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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

The purpose of this study is to discuss how the expressive culture of members of 

the African Caribbean Dance Theatre of Tallahassee (ACDT) is directly linked to those 

of African people and other peoples of the African diaspora.  This thesis discusses and 

analyzes how aspects of memory, identity, ethnicity, history and community are at work 

both in the ensemble and the community which surrounds it.  Throughout this work the 

concepts of ethnicity and identity are discussed in order to explain how and why the 

ACDT was formed, as well as how it is the source for many members to establish and 

assert their identity.  In addition, I explore why many members of the ensemble have 

identified themselves and specific aspects of their behavior as being African in origin 

through an ethnomusicogical scope. The main focus is on these behaviors and 

expressions within their American context as a means of reconnecting with a 

conceptualization of “traditional African values”.  This work seeks to establish music and 

dance as the vehicles of memory that have created new senses of identity, self esteem, 

and place in a diasporic community.  Furthermore, this research explores new concepts of 

the process of re-inventing and re-collecting aspects of African culture as a part of a 

larger cultural flow process between the continent of Africa and the West. 

 



 
 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 

This project began in August of 2000 when I stepped into the Aakhet Center in 

Tallahassee, Florida, for a community dance class held by the African Caribbean Dance 

Theatre (ACDT).  There, I saw, heard and felt rhythms, dances, and feelings that I was 

immediately drawn to.  The high pitched yells of encouragement (which I later learned 

were called ululations), and high energy drumming and dancing, as well as the sweaty 

hugs and mile-wide smiles that I witnessed that day, along with the community from 

which they came, have become the center of my research and passion.  While I could not, 

until very recently, pinpoint why I was so drawn to this ensemble, I now realize that it 

was the customs and behavior that were a part of their gatherings which made them 

unique and intriguing.   

ACDT is a non-profit dance company founded by Marcus and Jevelle Robinson.  This 

organization performs African music and dance nationally and annually hosts the North 

Florida Drum and Dance Festival.  It was created in order to teach traditional music and 

dance from Africa and the Caribbean to members of the Tallahassee community, as well 

as to expose these same people to a culture that the founders believe is in many ways at 

the heart of African American and African diaspora culture in the West.  Now, the 

ensemble focuses solely on music from Africa, but has maintained the term African 

Caribbean in their title.  Many of my African American informants from the dance 

company, as well as class participants and community members, agree that the culture 

they are learning about through the ensemble has been a part of the way that they have 

lived and related to each other prior to this ensemble and other social movements with 

similar goals (Appendix).  Participation in the ensemble, however, has solidified this 

cultural awareness.  

The ensemble consists of several artists-in-residence who are percussionists from 

Guinea, local drummers, and dancers.  The percussionists play djembes from Senegal; 

axatsa, dunduns, and agogo from Nigeria; a kpan logo orchestra from Ghana; a balaphone 

     
 

1 



from Guinea; and a host of other instruments from West Africa.  The dance repertoire is 

even more varied than the instruments coming from the entire continent of Africa.  The 

company itself rehearses once a week, but offers community drum and dance classes for 

all ages twice a week.  It was during these community classes that I was first introduced 

to the ensemble and all that came with it.  Each class is like an African festival, market 

day, or a family reunion because of the camaraderie.  Children can be seen playing, 

adolescents giggling and gossiping, and community elders watching over the entire 

gathering.  Often I have witnessed vendors set up before, during, and after classes, selling 

clothes, instruments, and food.  It was this atmosphere, and not necessarily the dancing 

and drumming that I was not very good at, which made me want to return to classes. 

Months into conducting this research, I spoke with an informant who discussed his 

“awakening” as a participant in the ensemble.  He described himself as a “missing link” 

who first arrived at dance class unable to perform the dance steps accurately, but that he 

was drawn to the rhythms.  At some point he realized, however, that he was “in sync” 

with the dances and that an “African” had been awakened within him, who knew 

instinctively what to listen for and how to execute the movements.  His theory was that 

this African had been a part of his subconscious mind always, but that he had never 

nourished him by acknowledging his presence.  Participating in an activity which was a 

natural part of that African’s existence, that is, dance and music, was the first step in 

providing that much-needed nourishment.  Another informant expressed that being a part 

of the ACDT was the key to “…making it all click” (McIntosh, 2004).  She expressed 

that it was only through this ensemble that she began to understand her role as an African 

woman, born in America, and what that meant to her as an individual and a part of a 

larger community. 

These comments and numerous similar ones led to the title of the project. In addition, 

the atmosphere at ACDT gatherings inspired me to take an in-depth look at African 

Caribbean Dance Theatre members’ behaviors and customs in relation to the music and 

dance that they perform.    Furthermore, this research discusses and analyzes aspects of 

memory, identity, ethnicity, community, and historical references that are at work in the 

individual participants and the group as a whole.  The thesis makes connections between 

these important cultural components and the culture from which they originally came, but 
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focuses on their new residence within this community in Tallahassee.  In sum, this work 

seeks to establish music and dance as the impetus for the creation of new definitions and 

understandings of many of the members’ ideas about identity, community, and history. 

 

Survey of Literature 

There are many sources upon which I have drawn in order to further address the 

issues that I have outlined above.  These include sources which define terms and concepts 

such as ethnicity, identity, memory, surrogation, and “invented traditions.”  Other sources 

aided in formulating models for analysis, and in discussing of various aspects of the 

music that the ACDT performs, and provided the foundation upon which I base my 

conclusions regarding the degree to which African cultural, collective, and 

communicative memory are or are not at work in the ensemble.      

 

Memory  

Memory in relation to expressive culture has been the most difficult concept to 

clearly define.  While various studies present numerous types of memory which include 

(but are not limited to), the cultural, communicative, and collective models outlined in 

this study, these varying forms of memory overlap and can be difficult to differentiate.  

Furthermore, even with these models clearly outlined, the lines between them remain 

unclear at best.  This research uses these models to demonstrate how memory of a 

common set of events has impacted and created a community while serving as a vehicle 

for cultural transmission. 

In his book On Collective Memory, Maurice Halbwachs (1992) discusses memory as 

a phenomenon which occurs primarily through social interaction.  According to the 

author, “…it is in society that people normally acquire their memories.  It is also in 

society that they recall, recognize and localize their memories” (1992:38).  He proves this 

point through extensive examples of collective memory functioning in families, religious 

associations, and social groups.  Through this book, I was able to understand how a group 

of people, like those affiliated with ACDT, explained the origin of specific dances and 

songs in similar ways.  Aside from the fact that they had been told specific stories related 
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to these dances, I grew to understand that they were recalling collective cultural 

memories associated with dances that affected both their performance and their identity. 

 Alon Confino (1997), building upon the research of Halbwachs, finds that the 

concept of collective memory encompasses most of these types of recollection.   He 

emphasizes from the opening of his article, “Collective Memory and Cultural History: 

Problems of Method,” that the term memory denotes a number of things with one 

common theme: “the ways in which people construct a sense of the past” (1997:1386).  

The author defines collective memory as: “an exploration of a shared identity that unites 

a social group, be it a family or a nation, whose members nonetheless have different 

interests and motivations” (1997:1390).  That is, collective memory is built upon similar 

representations of the past through reducing or eliminating differences in recollections in 

communications about the past: 

 
…as a study of collective mentality (memory) provides a comprehensive view of culture  
and society that is often missing in the history of memory, whose fragmentary tendency  
is to focus on distinct memories.  The history of mentality distinguished itself from the  
history of ideas by looking at the common man (Confino 1997:1389). 

 

This definition includes both the remembrances of those who have experienced an event 

as well as the way that these events are represented to the generations who live after their 

occurrence.  This is the point from which the research represented in this thesis follows.   

Only a few of the members of the African Caribbean Dance Theatre, and about 

half of the instructors, have personally experienced African music and dance in its native 

setting, and as such have an individual memory of this and associated experiences.1  Most 

participants have learned about it through classes and reading.  Yet, there exist common 

ideas about the execution and meaning of the movements, songs, and expressions of each.  

Based upon Confino’s definition, this work asserts that all memory associated with 

ACDT and the community from which it comes is collective. 

                                                 
1 For members of ACDT “African music and dance” specifically refers to music and dance traditions which 
are a part of indigenous African cultural expression.  This excludes contemporary popular dance forms and 
includes dances which have historically been a part of ritual and social performances. For references see 
Appendix: 124-131, 142-192. While many debate the use of terms such as “African music” because of the 
numerous forms of musical expression in Africa, members of this ensemble use this term to denote a 
collage of both traceable and untraceable types of music that they perform. 

     
 

4 



 Although both Halbwachs and Confino do an excellent job of defining and 

surveying collective memory as a disciplined study within cultural history or as a social 

phenomenon that demands that memory be redefined and studied within the field of 

sociology, both neglect to discuss in detail what Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi refers to as 

“vehicles of memory” (1989:46).  These are the ways that memories are disseminated 

from generation to generation, and/or the way that memories are disseminated within 

generations which did not experience the events or in this case aspects of culture.  In 

reference to ACDT, I found it necessary to explore this idea along with Halbwachs’ and 

Confino’s concepts of memory because this ensemble in many ways serves as a vehicle 

of memory.  In addition, it seemed relevant to explore other aspects of memory, which 

fall under collective memory, in order to discuss the resulting ideas about identity and 

culture. 

  Jan Assman’s 1995 article “Collective Memory and Cultural Identity” defines and 

explores the concepts of cultural and communicative memory.  These concepts seem to 

fill in many of the gaps left by Halbwachs and Confino.  Assman begins the article by 

stating that: “The specific character that a person derives from belonging to a distinct 

society and culture is not seen to maintain itself for generations as a result of 

phylogenetic evolution, but rather as  a result of socialization and customs” (1995:125). 

This statement seems to speak volumes to the project of unpacking the self-assigned titles 

and labels that many members of ACDT give themselves such as “African in America” 

as opposed to African-American (Appendix 130-139, 173-190).  These labels are based 

upon what they often refer to as a new understanding of their history and place in society 

as a result of becoming a part of an African community which is built around 

organizations such as ACDT.  When I heard these types of statements in interviews and 

in informal conversations, I immediately knew that what had to be explored was their 

new sense of memory of past events and the role that ACDT had played in restoring these 

memories, or what Assman has deemed to be the “result of socializations and customs,” 

rather than based on natural evolutionary relationships or the ethnic background of these 

individuals. 

 In addition to his attention to how memory affects identity, Assman also 

addresses the “vehicles of memory,” when defining communicative and cultural memory: 

     
 

5 



    
     [The concept of communicative memory] includes those varieties of collective memory  
     that are based exclusively on everyday communications.  Everyday communication is  
     characterized by a high degree of nonspecialization, reciprocity of roles, thematic instability,   
     and disorganization (Assman 1995:126). 
 

This assertion clarifies that the main vehicle of communicative memory is informal 

communication, which may not depend upon organized agencies or groups of 

individuals.  However, when communication is formalized, institutionalized, and or in 

general codified the author states that cultural memory is at work.  He states that one of 

the major characteristics of cultural memory is organization: 

   
    With this (organization) we mean a) the institutional buttressing of communication, e.g., 
     through formalization of the communicative situation in ceremony and b) the specialization  
     of the bearers of cultural memory.  The distribution and structure of participation in the  
     communicative memory are diffuse.  No specialist exists in this regard.  Cultural memory,  
     by contrast, always depends on a specialized practice, a kind of cultivation (Assman  
    1995:131). 
 

This article, in contrast to the two sources previously mentioned, takes the memory 

dialogue a step further into the realm of active remembrance. By active remembrance I 

am asserting that memory, in addition to being something that is the result of an 

unconscious effort, is also something that can be consciously developed and formulated 

based upon the chosen vehicles or cultivation of memory.    Dale Olsen, in his book The 

Chrysanthemum and the Song: Music, Memory, and Identity in the South American 

Japanese Diaspora (2004) refers to those involved with active remembrance as 

collectives.   According to him, the collectives are also vehicles of memory.  Cultural 

memory, for instance, relies upon “cultivation collectives.”  Olsen relies upon Assman’s 

assertion that activities which formalize communication about past events or aspects of 

culture, like active or passive music making, form groups of people who are actively 

cultivating remembrances.   

