Sixties it was famous as a fashionable scene. The Factory was both site and symbol of the alternative culture's disdain for the bourgeois ethic, from work to sex to control of consciousness-- a sanctified space where leisure and pleasure reigned"

� Call and Response is an important part of this tradition.  “In � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Music" \o "Music" �music�, a call and response is a succession of two distinct � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Phrase_%28music%29" \o "Phrase (music)" �phrases� usually played by different � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Musician" \o "Musician" �musicians�, where the second phrase is heard as a direct response to the first. It corresponds to the � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Call-and-response" \o "Call-and-response" �call-and-response� pattern in human � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Communication" \o "Communication" �communication� and is found in many traditions.  In � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/West_Africa" \o "West Africa" �West African� cultures, call and response is a pervasive pattern of � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Democracy" \o "Democracy" �democratic� participation -- in public gatherings in the discussion of civic affairs, in religious � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ritual" \o "Ritual" �rituals�, as well as in vocal and instrumental � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/West_African_music" \o "West African music" �musical� expression. Africans brought this tradition with them to the New World and which has been transmitted over the centuries -- in religious observance; public gatherings; even in children's rhymes; and, most notably, in � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/African-American_music" \o "African-American music" �African-American music� in its myriad forms and descendents including: � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gospel_music" \o "Gospel music" �gospel�, � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blues" \o "Blues" �blues�, � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rhythm_and_blues" \o "Rhythm and blues" �rhythm and blues�, and � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jazz" \o "Jazz" �jazz�.”  Wikipedia Encyclopedia 


� Sampling is a derivative hip hop musical technique that involves remixing existing music to create “new” works.


� Working with moving images has caused me to think of everyone as a potential “viewer.”


� A “vehicle” in entertainment industry parlance is a project which propels a previously unknown person to stardom.


� “Green” is entertainment industry parlance for peon with no experience, unions, or connections.


� Yes I did have orange jeans—it was the late 80s!


� “The business” means the entertainment industry.


� At first when we would perform for primarily white audiences, we felt that they just did not understand or enjoy our show.  They were slow to repeat phrases that we asked them to and often incredibly silent.  It was confusing afterward to receive their praise.  We realized that the source of our confusion is that we were used to the African American and Caribbean tradition of audience interaction. (Have you ever been to a black movie theater?!)  We saw our show as church and the stage as our altar, which for us meant interaction.  Other cultures are used to being removed spectators.  Therefore they were less vocal in their appreciation and interaction throughout the show, although still having a good time.


� It is interesting for me to note that I remember being embarrassed at the time to tell anyone that I was 25 because I felt that I should have accomplished much more by that age.  


� In New York City every appointment is the most critical appointment of your life.  


� For years I absolutely despised jeans.  It was not the jeans themselves that I hated.  It was the uniform sheep-like conformity of them.  The way that you could walk into a room and everyone had on different versions of the same pants gave me the creeps.  It reminded me of a commercial that they had when I was a kid that showed a Soviet Union fashion show where everyone wore the same thing no matter the occasion.  The announcer would say “Daywear,” “Eveningwear,” “Swimwear,” but it was all the same boring uniform.


� Yes I still call my parents Mommy and Daddy.


� I enjoy the way that the word “pain” is literally a part of the word “painting.”


� Director’s Note: The idea of the Period Celebration parties was born from a monthly sister circle that my sister-friend Zelma Davis and I co-hosted.  The sister circles were born from the movement that I was hoping to begin with Goddess City.  Our vision was a gathering of young women, now late 20s, coming together to share and uplift each other.  Instead, the group became a major bitch session and black hole of neediness.  A group is only as strong as its members and at the time I had a need to fix other people.  I guess that it kept me from fixing myself.  Zelma had the same need.  We put together a motley crew of about 15 of the most needy, un-generous souls we could find and somehow expected to feel uplifted after tea parties of purging.  It was the seventh circle of the Inferno.  Women spoke their bitterness for hours at a time, and then feeling sufficiently purged, they left.  The fog of their sorrows and horrors hung in the air of my beloved apartment for days afterward and I sucked it in like a sponge.  One day I heard Oprah, Maya or some profound sister say, “If you are the guru in your group, get a new group,” and that was the end of the sister circle.  





� Taqiyya Haden was one of the women from the now-defunct sister circle, whom I had met several years earlier in an acting class.  


� When Ntozake Shange’s for colored girls premiered on Broadway in the 1970s, African American men protested, citing the play as degrading to them.  While there are indeed no positive portrayals in this particular story of one woman’s experience, it is an important moment that lines of African American women lined the streets to hear their stories finally being told.  The film version of Alice Walker’s The Color Purple received similar protests and criticism.  My answer is that we should all tell our own stories to represent ourselves in the way we which to be portrayed.  African Proverb: “Until lions have their own historians, tales of the hunt shall always glorify the hunter.”