 Olsen adds to the conceptualization of communicative memory:  

      
     Communicative memory refers to a power collective as typified by the many associations  
     and organizations developed by the Nikkei in Peru, Brazil, Argentina, Paraguay, and  
     Bolivia.  These political-cultural agents nurture Nikkei collective memory (also called 
     social memory) by organizing and supporting Japanese schools, Japanese language  
     programs, cultural and sports events, museums of immigration history, Japanese 
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     prefecture clubs, music clubs, ikebana (flower arranging) interest groups, and others 
     (2004:6). 
      

The idea of cultivation and power collectives has proved to be extremely beneficial to my 

understanding of the role that memory plays in both identity and community formation, 

especially in relation to the ACDT.  These are explored throughout this study. 

Relative to definitions of memory and how it is presented in performance, of all 

of the memory studies mentioned thus far, only Confino deals with how memory receives 

and rejects experiences.  That is, memory is often made up of both things remembered 

and things forgotten.  Joseph Roach further explores this point in his work, Cities of the 

Dead: Circum-Atlantic Performance (1996), in which he discusses new ideas about 

memory and the invention of memory, as well as the concept of surrogation, selectivity of 

collective memory, cultural self-definition, and intercultural communication.  These 

concepts have proven invaluable in my research and I have been particularly interested in 

the topic of surrogation and the role that forgetting plays in collective remembering.  

Roach, while describing the concept in terms of its relationship to memory, writes the 

following: 

    
     In the life of a community, the process of surrogation does not begin or end but continues  
     as actual or perceived vacancies occur in the network of relations that constitutes the social  
     fabric.  Into the cavities created by loss through death or other forms of departure, I     
     hypothesize, survivors attempt to fit satisfactory alternates (1996:2). 
 

In reference to forgetting he states that “selective memory requires public enactments of 

forgetting, either to blur the obvious discontinuities, misalliances, and ruptures or, more 

desperately, to exaggerate in order to mystify a previous Golden Age, now lapsed” (ibid).  

Many members of ACDT, in their quest to realign themselves with African culture, seek 

to identify with a time that predates colonization and European contact.   

Roach does an excellent job defining and explaining surrogation.  I feel, however, 

that he missed a wonderful opportunity to make some crucial connections between his 

concept of surrogation and the idea of “invented tradition,” introduced by Hobsbawm and 

Ranger in their book The Invention of Tradition (1983).   In this book, the authors define 

“invented tradition” as follows (1983:1):  
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     …both traditions actually invented, constructed and formally instituted and those emerging  
     in a less easily traceable manner within a brief and dateable period- a matter of a few  
     years perhaps – and establishing themselves with great rapidity. 
 

I feel that this concept is directly related to the processes of surrogation, and for this 

reason I have developed a model to explain how surrogation along with memory work 

together to form identity in ACDT, as well as in communities in general. 

 Ron Emoff’s book Recollections from the Past: Musical Practice and Spirit 

Possession on the East Coast of Madagascar presents numerous treatments of the idea of 

recollections from the past in reference to Malagasy musical and cultural expressions.  

These recollections are done by individuals and the group through “telling histories or 

dramatizing/enacting” in order to “preserve and transmit the past.”  This is done in much 

the same way that ACDT re-invents traditions in order to achieve the same ends.  

Difference lies in the geographical and temporal distance between the groups who are 

doing the remembering.  Members of ACDT are attempting to remember a romanticized 

view of a time which predates slavery and colonialism in Africa while Malagasy are 

remembering times and ancestors (both near and far removed in time), who become a 

part of the present through ritual.  Emoff’s idea of going back into the past is extremely 

relevant to my ideas about ACDT’s memories, surrogations, and re-invented traditions.  

However, I feel strongly that it supports and works with my theory of re-invented 

traditions rather than negates or replaces it. 

 Emoff’s ideas of going into the past in search of “lost” music and dance 

information are very important and do prove beneficial to my research, however when 

discussing the associated culture of this type of “folk revival” related to a “back to 

someplace” movement I think that it is necessary to also consider the time and 

geographical distance between the original performers and the contemporary ones.  In 

doing this it becomes obvious that contemporary performers are both re-collecting and re-

inventing traditions out of necessity. 

 

Ethnicity 

Susan Emley Keefe, who wrote “Ethnic Identity: The Domain of Perceptions of and 

Attachment to Ethnic Groups and Cultures” (1992) provides a clear definition of ethnic 

     
 

8 



culture.  She states that, “Ethnic culture is the component of ethnicity that refers to the 

pattern of behaviors and beliefs that sets a group apart from others” (1992:35).  This 

definition is necessary in order to explore the group in relation to representations of 

ethnicity.  While Keefe does not make connections between concepts of memory and 

ethnic identities, she does explore how groups are formed based upon perceptions of 

ethnic similarities.  Her research on ethnic identity was valuable to me in researching 

ACDT because it helped to clarify the social connections established as a result of ethnic 

similarities.  In addition, it helped me to better understand how active remembrances 

were a part of the social aspect of ethnic identity.   

After interviewing participants in ACDT-sponsored drum and dance classes, I 

thought that it was necessary to evaluate how people, based upon their own ideas about 

identity and ethnicity, were interpreting the music that they heard.  In order to best 

understand and analyze this, I turned to the article “Communication, Music, and Speech 

about Music,” by Steven Feld (1994).  Feld provides a model of a musical encounter 

through a set of “interpretive moves.”   I found his discussion of “reflective moves” in 

response to music to be helpful in understanding how music, performed in the ensemble, 

may be partially responsible for instilling some sense of ethnic and/or cultural pride and 

identity, therefore aiding in the acceptance of a set of cultural or communicative 

memories.  The author summarizes his discussion of dialectics and interpretive modes 

with the following words: 

 

     Interpretive moves involve certain dimensions of communicative action.  A range of  
     social and personal backgrounds, some shared, some complementary, of stratified  
     knowledge and experience, and of attitudes about anthems, songs in general, parodies  
     in particular, politics in all cases) enters into the social construction of meaningful  
     listening through interpretive moves, establishing a sense of what the sound object 
     or event is and what one feels, grasps, or knows about it (1994:89). 

 

Here, the author deals with the idea of cultural understanding and baggage that listeners 

bring to all listening experiences.  What he fails to do is connect the experiences that he 

calls interpretive moves with their basis in cultural, communicative and overall collective 

memory.   
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Gender 

Gender roles and understandings are directly related to many of the performances of 

Africanisms2 that occur in ACDT.  Nathan and Julia Hare’s The Endangered Black 

Family: Coping with the Unisexualization and Coming Extinction of the Black Race 

(1984) assisted in the formation of my ideas about how both blacks and whites have 

defined black femininity and masculinity.  This book was crucial in its discussions of the 

origins of many of the ideas that Americans have about what roles men and women play 

in family units as well as many of the ways in which the black family unit has broken 

down as a result of slavery, racism, and the women’s liberation movement.  However, the 

authors do not necessarily deal with how the family unit can be restored through 

community organizations.  For this reason, I use many of the Hares’ social theories about 

gender roles but choose to take them a step further by including some ideas and 

experiences from many of the rehearsals and gatherings that I was a part of through 

ACDT.  These ethnographic experiences allowed me to better understand both American 

and African principles of family which were discussed in the Hare book, as well as in 

other sources on African social behavior (Hilliard 1997, Lucas 1996, Bascom 1969).  

These sources helped me to clarify my understanding of the value of male leadership in 

the ensemble as a way of reinforcing African values of family, and as a means of 

restoring the concept of “father” in the ACDT community.   

Deborah Wong’s article “The Asian American Body in Performance” (2000) 

directly relates to the discussion of gender roles in American society.  The concepts of 

ethnic absolutism and male movement in Western culture served as a backdrop to other 

ideas about identity and expression in the research.   In her article she writes about “…the 

relationships between the body, race, and performance, and the racialization of bodies 

through performance.  The performances of those bodies in question have trajectories that 

reach into ideologies of labor in a late capitalist world” (Wong 2000:57). 

 

                                                 
2 Africanisms refer to “those elements of culture found in the New World that are traceable to an African 
culture” (Maultsby 1990:205).  

     
 

10 



 

 

Africanisms 

In addition to establishing this relationship between movement, racial/ethnic 

identity, and gender, Wong’s essay provides a basis upon which I explore the degree to 

which ACDT participants, and in particular male participants, were performing 

Africanisms.  This assumption is supported by Wong’s expression of how un-American it 

is for men to dance and express themselves in the ways that I observed in ACDT.  

Perhaps because this article deals primarily with Asian-Americans’ fascination with and 

performances of African-American behaviors associated with jazz and hip-hop, it lacked 

a discussion of the African sources of many of the behaviors associated with 

contemporary African-American aesthetics and social mannerisms.  For this reason I 

turned to other sources which include Joseph Holloway’s 1991 book Africanisms in 

American Culture,”  The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness by Paul 

Gilroy (1993), Robert Farris Thompson’s Flash of the Spirit (1983), and Angela Nelson’s 

This is How We Flow: Rhythm in Black Cultures (1999).  Each of these books contributed 

to my awareness of specific behaviors particular to African-Americans that are directly 

related to African behavior.  In addition, these texts provide a base of support upon which 

I have built many of my theories about the authenticity of the performances, as well as 

behaviors of members and teachers of the ensemble which are in the interest of realigning 

themselves with African traditional values. 

Holloway’s (1990) book consists of several articles which point towards western 

and central African sources for the behaviors, cultures, and customs of blacks in the 

diaspora.  The book is broken into five categories which explore history, language, 

religion, the arts, and new directions.  Of these five sections, those dealing with religion 

and the arts were most relevant to this study.  The essays on religion were important 

because they supported my theories as to why the idea of “spirit” and spirituality were so 

often mentioned in interviews as the reason why so many participants remain in the 

ensemble (Appendix).  In addition, the discussions of the writings of Margaret 

Washington Creel and Jessie Gaston Mulira helped me to better understand the complex 

structure of African religions and to make some correlations between the behavior 
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witnessed in their case studies and those which I observed.  The section on the arts 

included several articles which were relevant and helpful in my research.  Of particular 

importance was Portia Maultsby’s essay, which was indispensable in clarifying many 

ideas about the African aesthetic for movement and active participation with music.  It 

was also the incentive for me to look deeper into the musical and social expressions of 

the ensemble for further appearances of Africanisms.  Her article has also been important 

in formulating a perspective on the links between the African and African American 

drum and dance techniques. 

The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness, by Paul Gilroy (1993), 

provided some newer perspectives on the performance of Africanisms and their 

connection to modernism and ideas of double consciousness.  It was from this source that 

I became inspired to assert that the concept of biculturalism was necessary because of the 

dual roots of the behaviors of many members of ACDT.   

Robert Farris Thompson’s Flash of the Spirit: African and Afro-American Art and 

Philosophy (1983) provides numerous examples of African traditions both on the 

continent and in American culture, art, music and expression.   It has helped in 

determining the role of African organizing principles in American life and in particular in 

ACDT, as well as better understanding the cultural foundation of movement as nuance, 

and black cultural expressions of coolness.   

 Eileen Southern’s The Music of Black Americans: A History (1971) served as an 

historical reference on Africanisms in American music throughout the history of blacks in 

this country.  The Power of Black Music: Interpreting its History from Africa to the 

United States by Samuel Floyd was also used in formulating connections between Africa 

and America.    

 

Culture 

To better understand cultural memory and some of the issues which impact it, I 

found it necessary to first define culture and those social and political ideals which it 

encompasses.  Culture can be viewed as the way of life of a group of people.  It is the 

way that people give things meaning through behavior, thoughts, and tools.  Many 

sources were used in order to define and shed new light on the term “culture”.  These 
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include Black Culture and Black Consciousness: Afro-American Folk Thought from 

Slavery to Freedom, by Lawrence Levine (1977), "Listening to Popular Music," by David 

Riesman (1950), and Subcultural Sounds: Micromusics of the West, by Mark Slobin 

(1993). 

Culture is something that all people have and feel is important to maintain.  

Lawrence Levine (1977) has stated that culture is more of a process than a stagnant thing 

that can be completely defined, due to its constant formation. In this section, I will outline 

several aspects and functions of culture which are pertinent to this thesis.  These include 

subculture (Riesman 1950), superculture (Slobin 1993), syncretism, and enculturation.   

Subculture refers to social groupings within a culture that are not considered the 

norm or mainstream. Members of this faction of society may be linked by ethnic, 

religious, economic, or other social ties which differentiate them from the larger portion 

of culture.  Within a subculture like the African American community, there may exist 

other subcultures such as African American women, in which further subcultures of 

African American women between twenty-one and forty, or elderly African American 

women between sixty-five and eighty, exist.  It is in these cases of delineation that the 

subculture of “African-American” becomes to a certain extent the superculture.  Sarah 

Thornton in the introduction to her 1997 The Subcultures Reader, asserts that the term 

“society”, which refers to an association of individuals who live or work for common 

ends, does not necessarily impart a feeling of unity in the same way that the term 

“subculture” does.  It is necessary to make this distinction at this point in the study 

because our goal is to view a united faction of a society, or the subculture within the 

African American community that has used music to reassert an African identity and 

memory.  This subculture was parented by both African American and American culture 

and was grandparented by African culture. Conversely, “superculture” as coined by 

Slobin, refers to the parent culture in which subcultures reside and thrive.  This is the 

majority of a culture that shares most aspects of their way of life.  It refers to the 

mainstream of a society.    

In light of the fact that within a society there may be a minimum of two cultural 

groupings at work (subculture and superculture), processes of sharing cultural 

information and adopting practices between these cultures are factors that need to be 
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considered.  One of these processes which directly relates to cultural memory is 

syncretism.  This is the process of sharing information between cultures, which results in 

a new culture (often a subculture), that encompasses aspects of both parent cultures.  

Through the process of syncretism, southern culture in the United States was born.  The 

mix of European and African ideals of community (maintained through cultivation 

collectives), cuisine, and language, along with many other factors, created southern 

hospitality, drawl, and soul food, to mention just a few aspects of southern culture.  The 

new subculture which was created in the American South was also the source of musical 

products like negro spirituals, blues, gospel, country and western, cajun, and zydeco. 

 

 

Theoretical Approach 

Although all of the sources listed above were helpful, none of them provided 

comfortable models, for my situation, of either a methodological or theoretical approach.   

Mellonee Burnim’s experience described in “Culture Bearer and Tradition Bearer: An 

Ethnomusicologist’s Research on Gospel Music” (1985) was directly related to my level 

of participation with ACDT and the struggles I had with objectivity.  For me, the varying 

levels of participation, as well as reflexivity in her approach seemed related to my view 

of how the research should be conceptualized and done. Mantle Hood’s discussion in 

“The Reliability of the Oral Tradition,” (1959) which looks at how oral tradition can 

become a scholarly resource, helped me to interpret the foundation upon which African 

teaching and learning traditions are based, and subsequently how oral tradition provided 

the source from which ACDT has drawn their traditions. In addition, Jan Vansina’s Oral 

Tradition further helped me to understand how verbally-passed information should be 

interpreted and understood. 

Because the focus of this research is on an ensemble in which I have participated 

and with whose members I have spent a great deal of time, I framed my work as a case 

study using a personal approach.  I found that I was placed in a “culture bearer and 

tradition bearer” (Burnim, 1985:432) position, and tackled the topic recognizing that I 

interacted with the ensemble on varying levels of insidedness.  As such, I drew upon 

what Daniel Reed and Mark Johnson have called an empirical phenomenology as 
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opposed to an objectivist worldview.  Empirical phenomenology requires that no single 

or objective truth is recognized. Rather I tried to form meaning in interaction with 

informants, recognizing that each individual’s viewpoint was developed through social 

interaction and was equally valuable.  In doing this, I was better able to accept and make 

use of multiple meaning-creations, as well as detach myself to some extent from my pre-

conceived notions.  

The idea of ethnicity (Song 2003, Keefe 1992, Schramm 1979) as expressed in 

the music and community of ACDT has been a specific interest.  This I explore through a 

combination of approaches in order to understand 1) community and 2) identity as 

constructions of imagination.  I have tried to analyze how much African-Americans have 

“annexed” African practices into their lives, in order to satisfy a need to identify with a 

legacy which was lost through the slave trade. 

 Furthermore, I have studied the teaching and learning strategies in ACDT relative 

to theories of memory (Olsen 2004, Assman 1995, Halbwachs 1992, Confino 1997).   

Using Radono’s (2000) ideas about descent and displacement, I tackle the questions of 

how American conceptions of blackness have played into the identification with African 

music and dance by ACDT and the black community at large.   

I am also interested in the way that the movement towards a more African 

awareness in the black community, through music, dance, art, dress, and other cultural  

expressions seem to be in response to hegemonic processes3 in the United States.  This is 

related to the way that much of African American culture, and especially music, has been 

usurped by the mainstream and has then been changed or “syncretized” with European-

American ideals.  I devoted some time to the fear of many of the participants and 

organizers of ACDT that this is happening with the African drum and dance tradition in 

                                                 
3 Hegemony is a term which explains how dominant groups or governments are able to maintain social and 
political power by convincing those who are being marginalized that this dominance is in their best interest.   
Gramsci (1978) used this term and idea to explain why revolutionary communist takeovers had not 
happened in many nations.  Donna Buchanan (1995) discusses hegemony in reference to Bulgarian Folk 
music production being incorporated into the dominant socialist “reality” in her article “Metaphors of 
Power, Metaphors of Truth: The Politics of Music Professionalism in Bulgarian Folk Orchestras” 
(Ethnomusicology, 1995), and says that this change in the use of this music, “…results from a dialectical 
and dynamic process that implicates the lives of individuals within a realized complex of experiences, 
relationships, and activities, with specific and changing pressures and limits.”  She goes on to say that: 
“The consensual aspect of Gramscian hegemony implies an active reciprocity between dominant and 
subordinate, state and individual, which constantly reshapes the nature of power relations” (Buchanan, 
1995:384). 
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the United States, as reflected by the appearance of djembes all over the West, and the 

use of African drum in the “New Age” movement, as well as ideas about the utility of 

improvisation and spontaneity in music.  I hope that this idea will, in the future, be 

explored in terms of how music and dance culture can be shared with the larger American 

society without losing its identity. 

 

Methods and Techniques 

The main methods of carrying out the theoretical agenda of this project have 

included literature research, participation/observation, interviews, and analysis and 

interpretation of collected data.  In addition, serious study and analysis of drum and dance 

ensembles in Africa, particularly western Africa, were necessary in order to establish 

similarities and differences. 

Throughout the process of conducting research and writing I felt strongly that 

participation in ACDT classes was necessary in order to establish a rapport with this very 

close-knit community, which is both welcoming and slightly apprehensive about sharing 

information.  Through participation with the ensemble I have gained a better insight into 

the process of learning dance techniques, the ways that music and dance are inseparable, 

and the degree to which members truly feel a level of identification with their African 

identity through being a part of the group.  In addition I have achieved a level of trust and 

developed personal relationships with many members of the ensemble because I have 

been a participant in community classes. While participation has been an important 

aspect of my research, I have also found that observation was valuable.  This was not 

done by participating in the performing ensemble but rather by observing their rehearsals 

and performances while documenting as much as possible with audio and video media.  

This provided an opportunity to carefully watch the teaching methods and their effects on 

participants.  In addition, it allowed me the opportunity to formulate and note questions 

regarding the interactions and ideas of other observers which included parents, children, 

community members, and partners. 

Both members and teachers of the ensemble were interviewed.  Questions which 

were addressed included: (1) On what principles have instructors built the pedagogical 

techniques? (2) Have traditional American and African concepts of community 

     
 

16 



influenced this ensemble? If so, how?  (3) To what degree do members and instructors 

credit memory for what they are doing? (4) Has the ensemble improved the community? 

(5) Can this ensemble be used as a model for others? Should it? (6) To what extent has a 

need to formulate identity influenced community participation? (7) What roles do race 

and ethnicity play in this ensemble? (8) How is this form of expression affecting self, 

group, and community image? (9) What have been the benefits of this community-based 

ensemble? (10) Did this ensemble form as a result of certain historical and cultural events 

in America? If so, which? (11) How is this ensemble an expression of Africanness? (12) 

How is this ensemble an expression of Americanness? (13) What changes have African 

traditions undergone as they are performed in an American context? And finally, (14) 

What were the processes of these changes?    Through this process I realized that 

empirical phenomenology was not only important, but also absolutely necessary in order 

to write an accurate ethnography. 

Personal profiles of participants, alumni, teachers, and observers helped 

illuminate the responses to many of these questions.  I had to realize that like me, every 

participant came with his or her own experiences and ideas about what was happening in 

the ensemble.  In addition, this approach helped to establish a better understanding of the 

ensemble’s historical and present makeup, as well as provide insight into why this 

ensemble and others like it are emerging all over the country. 

The last step of the research was to analyze the data that I collected.   This final 

step resulted in the writing of this ethnography.  The ethnography embodies all of the 

above-mentioned theoretical approaches as well as discussions of the methods used in 

conducting the research.  In addition, I felt that it was necessary to discuss my findings 

relative to what my expectations were. 

 

Chapter Topics 

 The first chapter is titled “Memory: Towards an Understanding of its Meaning 

and Role in ACDT.”  In this chapter the main components of memory that were most 

relevant to consider in defining ACDT as a community are surveyed.  These include 

collective, communicative, and cultural memory.  Groups like ACDT which teach and 

disseminate information on specific aspects of a culture are in fact cultivating 
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participants’ memory of a time, place, or activity which they have participated in 

historically.  In defining these aspects of memory, I also discuss ideas about what things 

become parts of memory or what role forgetting plays in reconstructing memory.  I also 

define culture, society, and community in order to introduce the idea of identity 

formation (discussed in greater detail in chapter 2) in the ensemble. 

 Chapter 2 is titled “ACDT’s Use of Music and Movement as a Chronicle of 

History.”  Here I tell the story of ACDT’s formation, look at music’s role in 

communicating history, and the African ideologies and philosophies that instructors base 

their teaching method on.  I also discuss what participants hope the ensemble’s legacy 

will be.  Furthermore, the chapter deals with the idea that most participants have of what 

“traditional” African culture is. 

 The third chapter “The Search for Ethnic and Cultural Identity through ACDT,” 

deals with the cultural concepts of ethnicity and identity in order to explain the formation, 

purpose, and ethnomusicological relevance of ensembles like ACDT as tools for 

establishing self identity for members of diaspora populations.  In doing this, I further 

explore communities and the idea of “imagined communities” (Anderson, 1991).  

Throughout this discussion I explore case studies of ethnic identity which include South 

Africa and the ACDT.  In addition, I discuss the role of ethnicity in ACDT and how the 

presence of white participants affects the ensemble. 

  Chapter 4, “The Africans in America Community in Tallahassee Created Around 

a Music and Dance Ensemble: Principles and Character,” deals with the idea introduced 

in chapter 2 that many ACDT participants refer to themselves and their community as 

African, rather than African American.  Here, I discuss what many people in this 

community perceive as African community values in comparison with American ones, 

and discuss how the “Africans in America” are using these values as guiding principles in 

their lives.  I discuss many “Africanisms” which appear in ACDT as well as gender roles 

in relation to this African community.  Finally, I explore the idea that, as one informant 

expressed, “ACDT is the center of this community” (Williams, 2004).  In doing this, I 

briefly discuss the African consciousness and aspects of African spiritual systems, which 

are very much a part of not only the Tallahassee black community, but also the larger 
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social movement towards Afrocentrism and Pan-Africanism as is exemplified both in 

ACDT and other African centered performance ensembles like Urban Bush Women. 