� This is very similar to the mandate given to a friend of mine who writes children’s books by her editor: Write books about little boys because then both boys and girls will read them.  Only little girls read books about girls.


� When I was engaged my parents held a Queh Queh, an engagement party where mates must first prove themselves suitable.


� William Safire, The San Francisco Chronicle, This World, Nov. 16,1986, p.19, discusses the possible opposites for emasculate. He concludes that defeminate is best, after also considering effeminate, spay, hysterectate, demulierize, gyneclate, degynify, and exogynate.





� It pains me to describe the American Civil Rights Movement as over.  However, if African Americans are to continue to advance, we must face the reality that we are living in very different times.  There is no longer a unifying black cause such as voting rights or educational rights.  In addition, there are very few remaining laws on the books stigmatizing race, and institutionalized racism is more challenging to highlight.   This has resulted in less white people being sympathetic to racism.


� Crossing the color line was a term used in the 1950s and 1960s to describe someone of any race who violated the written and unwritten laws against people of color, most often blacks, mixing with whites.


� Term used both in hip hop and apparently by the mob (so says television series The Sopranos) to mean conflict.


� When people think of interracial dating, they usually think of black men with white women.  In fact, searching for well-known African-American men who are dating or married to white women, the list seemed endless.  In brainstorming for interracially married possible celebrity subjects who were white men, white women or black women, we were hard-pressed to think of five names. Why?


� I met 3 different white women who described their families thusly.


� One of my Associate Producers who was also a subject of the film spoke on camera about her family’s lack of support for her interracial relationship.  She is a Jewish New Yorker from a very liberal family.  In fact, her brother is best childhood friends with my husband.  My husband let slip one day that she referred to her family in the film.  Since then the brother has been demanding the footage, imagining all kinds of disrespectful things that she could have said about the opinions of him and his family’s opposition to her mate.  In fact she was quite respectful and appropriately vague about who said what.  I have refused to hand over anything, causing a rift on many sides. 


� Director’s Note: Making this movie reminds me of when I starred in The Tempest at a theater coincidentally named The Looking Glass Theater, an off Broadway feminist space in Manhattan.  I played Prospero in an all female lesbian interpretation of the play.  The other ‘straight’ actresses felt the need to qualify any discussion of the play with the explanation, “but I’m not a lesbian.”  In other words, it was acceptable to play a lesbian on stage but it was important to them that they were not mistaken for actual lesbians.  I have encountered the same phenomenon on this project.  When people ask as they did with The Tempest, “So how did you get involved with this work” they are really asking are you one of them or us, an insider or outsider, which means different things depending on the questioner.





� I had a brush with faux reality around 1999 when I appeared on The Maury Povitch Show and a slew of TV dating shows for money.  They approached my agent and I was paid about $4000 to be “reunited with a lost love.”  I was put up in a fancy hotel so that I would not have to commute from Queens.  They mixed “talent” in with actual people to “give the show a little gloss.”  A producer shared with me the maxim: “Bring them here in a limo, send them home on a bus,” which meant do what it takes to bring guests on to whore their stories and then give them the boot.  It was decided that my current boyfriend would play the lost love.  On air, my boyfriend was given a number of hints and then blindfolded.  When I kissed him on the lips he instantly “recognized” me 15 years later as his lost love from 6th grade.  The audience teared.  My mother declined my invitation to sit in the audience in despair that the talk show was fiction.  “Do you think that Maury knows?” she asked me repeatedly.  The people in my boyfriend’s building who had seen me around for the full 5 years that we were dating were suddenly caught up in this new truth of our meeting, refusing to accept the truth from us that it was a hoax.  They urged us not to be embarrassed that we met on a talk show.


� Some would say that the film is part mockumentary, but I hate that word.


� Westchester should be pronounced “West-chestah” for full dramatic upper crust effect.


� “Suck” is a colloquialism popularized by Bart Simpson some time during my Middle or Upper School experience.  Hmmm.  Or was it Molly Ringwald?


� My nickname in 6th grade was Extra Credit Girl because it was not enough for me to get 100% on tests.  I would always ask if there was the possibility for extra credit so that I could receive 125%.


� Writer Virginia Woolf insisted that it was critical for every woman to have a room of her own.


� “A pied a terre is a small second home in the city. It has connotations of an unreal, jet set lifestyle.”  "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pied_a_terre"


� Ray Oldenburg, The Great Good Place.  (New York: Marlowe and Company, 1999).


� Nat Finkelstein, Andy Warhol: The Factory Years, 1964-1967 (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1989).


� "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_factory"





� Sally Banes, Greenwich Village 1963: Avant-Garde Performance and the Effervescent Body (Durham: Duke University Press, 1993), 36.
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