 The fifth chapter in this work is “Re-Invented Traditions: The Performance of 

Africanisms and Americanisms.”  Here, I discuss the idea of bi-culturalism in reference 

to ACDT and its participants as well as look at how the process of forgetting has played a 

major role in the development of many participants’ historical remembrance.  I also deal 

extensively with the idea of re-invented tradition as a result of forgetting and surrogation 

in Tallahassee and specifically in ACDT.  Finally, I look at the way that Africanisms and 

Americanisms are performed in the ensemble and community.  In doing this I discuss 

“minstrel theory” (Williams 2004), cultural flow (Gilroy), and the idea of authenticity.   

 The last chapter is a conclusion to the study.  In addition to summarizing many of 

the discussions of the previous chapters, this chapter seeks to discuss memory, identity, 

community, and the traditions associated with ACDT.  Furthermore, the idea of sharing 

African music and dance traditions with the larger community is explored, as well as the 

value of the ensemble’s presence to both minority and majority communities. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

MEMORY AND MUSIC: A LOOK AT THE ROLE OF CULTURAL, 

COMMUNICATIVE, AND COLLECTIVE MEMORY AND THE PROCESSES 

OF FORGETTING IN ACDT 

 

 

 Memory is a concept that functions in numerous ways in individuals, societies, 

and culture.  But what is memory?  Does it reside in community, and if so, how does it 

function there?  To what degree is memory a part of the larger process of forgetting?  

Memory, as a topic of study, is shrouded in mystery, especially with regard to music and 

the field of ethnomusicology where its use is infinitely relevant to research based upon 

social and cultural aspects of performance and perception.  While there exist several 

excellent musicological and sociological studies of music and memory (Olsen 2004, 

Assman 1995, Halbwachs 1992, Keil 1994, Maultsby 1990, Nelson 1999), there remains 

a degree of confusion about the ways that varying aspects of memory (communicative, 

cultural, and collective in particular) function in relation to each other and the degree to 

which they rely upon one another.   While no one can deny the connection between 

memory and music, the descriptions of how the varying aspects of memory aid and 

contribute to each other as well as to music and identity is not nearly as clear.   The 

purpose of this chapter is to demonstrate how memory works within a specific 

community to aid in establishing individual and collective identity.  I focus more 

precisely on the idea that things which we are often unable to perceive are a part of our 

memory.  

Memory is the power or process of reproducing or recalling what has been 

learned and retained especially through associative mechanisms. It can be viewed as a 

way of recalling past events and experiences preserved through relating them to other 
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events or experiences.  In relation to cultural transmission, memory is in fact a 

multidimensional process which encompasses communicative and cultural memory 

(Assman), which are both forms of collective memory (Halbwachs 1992).  Halbwachs 

comments in his book On Collective Memory, that memory consists of historical and 

autobiographical forms.  He defines historical memory by stating that it “…reaches the 

social actor only through written records and other types of records, such as photography.  

But it can be kept alive through commemorations, festive enactment, and the like” 

(Halbwachs 1992:23).  Halbwachs discusses the autobiographical form by remarking that 

“Autobiographical memory is memory of events that we have personally experienced in 

the past.  It may also serve to reinforce the bonds between participants…” (1992:24). 

Historical and autobiographical memory forms are interrelated, especially when we are 

looking at the case study of ACDT.  This research shows that the historical memory of 

the participants of ACDT, although established prior to their involvement in the 

ensemble, is reinforced, reinvented, and personalized as a result of their participation in 

the dance company. 

Memory may also be viewed as the process of choosing what to forget.  By this I 

mean that memory preserves the most important or momentous events in a group or an 

individual’s experience; often it preserves that which places the group or individual in the 

best light.  Given this perception, we can assume that the process of choosing what is the 

most momentous or best is selecting what must be forgotten.  This will later be discussed 

in relation to the (re-)invention of tradition (Hobsbawm); however,  in order to fully 

understand memory as it will be used throughout this study, it is first necessary to explore 

the aspects of collective memory (communicative and cultural), in relation to the process 

of forgetting.  While I do this from a group perspective, it is important to recognize that 

each aspect of memory also functions on an individual level.  

 

Cultural Memory 

I have established that cultural memory involves the “cultivation” (Assman 1995) 

and institutionalization of recollections of past events.  But it is also important to assert 

that according to Jan Assman, it deals with the “outer dimension of human memory” 

(1995:131).  This means that it is far less associated with everyday or commonly 
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communicated reinforcement of past events and therefore group remembrances.    In 

addition, to discuss the “outer dimension of human memory” in relation to a cultural 

form of recollection (or re-collection) implies reference to shared experiences or 

memories of times, places, and events that are a part of the individual’s past, but also 

intertwined or directly connected to other people who may share aspects of that 

individual’s culture.  Cornelius Holtorf (1996) explains Assman’s sentiments by 

surmising that the term cultural memory “denotes the collective understandings or 

constructions of the distant past, as they are held by people in a given social and 

historical context” (1996:122).  According to Assman, these “collective understandings 

or constructions” are created through the activities of a group or groups that are referred 

to by Olsen as the “cultivation collective” (Assman, Olsen).   According to Assman, one 

of the five major characteristics of cultural memory is organization: 

 
     With this we mean a) the institutional buttressing of communication, e.g., through  
     formulization of the communicative situation in ceremony and b) the specialization 
     of the bearers of cultural memory.  The distribution and structure of participation in  
     the communicative memory are diffuse.  No specialists exist in this regard.  Cultural  
     memory, by contrast always depends on a specialized practice, a kind of “cultivation.”   
     In special cases of written cultures with canonized texts, such cultivation can expand   
     enormously and become extremely differentiated (Assman, 1995: 131). 
 

Olsen gives examples of this cultivation which include “active  music making 

(performing music and dance, music and dance lessons, karaoke, song contests) and 

passive music making (listening to audio tapes, LPs, or CDs, watching videos or DVDs, 

humming or whistling Japanese songs, tapping feet or fingers to a rhythmical song) 

(Olsen 2004:6). A cultivation collective refers to a group or individual that actively, or 

inactively, fosters the growth and development of specific, historical aspects of culture.  

For our purposes, the term cultural memory will be used to refer to remembrances of a 

group of people, who considers itself a part of a common culture, and the way that it 

designates and actively cultivates its understanding of a shared past. 

 For members of ACDT, this outer dimension of memory is reinforced by the 

community classes that meet two days a week and the company rehearsals that occur 

once a week.  It is during these times that the cultivation of ideas about community and 

reference to the past occurs.  Through the process of learning rhythms, dances, and songs 
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that come from Africa the group gains collective understandings of African culture.  In 

addition, historical information is passed along about each dance and the culture from 

which it comes.   

Figure 1 shows a child who regularly attends ACDT children’s and community 

dance classes playing the balaphone, a xylophone-like instrument from Guinea.  This is a 

clear example of the cultivation of African music traditions which in turn leads to 

understandings of the culture from which it comes.  The child in the photo is trying out 

the instrument that she has heard the musician play at every ACDT class.  Although the 

child has no memory or complete understanding of the idea that the instrument is 

traditionally played in Africa, she is learning that the instrument comes from the same 

place that her ancestors are from and it is played in Tallahassee where she lives.  This 

reinforces the connections between that place and where she is and begins to cultivate her 

understanding of her place within her own African (in) American community. 

Cultural memory is constantly at work within societies.  Examples of this and other types 

of memory may be noted in the Jewish Diaspora and in the African-American 

community, to name a few.  For both members of the Jewish diaspora and African-

Americans, the way that customs and many of their cultural practices have been held on 

to, in spite of the challenges associated with their history is proof of the existence of 

cultural memory.  While Frazier (1963)  fervently argued that due to slavery, Africans in 

America lost all elements of African culture and that black American culture developed 

completely independent of any African influence (Holloway, 1991), musical influences 

on jazz and hip-hop (to name a few), as well as traditions, recipes, and behaviors have 

finally been credited to African influence via the work of Joseph Holloway (1991), 

Angela Nelson (1999), Robert Farris Thompson (1983) , Paul Gilroy (1993), and a host 

of other scholars in the fields of history, anthropology, cultural studies and 

ethnomusicology. The cultivation collective in African American musical memory has 

consisted of music making (both active and passive) in the tradition of African behaviors 

have finally been credited to African influence via the work of Joseph Holloway (1991), 

Angela Nelson (1999), Robert Farris Thompson (1983), Paul Gilroy (1993), and a host of 

other scholars in the fields of history, anthropology, cultural studies and 

ethnomusicology. The cultivation collective in African American musical memory has 
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consisted of music making (both active and passive) in the tradition of African ancestors, 

while constantly adding to the musical fabric through instrumentation, texture, and form 

  

 

 

Figure 1-Photograph © Rodney A. Roberts.  Photo of balophone master allowing a 

child who attends ACDT to “try out” the instrument (February, 2005). 
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with each generation.  I wish to discuss musical contexts in reference to the idea of 

cultural memory in the African American community.  

Music is one of the strongest expressions of culture.  It serves numerous functions 

which include (1) reinforcing identity, (2) outlining social norms, and (3) expressing 

feelings.  In most African societies music making is perceived as a socially uniting event 

realized through participatory performances (Nketia 1974, Maultsby 1990).  This is the 

case among West African cultures from which most African Americans descended.  This 

aspect of African culture has been preserved through cultural memory and specifically 

through cultivation collectives.  Maultsby (1990:88) discusses the way that this tradition 

has been continued in America by concert promoters who advertise music performances 

with words like “Come and jam with,” “Come and be moved by,” and “Come and party 

with.”  

Other examples of cultural memory at work within the African American musical 

community include the relationship between music and movement.  It is quite difficult to 

experience music in West Africa in the absence of movement.  This is directly related to 

the idea of participatory performance.  The same is true in the African American 

community.  The relationship is evident in churches, clubs, concerts, and all other 

performance venues. Both the performance and the way that it is advertised seem to 

support what Charles Keil has referred to as “participatory discrepancies,” and refers to 

the African aesthetic of music and movement.  This term refers to inflection, groove, and 

all aspects of music which can not be notated.  Keil argues that, “Music, to be personally 

involving and socially valuable, must be out of tune and out of time” (Keil 1994:96).  He 

adds to his definition of participatory discrepancies in his 1995 article in 

Ethnomusicology by stating that: 

 

     They are patterned.  The patterns are consistently not the same as but in synch and  
     out of phase with our notation systems.  And these patterns are most certainly where  
     the power of music comes from: the power to make us listen, make us dance, make  
     us want to participate in the same patterns and grooves over and over again, year  
     after year, generation after generation (Keil, 1995:9). 
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Communicative Memory 

Cultural memories depend upon and overlap with those that we refer to as 

communicative memory, also coined by Assman. Communicative memories are those 

which are communicated by an agency or “power collective,” (Assman 1995, Olsen 

2004:6), and are considered “close to everyday activities” (Assman 1995:129).  This form 

of memory has been critically important to survival and culture, and in my opinion may 

be the oldest form of collective memory because of its use of the oral tradition.  These 

power collectives are organizations or groups which encourage and facilitate memory.  

ACDT, Urban Bush Women, Kuumba Dancers and Drummers (Tampa, Florida), and the 

Kuumba Dance-N-Drum Company (Jackson, Mississippi), are just a few of the many 

African diaspora music and dance ensembles which serve as power collectives in their 

respective communities. A part of these power collectives’ work at disseminating 

information is communicative memory, which as its name indicates, is communicated 

between individuals as well as between groups. Characteristically, communicative 

memory, because of the close association with society through power collectives (both 

agencies and individuals), is often a part of everyday life and is far less removed than 

other forms of memory. 

Communicative memory must be explained through a basic definition of 

community and further through examples of communicative memory at work.  

Community is a group of people united by ethnic, cultural, economic, and/or other self-

identifying factors which to a certain extant are imagined bonds.   However, the term 

“imagined” should not be confused with “imaginary.”  Because of the perception of the 

social bonds and ethnic identity of African-Americans, these perceptions are real because 

they are based on consensual agreement and imagined into reality. Held together by 

belief, communities like the African American community in America are real. The 

African-American community maintains specific values relating to the enculturation of 

children, such as how children are raised, the value of education and sources of 

education, and spirituality (Figure 1). 

To explore the idea of community, this study looks at the creation of the world 

music and dance ensemble African Caribbean Dance Theatre of Tallahassee.  However, 

we should first look at the larger Tallahassee African American community.  According 
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to Larry Rivers (2000), in Slavery in Florida: Territorial Days to Emancipation, blacks 

first arrived in Florida in 1581 as slaves to Spanish residents in St. Augustine.  Shortly 

thereafter, slaves began arriving in the city of Tallahassee.  The majority of those blacks 

who arrived from West Africa remained in bondage through May 20, 1865, when news of 

“General Order Number Three-which confirmed the abolition of slavery countrywide” 

(2000:27), was delivered by General Edward McCook who read the Proclamation to 

Tallahasseans.   In 1887, Florida Agricultural and Mechanical University was chartered 

as the State Normal College for Colored Students.  The institution and Tallahassee 

became magnets for gifted black students and scholars.  Later, in 1962, Florida State 

University admitted Maxwell Courtney as the first African American undergraduate.  The 

presence of both universities, as well as Tallahassee Community College, has fostered a 

black community in Tallahassee which values education and diversity.  In addition, 

strong programs in subjects like anthropology, sociology, and ethnomusicology have 

fostered interest in diverse cultural studies.  Florida’s geographical proximity to African 

descendants in Latin America and the Caribbean has also contributed greatly to an 

African perspective in this All-America city.  The result of all of these factors is a 

community which has developed a strong sense of African identity.   This is exemplified 

in the formation of the Sakkara Youth Institute, a private elementary school which bases 

its curriculum on traditional African principles and the Kimetic (Ancient Egyptian) 

tenants of  MAÁT4 (a system of achieving good character through adhering to specific 

guidelines), the Aakhet Center for Human Development which is an African-centered 

mental health facility that also doubles as a meeting place and community center for the 

community,  ACDT, and the annual African Drum and Dance Festival. 

Within the African American community of Tallahassee, many forms of memory 

are at work.  Based upon power and cultivation collectives, communicative and cultural 

memory is constantly at work in Tallahassee’s black community.  Organizations like 

Sakkara Youth Institute, the Aakhet Center, and ACDT, pride themselves on 

                                                 
4 MAÁT is a Kemetic deity, who is pictured in hieroglyphics as the judge of heaven.  Her purpose is to 
weigh the heart of the deceased against the weight of a feather in order to decide if they should enter the 
next realm of existence.  The tenants of MAAT include a set of principles which judge the character of the 
deceased.  They include balance, order, harmony, justice, reciprocity, righteousness, and truth. The earliest 
documentation of the concept of MAÁT dates back to Ptahhotep, a Kemetic scribe who lived circa 2,350 
B.C.E. (Hilliard, 1997:70). 
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disseminating African culture to the community and often refer to themselves as Africans 

in America or of African descent, rather than African American.  While not all black 

people in Tallahassee participate in these organizations or attend the school, the presence 

of these facilities is a testament to the fact that value has been placed on what many feel 

is a part of preserving African culture in the “New World.”  They are also proof that 

communicative memory is at work. 

Communicative memory is different from cultural memory in the ways that things 

are disseminated, or in the collectives associated with dissemination of facts.  While 

cultural memory is often further removed from daily activities of those members of a 

subculture who are remembering, so to speak, communicative memory is a part of the 

daily lives and routines of those same people.  These two types of recollection are distinct 

from each other but work together in forming the collective memory of a people.   

 

Collective Memory: the Glue that Binds Cultural and Communicative Memory 

         Within ACDT, and the larger Tallahassee community, both forms of memory are at 

work. Members and teachers have made use of them in order to make connections 

between the history of the people’s music and dance traditions that are being learned and 

the culture of the black community in Tallahassee. In this ensemble, music and dance 

have been the cultivation collective, while the ensemble itself serves as a power 

collective. 

          I have established, based upon the writings of Halbwachs and Confino, that most 

types of recollection can be considered collective memory.  This is especially the case 

when discussing communicative and cultural forms of memory.  The idea of an identity 

which unites a group is the basis of how collective memory works.  In order for this 

encompassing form of recollection to work, there must be a group of people who have a 

vested interest in how past events are perceived.   

          In the black community it is imperative that the subculture, African American 

society, and society in general recognize the African cultural influences and contributions 

to the world community.  This can be accomplished through remembering the aspects of 

culture, like music and dance, which have contributed to the greatness of African and 

African diaspora culture.  In addition, there is also credible research which suggests that 
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ancient African culture is the basis from which Western “high culture” developed (Diop, 

1991). 

          Since Africans arrived in the United States, they have been outside of mainstream 

American culture.  As slaves, stolen from familiar surroundings and historical references 

which aided their memory and were intricately tied to their sense of identity, there was 

naturally a need and desire to bond with the people around them who looked more 

familiar than the white people who were their masters.  This desire and fundamental need 

to belong resulted in familial-like bonds with each other and has resulted in tightly knit 

communities of subcultures like the one that exists in Tallahassee.  Their collective goal 

was the preservation of their traditions and culture through the retelling of stories, the 

performance of rites and rituals (within the allowed contexts of slavery), and the 

adaptation of artistic expressions to their new surroundings.   

 

The Process of Forgetting 

In the same way that music and dance have been the vehicles of memory for 

members of ACDT, the art forms have also contributed to the process of forgetting and 

consequently the need for surrogations.  Memories of self and community combine to 

form identity.  Through cultural, communicative and collective remembrances, African 

Americans in Tallahassee and elsewhere, and more specifically members of ACDT are 

able to self-identify.  Reconstructing historical memory in order to determine identity has 

been, and will forever be, an issue of great importance to any population that has been 

oppressed through the devaluation of their history.  Perhaps it is for this reason that 

African American history is viewed as so necessary in the education and socialization of 

black children.  As a result, surrogation, and the invention (or re-invention) of traditions 

have been used to fill in the gaps which were left by the process of forgetting.  Common 

culture, established through the modes of memory, reinforce and help determine identity.  

Halbwachs (1992:47) says of individuals that “We preserve memories of each epoch in 

our lives, and these are continually reproduced; through them, as by a continual 

relationship, a sense of our identity is perpetuated.”   This also seems to be the case for 

communities at large.  Memories are passed through generations by retelling stories, 
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singing songs, and therefore reliving past events.  Through these ways of doing things 

identity of a group is established and community through common history is created. 

 It is also true, as Richard H. King (2003:3) has asserted, that “there are traditions 

in which group identity is based on a rejection of a shared past or received tradition of 

thinking, feeling, and acting.”  In the American superculture, we can accept as an 

example of this type of thought that American identity is to a certain degree based upon 

the “rejection of the European past.”  

 Another important idea is that memory consists of the most outstanding events in 

either an individual or a group’s history.  By this I mean that details become less 

important over time in the formation of identity through memory.  King says that “who 

‘we’ are determines ‘what’ of the past we incorporate into our group narratives” (King 

2002:4).  I refer to this as the we/what factor of memory.  For example, the Los Angeles 

riots are remembered in distinctly different ways by blacks and whites in the area in 

1999.  Blacks violently responded to what seemed to be blatant disrespect of a human’s 

life and well being as well as the continued tradition of a legal system which holds people 

accountable for their actions based on the color of their skin.  Many whites remember the 

incident as an example of a community out of control, which looted, burned, and 

terrorized its own residents rather than peacefully protesting what may have been an 

unfair judgment. 

Alon Confino (1997:1390) discusses collective memory as, 

     

     …an exploration of a shared identity that unites a social group, be it a family or a nation, 
     whose members nonetheless have different interests and motivations.  And of the fact  
     that the crucial issue in the history of memory is not how a past is represented but why it  
     was received or rejected.  Yet to make a difference in a society, it is not enough for a certain 
     past to be selected.  It must steer emotions, motivate people to act, be received; in short, it   
     must become a socio-cultural mode of action. 
 

This definition brings us to the role of rejecting remembrances or the role that forgetting 

plays in memory.  Joseph Roach (1996:xi) defines culture as “the social processes of 

memory and forgetting.”  He hypothesizes that often culture and memory re-create 

themselves due to “perceived vacancies” left by deaths, time, and other factors.  In this 

case of re-creation, surrogation occurs.  Although Roach uses this terminology to refer 
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specifically to performances of history, it applies to the function of memory on a larger 

scale.   

The surrogation of information, and/or practices, which are taught as parts of a 

historical tradition, may be perceived as false, in the sense that it in someway takes away 

from the authenticity of events or traditions; however, they play their role in subcultural 

memory and are often the result of syncretism.  Roach (1996:6), for example, writes the 

following: 

      

     The anxiety generated by the process of substitution justifies the complicity of memory  
     and forgetting.  In the face of these anxiety-a momentary self-consciousness about  
     surrogation that constitutes what might pass for reflexivity-the alien double may appear  
     in memory only to disappear.  That disappearance does not diminish its contributions  
     to cultural definition and preservation; rather, it enables them.  Without failures of  
     memory to obscure the mixtures, blends, and provisional antitypes necessary to its  
     production, for example, “whiteness,” one of the major scenic elements of several circum- 
     Atlantic performance traditions, could not exist even as perjury, nor could there flourish  
     More narrowly defined, subordinate designs…. 

 

This quote deals with the fact that forgetting aspects of historical events, and therefore 

substituting information (surrogation), causes anxiety and questions of authenticity.  This 

process is a very important aspect of black perceptions of identity and memory.  These 

surrogations give rise to syncretism, among other processes of cultural blending, and 

have made it possible for African culture to survive in the New World. 

 Oral tradition has played a significant role in the process of forgetting, especially 

in the African American community.  Among the many reasons for this, the two most 

significant are the history of slavery in the United States, which forbade blacks from 

reading and writing for over 300 years, and the culture of the Africans, which depended 

upon oral tradition as the primary source of transmission of history.   Jan Vansina 

(1965:40) discusses this connection as “Distortions due to transmission.”  He writes: 

      

     Changes may occur to the initial testimony of a tradition as it gets handed down in the  
     form of a hearsay account from one informant to the other until the last testimony in the  
     chain of transmission is reached. Each informant may introduce changes of various kinds,  
     but only omissions due to a failure of memory, and the explanatory interpolations, are  
     directly connected with the actual transmission of tradition. 
 

It is in these instances that surrogations are often put to use.  Hobbsawm and Ranger refer  
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Figure 2-Photograph © Rodney A. Roberts.  Experienced drummer demonstrating 

drum part to a younger drummer (February, 2005). 

 

 

 

 

to “invented tradition,” which I am asserting is a direct result of surrogations (Hobsbawm 

and Ranger, 1983).  In explaining the term they write, “It includes both ‘traditions’ 

actually invented, constructed and formally instituted and those emerging in a less easily 
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traceable manner within a brief and dateable period- a matter of a few years perhaps- and 

establishing themselves with great rapidity” (1983:37). Such is the case in many diaspora 

communities, like the one which surrounds ACDT, that are desperately trying to cling to 

their homeland culture.  The major idea is that implied ideas or symbols that instill values 

and norms of behavior are repeated in order to establish continuity with the past (ibid).  

Departing from Hobsbawm’s theory and definition, I assert that the invention of a 

tradition (like drumming in a certain style) may quite often bear great similarity with 

actual ritual or behavior of the past, however, through the process of forgetting (memory 

as a process), may have been, at least partially, lost.  Re-establishing lost traditions, 

therefore, may also be classified as the invention of traditions.  Figure 2 shows an 

experienced drummer teaching a younger drummer how to play a part to a piece that the 

ensemble is learning.  Although the drum part and the music as a whole is not a part of 

African American culture per se, they have both been learning about this music from an 

early age and are in fact re-inventing the traditions of playing and teaching/learning the 

music in the United States, therefore making it a part of their culture. Hobsbawm argues 

that these traditions may be created and inserted into the past in order to validate the 

practice of the tradition and that the connection with the past is actually fictitious.  In 

many cases this is true; however, it is my belief that ACDT serves as an example of 

cultural memory being reawakened through events and/or actions.  Another example of 

this can be seen in the connection between music and movement in the African American 

community.  While participants in a gospel music performance may not know what the 

connection is between the trance-like state they enter, and the African spiritual trance, the 

connection does exist and the music serves as the event that is the impetus for the re-

invention of this tradition.  These events reawaken cultural memories, and also serve as 

the base upon which collective memory is established. 

 Collective memory, which includes communicative and cultural forms,  aids in 

the formation of identity and the establishment of cultural, ethnic, and social bonds.  To 

illustrate this connection I would like to suggest a model (figure 3) which suggests that 

group identity is established through these forms of memory that include all of the forms 

of collective memory discussed.  Each form of memory possesses a specific mode of 

transmission.  Communicative memory depends upon the power collective, while cultural 
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memory depends upon a cultivation collective.  Both, however, depend upon the sharing 

of memories, which qualifies them as collective forms of memory. 

Cultural memory brings into perspective the superculture and the subculture’s point of 

view and must be concerned with the “we/what” factor.  Communicative memory 

encompasses the process of forgetting in oral traditions and, more generally, in historical 

transmission.  This process of forgetting may lead to surrogation and the invention of 

traditions.  Imagined communities are the result of communicative memory at large, but 

may also be in response to invented, or re-invented, traditions and surrogation as a part of 

the process of forgetting.  

 The case study for this work will be of the ACDT.  Through an exploration of this 

community-based world music ensemble, which prides itself on re-awakening a forgotten 

legacy, I wish to further explore these aspects of memory and to discuss the way that 

identity has been established for members of the ACDT community.  Moreover, I will 

analyze the use of music and movement in the ensemble as a chronicler of history, and 

evaluate African principles of community that are present there.  This ensemble’s claim 

to re-awaken a collective memory of an African legacy is an example of communicative 

and cultural (i.e., collective) memory at work, as well as an example of Gilroy’s (1993:3) 

cultural flow theory.  The ensemble serves as each participant’s power collective, with 

teachers both from the African continent and those who have modeled their teaching style 

on African culture are working to both re-awaken and create memories.  These teachers 

serve as the cultivation collective. 
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Figure 3-Lisa M. Beckley’s model for group identity established through memory 

processes. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 ACDT’S USE OF MUSIC AND MOVEMENT AS A CHRONICLE OF 

HISTORY 

The Story of ACDT

 

 
 

 

In February of 1993, Marcus and Jevelle Robinson realized their dream to form an 

African

le, 

 

s of 

e 

 

d 

e than anything else, 

dedicat

f 

 

 diasporic music ensemble that would inspire young African-Americans and teach 

them the legacy of their ancestors’ music and dance traditions.  With the formation of the 

African Caribbean Dance Theatre (ACDT) in Tallahassee, Florida the first dance class 

was held with ten youth ranging in age from seven to twelve years old.  Those ten 

children are now young adults; some now serve as dance instructors for the ensemb

others as performers, while a few others are contributors to and faithful members of the

audiences during public performances of ACDT.  All of them, however, have a 

tremendous love and respect for African music and dance traditions, the founder

ACDT, and an increased amount for themselves as a result of having been a part of th

ensemble.  The African Caribbean Dance Theatre has not only inspired its participants 

and the community through energetic performances of African music and dance as well

as overcoming seemingly insurmountable obstacles, but has also changed the lives of 

African-American children forever.  Through lessons in music and dance that teach an

foster discipline, perseverance, and most importantly the learning and preservation of 

African culture in America a new sense of pride has been adopted. 

Marcus Robinson, a native of Havana, Florida, says that mor

ion was needed to successfully launch the organization.   His experience with 

dancing had been the proof that he needed of this point.  Although he began seriously 

studying African dance as a young adult, his dedication led him to seek the expertise o

dancers trained in African dance both in the United States and abroad.  He and a small 

group of parents and students agreed to sacrifice two nights a week, weekends, and 
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summer vacations for the first two years in order to establish classes on a regular bas

and build a sense of trust with the community.  Their first venue was the Lincoln 

Neighborhood Service Center, an "historical African-American site in the Tallahas

community” (Robinson 2004).  One of the initial challenges, that has continued to prese

itself, was finding drummers as well as instruments for them to use.  Working solely with 

their own money, the founders recruited drummers, most of whom brought their own 

instruments, from the north Florida/south Georgia area, offering them small salaries an

hikada (translated as donations, origin unknown) as they are referred to once funding was

more secure.  When asked about acquiring instruments for the ensemble before they had 

any financial support, Mrs. Robinson said, "If you’re a drummer, you have your own 

instruments” (Robinson, J. 2004).  Percussionists often bring their own instruments. T

ensemble now has instruments from many West African musical traditions, including 

djembes from Senegal; kinkani, sangban, doun doun, and a balaphone from other varyi

nations.  Despite the growing collection, drummers still often bring their own 

instruments. 

 Once

is 

see 

nt 

d 

 

he 

ng 

 the musicians and instruments had been secured, Robinson was ready to 

begin t

e to teach, 

t of 

word-o

an 

 

.  

he fundamentals of dance.  As a seasoned instructor, he worked with a group of 

young children (most of whom had no prior dance experience) on "the basics," as he 

refers to principles of rhythm, posture, and movement from an “African music 

perspective” (Robinson, 2003).  The drummers and dancers taught, and continu

by rote and repetition, (i.e., demonstration, mimicking, and finally repetition).  Each class 

was devoted to perfecting one or two basic rhythms and movements that became the 

foundation upon which the next portion of a piece was built in subsequent classes.  

 After six months, the ensemble grew from ten to sixty participants as a resul

f-mouth.  "The kids came to those first few classes not sure of themselves or us, 

but left having had a lot of fun.  They started telling their friends that they needed to 

come and check out this thing they were doing, and every week we had a few more th

the last," (Robinson 2003) commented Robinson on the rapid growth of the ensemble.  

Shortly after reaching the six-month mark, the group began performing around northern

Florida and southern Georgia.  In the 12 years since its inception, the ensemble has 

performed all over the United States, and has grown to include over forty performers
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The ensemble also offers two community classes per week in addition to the 

performance-oriented rehearsals.     

Many of the participants’ parents and adults in the Tallahassee area now 

particip frican 

 

 

r 

us Robinson began dancing as a child and started African dancing and 

umm les 

d 

l 

ely portrayed in the media, 

eply to 

on, serves 

arily 

ties 

ate in the weekly classes as well.  Initially, the intent was for the "adult A

dance class" to simply add a "unique and fun feature to their fitness regimen" (Robinson

J. 2003), but now many of these participants learn the same choreography as the company

and occasionally perform with them.  ACDT is also the sponsor of the Annual Florida 

African Dance Festival, which brings in teachers, performers, and students from all ove

the world.   

  Marc

dr ing as an adult.  He performed with several professional and amateur ensemb

and felt that his training, along with his disciplined childhood (which required that he an

his siblings work everyday after school in local agricultural venues), was preparation for 

the task of teaching young people about African music and life. His African music and 

dance training has included classes with African American specialists in the field as wel

as traditional African dancers.  It was from these teachers, as well as from his disciplined 

childhood that he says he learned his pedagogical approach.  

  He now tries to emphasize that black males are negativ

and that many young black women, without seeing an example of how a positive man 

should be (dedicated and inspired to uplift the community), are quick to accept these 

images. Robinson revealed that one of his purposes has been to be an example of the 

opposite of these negative portrayals, and in a sense to be the basis of a counter to 

statements that disparage black males.  He says that he wants to have his students r

statements about black men being unreliable with: “That’s a lie.  I’ve seen strong black 

males who were there when the community needed them” (Robinson 2003).  

  Jevelle Robinson, the co-founder of ACDT and wife of Marcus Robins

as the business and financial manager of the ensemble as well as one of the dancers.  

Marcus Robinson claims it was necessary for him to remain uninvolved as much as 

possible with the financial aspects of the company because of his need to focus prim

on the artistic aspects.  According to Jevelle Robinson, the two have been partners in 

dance, marriage, and management of the ensemble because they share the responsibili
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in all of these realms.          

 ACDT has had to endure significant financial obstacles, including beginning with 

a no money, but according to the founders, it has persevered through faith and 

community support.  Regardless of these difficulties, the quality of performances has

steadily increased over time.   This is a direct result of Marcus Robinson’s teaching an

managing ability.  Classes and rehearsals continue to be conducted the same way that 

they were in the beginning (“based on African teaching ideas and philosophy” accordin

to Marcus Robinson and Brandy Tyler-McIntosh), but now they cover much more 

material in each session.  

Marcus Robinson f

lmost 

 

d 

g 

eels strongly that the major mission of ACDT is to instill 

traditio  

t at 

rtance 

istory Taught through African Pedagogies

nal African ideals of family, respect, and discipline.  "The proverb ‘It takes an

entire village to raise a child’ could not be more accurate," according to the director.  

This is the reason why many community elders and parents of the members are presen

each rehearsal.  Robinson believes that their presence, "…helps to reinforce the idea of 

discipline through community involvement” (Robinson 2003).  For the ensemble’s 

founders and board of directors, these lessons in life and tradition are of equal impo

to the African and Caribbean dance and drumming techniques.    

 

H  

ement serve as sources of historical 

referen  past, 

 

DT 

 

n and 

Brandy Tyler-McIntosh, refers to a collage of traditions and information from the entire 

In the case of ACDT, music and mov

ce both for participants and the audience.  History is not only a thing of the

however, because the ensemble also chronicles current attitudes towards American 

society, African American lifestyle choices, and a need for identity connections with

African aesthetics of culture and consciousness.  It is for this reason that I discuss AC

in terms of its role as a historical educational institution for the Tallahassee community, 

and for the people involved with it on a more intimate level.  Furthermore, it is important

to look at what its existence says about the current community in which it is located.  I 

also discuss ACDT in relation to American society, and the legacy that the founders, 

members, board of directors, and participants would like to leave in Tallahassee.  

The idea of African ideology and philosophy, according to Marcus Robinso
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nt of 

the colu

st 

is type 

fter 

h the ensemble, 

ng 

s 

nces 

oves.  The dancers will form 

emi-

e the 

nt of Africa.  Again, it is apparent that many members of the ensemble, in their 

inability to identify a specific area of origin have been able to surrogate specific 

information in order to re-invent traditions.  Rehearsals begin promptly at the scheduled

time and always start with the dancers’ warm-up, accompanied by the drummers.

Robinson or another member of the company leads dancers through a series of stretches 

and calisthenics to prepare them for what always becomes a strenuous workout.  

 After a fifteen to twenty minute workout, which leaves most people out of breath

and tired, the dancers line up in columns of three or more.  Robinson stands in fro

mns and demonstrates the first dance step in the choreography.  After he has 

performed the move he usually demonstrates one aspect of it; for instance, he will do ju

the foot movement.  At this time the first column of dancers attempts the move and 

performs it from the back of the room to the front, where the drummers are playing.  

Each column may perform this same move as many as three times. After all of the 

columns have performed this portion of the choreography Robinson may add the arm 

movements, if he feels that everyone is clear on how to correctly place the feet.  Th

of repetition, done until everyone has mastered all of the aspects of the move, is how 

Robinson assures that performances are as close to flawless as possible.   

  The first hour of classes and rehearsal usually consists of this type of work.  A

that time, Robinson gets one of his students to teach or review a dance wit

using the same techniques that he implements. "This will be my legacy.  If I die 

tomorrow and no one can teach the classes and continue the growth of this ensemble, 

then all of this will have been in vain," he often says during interviews about letti

students take the lead. Robinson looks forward to turning the ensemble over to his 

students, although they are not happy about his cutting back on his teaching.  He state

that he wants for them to understand the importance of learning how to teach the da

that they know, and that this will prepare them.  

   Classes usually end with an abbreviated show in which everyone dances and 

shows appreciation to the drummers while demonstrating m

a s circle in front of the drummers and each will in turn come to the center and 

perform a few of the dances that he or she worked on in class or others that are from the 

same style or geographical region.  The formation which becomes a circle to includ
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drummers, ensures a “communal space” that “includes everyone,” according to Brandy 

Tyler-McIntosh. This is usually accompanied by ululation1 and clapping from other 

dancers, which is a way of showing their respect for the dancer’s ability, and is a typical

display of community involvement.  Dancers, and those who are at the class but not 

participating, cheer the dancers and drummers on and will often run up to them and 

sweep the floor around them with their hands.  Everyone produces a high pitched, 

"Yeeeow!" for musicians.  As these are done as a compliment, the dancer usually 

responds by dancing a little harder and faster, according to the drummer’s response

After everyone who wants to take a solo has finished, the dancers all clap to

rhythm of the drums and move towards them.  This can serve as a time for people to 

 

.   

 the 

really s

h 

 

ow a spiritual connection between performers.  The actions are derived 

from m

 

ch 

 rock.  He said to 

e tim

 

                                                

how their respect and appreciation for the drummers.  The drummers respond by 

playing louder and faster, with the lead drummer showing off by playing intricate 

improvisational rhythms and often standing to dance at the same time.  Once this has 

been done for a while, the lead drummer gives the cue and the drummers stop. Eac

dancer, in turn, walks by the drums, touching the floor in front of them to show thanks

and respect.   

These actions are a collage of many cultural and performance traditions, which 

are meant to sh

any African nations including Gambia, Senegal, South Africa, and Ghana, to 

name a few.  These are all places from which some of Robinson’s teachers have come 

from and he feels it is important to instill what he knows and understands about these

areas into the members.  He feels that it is impossible to effectively teach music and 

dance without the traditional cultural values that go along with them. 

 When asked about her teaching methods, Brandy McIntosh commented, “I tea

how I learned.  Brother Marcus is my principal teacher.  He’s been my

m e and time again that he teaches fundamentals first, then vocabulary, and 

execution last” (McIntosh 2004).  The fundamentals involve explaining which drum 

outlines the pattern of the dance, and where you put your feet down.  It means 

understanding the rhythmic cycle in relation to movement.  Here the idea is to see the

 
1 Term for high pitched “yeowwww” like screams of encouragement.  This is done at climaxes of 
performances and/or at points in performance when performers are doing extremely well. 
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movement in the rhythm.  This is what Marcus Robinson expressed with the co

“feet first.”   The vocabulary is what makes the movements have meaning.  It refers to 

culture from which the dance and music came.  He believes that explaining to 

participants how people who do these dances live and function as individuals and as a 

community is as important as learning the execution of a dance step. Then, by s

this is a warrior’s dance or an initiation dance, students can begin building their 

vocabulary and have an idea of what approach should be taken to execute the 

movements.   

Informants commented that every ACDT class is a history lesson (Mac

2004).  While 

mment 

the 

aying that 

hulis, 

dates are not usually given as a point of reference as in the conventional 

history tand 

o 

is an active part of the 

music-m ces that are 

usic 

ts, 

ional 

historic

 class, each lesson contains the tools with which participants are able to unders

the music of the Africans who created it.  Brandy Tyler- McIntosh and Faith Troupe, tw

informants spoke about how these lessons have helped them work through issues of their 

own identity (Appendix).  In addition, they are able to make connections between those 

music cultures and the roots of African American popular music culture, which has both 

consciously and unconsciously built upon its African roots.  

The community receives a similar history lesson by attending ACDT 

performances, which are lively events in which the audience 

aking.  Although different from the initial context of much of the pie

performed because they are often on stages in auditoriums, the communal aspect of m

and dance has very much been kept intact.  Audience members, who may have never 

attended a performance prior, encounter a festive occasion upon entering the venue.  

Many audience members choose to dress in African attire.  Once the performance star

they clap along with the music, cheer for performers, ululate, and tip performers by 

sticking dollar bills onto their sweaty foreheads, or throwing money onto the stage.   

Program notes usually indicate the name of the piece, its origin, and its tradit

use or meaning.  These, along with the general mood of the performance, serve as 

al and cultural references which provide vital information about music and dance  
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Figure 4 –Photograph © Rodney A. Roberts.  Exhausted child dancer as she 

embraces her father after class (February, 2005). 

 

 

 

 

in Africa and in the African diaspora.  The goals of performances are to educate the 

community on the value of African culture and aesthetics, as well as to assert the roots of 

many American musical and dance forms according to members and instructors in the 

ensemble. 
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History in the Making 

 ACDT has made history by becoming the first African music ensemble in the 

Tallahassee area created for the black community by the black community.  In addition, it 

has remained an ensemble which prides itself on the fact that people of African descent 

are maintaining artistic, financial, and social control of it. Aside from this, however, the 

ensemble continues to be a link in the historical chain of chronicling the culture and lives 

of African Americans in Tallahassee.  In order to understand the ensemble as a chronicler 

of history, it is necessary that the following questions be answered: (1) What does the 

ensemble’s existence say about the African American community in Tallahassee? (2) 

What does it say about the larger Tallahassee and American society? (3) What can it add 

to the idea of ethnic identity for blacks and their relationship to other ethnic communities 

in society? (4) What will be remembered about this community? (5) How have ethnic 

identity and memory played into creating a history? 

 Olusegun Williams was pleased to describe the value of ACDT’s presence in 

Tallahassee (Williams 2004): 

     

     Some of the participants started as children.  If it wasn’t for the ensemble, many of these  
     young girls would be mothers and a lot of these guys that I’ve watch grow up in the company  
     would be in juvenile detention.  ACDT sets them on the right path, an Afro-centric one.   
     They are taught to embrace their heritage, to own it and to claim it.  Their self-image has  
     been built on dance, drumming, and community. 

 

According to Gayla Lowery (Figure 5), the exposure to dances from Africa has 

significantly heightened an awareness of African culture for members of the Tallahassee 

community.   

  

    This is the closest that I have ever felt to African society and culture.  I think that it’s the 
     same for Tallahassee.  We are an eye-opener for people in Tallahassee who may never  
     have seen this type of performance.  A lot of my friends come to see us and they’ve never  
     had any exposure to African music or dance.  We learn in history that our people came  
     from Africa but we don’t know anything about Africa.  For anyone who wants to learn  
     more about it, we are here (Lowery 2004). 
 
She comments that personally, she has become more receptive to other ideas about 

culture and mentioned that she has seen other people’s world view completely shift as a 

result of their participation or attendance at ensemble events. 
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For the African American community in Tallahassee, ACDT has served as a 

source of cultural information about the traditions and lives of the African predecessors 

of African Americans today.  Many participants in the ensemble feel that Tallahassee’s 

acquaintance with these cultural practices could not have been attained without the 

ensembles’ presence.  Through its operations, the dance company has provided a place of 

refuge and a family atmosphere in which children and adults can express themselves 

artistically.  They are responsible for the Florida African Drum and Dance Festival, 

which brings to Tallahassee both financial resources and further cultural exposure.  In 

addition, youth are provided with a place where they are nurtured, disciplined, and 

equipped with tools to develop good character and cultural awareness.   

The fact that the ensemble is in existence today is proof that the commitment to 

building a stronger black community, which embraces African sensibilities, is strong.  

The founders, board of directors, and everyone involved in the community that has built 

up around ACDT, has worked diligently to ensure that blacks in the area recognize their 

African heritage and value it.  In addition, the ensemble is a testament to the fact that 

there is a desire to connect with the past.  Furthermore, the ensemble’s existence is 

indicative that there was for many Tallahasseans, prior to its presence, a lack of 

awareness of the connection between African Americans in the area and their heritage.  

The formation and present existence of the group was and is in response to that lack of 

awareness and an interest in building that connection. 

Similarly, the ensemble represents a movement reminiscent of the “Black is 

Beautiful” movement of the 1960s2.  Brandy Tyler-McIntosh made that connection on 

many occasions, when asked about the reason the ensemble was needed.  A new level of 

interest has been reached nation-wide among blacks, in relation to African aesthetics.  

This is reflected in popular music idioms with the popularity of neo-soul3 performers, 

who express this interest in their music, lifestyle choices, and attire.  These include Erika 

Badu, Fertile Ground, Lauryn Hill, Talib Kweli, Common and India Arie, to name a few.  

The fact that many similar ensembles are popping up around the country with the same 

                                                 
2 This movement was directly linked to the Civil Rights movement, Pan-Africanism ideology, and the 
Black Power movement of the Black Panthers.  During this movement there was a resurgence of pride and 
appreciation for the beauty of black people and their culture.   
3 Related to the hip-hop music style, this sub-set of music focuses on a renaissance of soul music which 
bears resemblance to soul singers like James Brown, Aretha Franklin, and Maze. 

     
 

45 



type of goals serves as further proof of this cultural awareness movement.  Children of 

baby boomers, called Generation X, seem to be at the forefront of this movement, and, as 

is the case in Tallahassee with ACDT, community elders are supportive of it.   

It is also evident that there is a general discontent with the way that the larger 

American superculture operates.  Some members of the black community feel as though 

there was something missing in their lives or that there was a cultural void.  Informants 

expressed that they would not have identified this problem prior to joining the ACDT 

community, but after participating, there was a realization that some aspects of who they 

are had never been addressed.   There was a lack of understanding of their own ethnic 

identity and heritage, which was due to the fact that a large part of who they were, which 

is connected with their personal history, had been lost via the slave trade, the resulting 

system of racial prejudice, and the overall implications of being American.   

Music and dance groups all over the United States, for example, are expressing 

similar desires to make connections to “African” values, aesthetics, and culture.   

Afrocentrism is a political and social movement which encourages blacks to recognize 

black civilizations of northeastern Africa, namely Kimet (Egypt), as the basis of Greek 

culture and Western civilization.   This Afrocentric world view is a scope through which 

blacks see themselves as “proactive subjects within history, rather than passive objects of 

Western history” according to Cain Hope Felder’s 1994 article "Afrocentrism, the Bible, 

and the Politics of Difference" which appeared in The Princeton Seminary Bulletin. This 

movement is often credited to the work of Molefi Asante; however the roots of the 

movement likely predate his 1980 book Afrocentricity: The Theory of Social Change.  

The heavily attested set of theories is sometimes accused of possessing radical forms of 

black supremacy. 
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Figure 5 –Photograph © Rodney A. Roberts.  Gayla Lowery dancing in community 

class (February, 2005). 

  
 
 
 ACDT in Tallahassee seems more concerned with current representations of 

social norms related to the African traditions of music and dance and community 

interaction as opposed to a political agenda.  While many members of the ensemble do 

associate their personal political and social philosophy with Afrocentrism, it would be 

unfair to assign that label to the entire organization.  The ensemble, does however, have 

some very specific ideas about representation, community building, and performance that 
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are related to other African diasporic drum and dance ensembles. ACDT’s artistic 

approach is based upon what informants have identified as African teaching methods and 

principles of traditional African family and community values.  These general statements 

allude to a conglomeration of ideas and traditions that the ensemble has both re-collected 

and re-invented from the entire continent of Africa.   

The Urban Bush Women, founded by Jawole Willa Jo Zollar, is based in New 

York and combines the spiritual elements of traditional African and Caribbean dance, 

song, and music with contemporary, Western dance forms.  The use of the term 

“traditional African” implies that the ensemble, much like ACDT, is interested in 

representing a unified view of Africa as opposed to the contemporary, Western-scholarly 

representation of a continent that is more different than the same.  The ensemble bases 

their performances on the lives of contemporary women, the history of the African 

American community, and influences from the cultural flow of the African diaspora.   

This dance ensemble, while sharing many of the same ideas of ACDT, also 

reflects a modernist approach to negotiating identity and a specific social and political 

agenda.  In addition, differences lie in the two ensembles’ mode of presentation of their 

differing philosophy.  The Urban Bush Women in their mission statement state that they 

were formed to help foster community involvement and work with the public in a way 

which encourages cultural and social activity as a regular part of community life.  The 

ensemble is also interested in promoting individuals, in particular women, by nurturing 

leadership skills and making artistic expression accessible in order to encourage social 

responsibility and civic engagement.   

Conversely, ACDT, while encouraging social and political activism, does not set 

these ideas up as goals or the mission of the ensemble.  Rather, this ensemble is interested 

in exposing people to the music and dance traditions of Africa.  In spite of these 

seemingly large differences, I assert that the ensembles are more alike than different in 

that they represent the larger movement within the African American community towards 

relating to African and African diaspora aesthetics.  This movement seems to be directly 

related to the “Black is Beautiful” movement of the sixties which was one of the 

byproducts of the civil rights movement.  The movement, which is continuing today with 

the children of activists from the early stages of the movement, is a new expression of 
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many of the ideals associated with the Afrocentrism and a mainstream resurgence of 

pride and appreciation for black history and culture.  

Differences lay in the two ensembles modes of performance and achieving 

community building.  The goals, however, are the same.  Each ensemble seeks to build 

awareness and draw attention to African and African diaspora art, to use music and/or 

dance as a means of exposing people to these art forms, to encourage strong community 

bonds, and to promote a unified vision of African culture both on the continent and in the 

diaspora. 

Research associates expressed a deep loyalty to their country of birth, but felt that 

there was a need for, at the minimum, an equal loyalty to the source of their diaspora 

(Africa).  This may seem more important to members of the African diaspora, because 

theirs was a forced migration.  Brandy Tyler-McIntosh’s and Faith Troupes’ self-

determined label of “African women in America” is an example of this type of extensive 

identification with African culture (Appendix 130-139, 173-190).  Both women 

expressed that prior to coming to the realization that they were Africans in America, 

rather than African Americans, their existence seemed far too wrapped up in American 

materialism and desire for individuality.  Part of their process of becoming Africans in 

America involved rejecting these tenets of their existence.  They now choose to strive 

towards a more collective strategy in making life decisions and a devaluation of material 

objects.  This collective strategy, which they characterize as a “traditional African way of 

life,” leaves little room for the individual, but rather focuses on the individual’s role or 

place in the community.  The need for individuality is an American characteristic in their 

opinion.  Neither woman seems to think that it is bad to be an individual, but now 

reconceptualizes the value of the individual, and as a result the power and importance of 

the collective. 

Members of the ACDT community hope that their legacy will be one of pride in 

African heritage, spiritual upliftment, black pride, and African consciousness.  Marcus 

Robinson was clear about his hope for the future when he expressed his desire for 

participants to take over the ensemble and for it to survive in order to continue the 

traditions associated with African drum and dance.  However, this time in history will 

also be remembered as a time of social unrest among African Americans.  Many African 
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Americans may describe this as one of the best periods in history for African Americans 

based on statistics of the number of blacks attending institutions of higher learning, the 

large increases nationally in black incomes, and the opportunities that are afforded blacks 

and other minority groups in the country.  However, there are likely an equal or larger 

number of African Americans who view the statistics that reflect higher numbers of black 

people in prison, the growing unemployment rates, the devastation that drugs and alcohol 

have inflicted upon the black community, and the decreasing value placed on family 

values, as alarming causes for concern.  These issues, many believe, can be addressed 

through grass root organizations that target the youth in the society for improvement.  

They may, as an ensemble, serve as indicators to generations to come of the widespread 

discontent with the status of African Americans in American society today. 

Ethnic identity and memory have worked together to create this ensemble and to 

establish it as a chronicler of history.  As I have previously established, negotiating 

identity is reliant upon the communicative, collective and cultural forms of memory and 

includes genetic and cultural aspects of the individual and/or group such as ethnicity.  

Ethnic identity similarly relies upon these modes of memory, which are inherently tied to 

history.  I assert that memory may be viewed as the way we perceive historical events, 

and includes collectives that either actively or inactively disseminate these events and the 

associated results of the process of forgetting (invented and re-invented traditions).    

In the case of ACDT, this is evident in the attitudes about ethnic identity that have 

been inspired by participation, and the sense of responsibility that participants and 

teachers feel towards teaching other African Americans learning their history and culture 

through music and dance. The history of a group of people is a major part of their 

identity.  It is directly linked to its self-image and perceived worth.  It is for this reason 

and others that there is a desire to reconnect with its history.  Because people of African 

descent in America have not had access to their history throughout their time in America, 

many individuals are expressing a desire to better understand it in order to fully form 

their self-image.  In addition, there is an historical interest in the period before slavery 

because it was through slavery that the disconnection happened.  This being the case, 

many choose to identify with a time in their history that they believe was less painful and, 
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in their opinion, much more holistic. That is, there is a great interest in reconnecting with 

the traditions, culture, and way of life of their African ancestors. 

What most of my informants identify as African has to do with the social norms 

of community, gender roles, spirituality, physical health, and self-image.  Because the 

behavior associated with these ideals is acted out in a very different way in America than 

in Africa, they feel as though many of the problems in the African American community 

may be directly linked to a misunderstanding of their history, which includes examples of 

how individuals and communities should function in respect to these ideals.  Theirs is a 

community which emphasizes the teaching and acting out of those behaviors.  Thus, 

informants like Brandy Tyler-McIntosh and Faith Troupe discuss their “walk as an 

African woman in American society” (McIntosh 2004, Troupe 2004).  The members of 

the Tallahassee Africans in America community draw directly upon their collective 

memory of African history in order to form their ethnic and cultural identity.   

 

Summary 

 Through the story of the ACDT, it becomes increasingly clear that the founders of 

the ensemble had a strong vision in both their formation and the continuing purpose of 

the ensemble.  Through perseverance and hard work the group was able to successfully 

establish itself in the Tallahassee community, and has consequently situated itself in the 

position of culture bearer for the entire North Florida area.  Through this case study it has 

been demonstrated how music and dance have been the tools by which the community 

that surrounds ACDT has learned a great deal about its history, while significantly 

contributing to the history of African Americans.  This has been done through the 

African-based pedagogy which was a significant part of the training of both Marcus and 

Jevelle Robinson, and has now become the main impetus for their teaching methods and 

those of their students. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

 THE SEARCH FOR ETHNIC AND CULTURAL IDENTITY THROUGH ACDT 

 

 

 The cultural concepts of ethnicity and identity are key to understanding the 

formation, purpose, and ethnomusicological relevance of world music performing 

ensembles in relation to communities.  In the United States, where most people could be 

considered a part of a diaspora, this is especially true.  In this chapter I will explore how 

ACDT has effected ideas of identity from both an ethnic and cultural perspective.  In 

doing this, I will first define ethnicity and identity, discuss ethnic identity through the 

lens of several cultures around the world, and then narrow the view to the case study of 

ACDT through discussions of interviews.  Finally, I will look at the role that memory 

plays in ethnic identity.  Through this process I plan to explain how crucial ethnic identity 

has been in the formation of ACDT and vice-versa.  In addition, I will begin establishing 

the way that ACDT has functioned as a community.   

 

Ethnicity and Identity 

Through ACDT, members of the black community in Tallahassee have defined 

their identity using ethnicity, gender, age, and memory.  Ethnicity is an important factor 

for the members of this ensemble.  Members of ACDT are very proud of their African 

heritage and express their interest in learning more about it through the ensemble and 

personal studies.  While classes are open to the entire Tallahassee community, most of 

them are attended solely by African Americans.  Marcus Robinson, director and co-

founder of the ensemble explained the following (Robinson 2003):  

     

     Everyone is welcome here, but we deliberately create an environment that accommodates 
     black people.  We invite everyone, but when people from other races come here, we don’t  
     change who we are or what we teach for their comfort level.  They don’t do that for us,  
     when we send our children to ballet classes. 
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Among other participants in the ensemble, this attitude is generally the same. Their 

common ethnic background has contributed significantly to the level of comfort most 

black people feel at rehearsals and performances.  The feeling of comfort is a direct result 

of the common ethnic identity of those people.  All ACDT gatherings have a community 

or village atmosphere.  There is a level of connectedness between participants that feels 

almost cliquish upon entering.  This is because the participants also interact outside of the 

ensemble in their schools, businesses, and community.  Newcomers recognize the close-

knittedness of all participants from the moment they enter the rehearsal space.    

 The common ethnic background of participants has served as an important aspect 

of their personal identity formation.   Many participants express that coming to ACDT 

offers a break from a world which overwhelmingly emphasizes European aesthetics of 

beauty, ideals of culture, behavior, and social norms.  Members take comfort in knowing 

that this environment, which welcomes their perspective on traditions, is primarily made 

up of people who look like themselves and are interested in the connection between the 

music they are performing and that of their ethnic roots in Africa.  

 Inasmuch as there is a certain level of comfort in that there is a common ethnic 

background for most participants, there are people from outside of the black community 

who participate in ACDT.  Since early in the history of the ensemble, members of white 

communities have come to community classes to learn about instruments, songs, musical 

forms, and dances from Africa.  The reaction to them is varied among black members of 

the ensemble.  One informant discussed their presence as being a source of distraction 

and an imbalance of energy.   

 

     When we dance, much of our ability to perform is based on the type of energy that we  
     carry with us.  The source of that energy is our ancestors. I come here to celebrate their 
     tradition and presence in my life.  Now, if you are walking with energy that has in  
     some way contributed to the harm of the energy that I’m walking with, then those energies 
     are still going to be in conflict today.  I’ve watched people come into our space, both white 
     and black, with negative energy, and it’s caused problems for us (McIntosh 2004). 

 

 

 Other informants expressed that they were not uncomfortable with the presence of 

people outside of the black community, but were not sure of what their motivation might 

be for coming to dance classes.  When this subject was brought up in interviews, most 
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participants initially reacted with trepidation, not sure how to express their feelings to 

someone who had already stated that the information that they supplied would likely end 

up in a thesis work which would be viewed by faculty, staff, and students who may not 

be black.    

 Some participants seemed completely unaffected by their presence, expressing 

pride in the fact that what they were doing was interesting to people who were not in any 

way ethnically connected to the music.  Gayla Lowery (2004) discussed the fact that 

while whites were not culturally connected to the traditions, they probably viewed 

participation in the ensemble as a great way to become familiar with the culture and 

found that it was a good source of exercise.  That informant spoke of it also as a way to 

promote racial understanding and tolerance. 

Depending on whom you ask, the fact that the members of ACDT feel much more 

comfortable in their space because of the fact that it is primarily a black ensemble, may 

be perceived as a good or a bad thing.  The members of the community feel that it is an 

extremely good thing, because there is so much division in the black community based 

upon economic, and class differences.  They point to these things as divisive techniques, 

which are part of the legacy of slavery.  This group of people prides itself on the fact that 

it has created for itself and the children a united community of people who are African-

centered and aware. 

 Georjean Machulis has participated in ACDT community classes for three years 

and discussed how her experience with the ensemble has been different because she is a 

white woman.  Referring to other women who had been a part of the ensemble that were 

white, she remembered why they told her that they quit: “I’m so sick of no one wanting 

to dance in the same line as me” (2004).  Machulis said that she had found this to be very 

true for herself also, but that she understood it. 

 

     They did not want to dance with me either; I’m so struggling with the moves, though, that I 
     think that’s part of it.  But, I also realize that there’s a beauty to what they’re doing that’s  
     from their culture and it’s understandable that many of them want to hold onto it and feel a 
     sense of ownership (Machulis 2004) 
 

She feels that the attitude towards her has changed over the years though, because she has 

stayed with it.   
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     I think that they respect me for sticking with it. Sometimes I would almost feel like crying  
     because I was so bad.  But, it was good.  There was something in my soul that it just nurtured 
     and felt good when I went.  Plus it makes you strong (gesturing to flex muscles).  So, I’ve  
     been doing it a few years now and I feel like its family.  I feel good there (Machulis   
     2004). 
 

Machulis also expressed that she felt that she was very proud of the fact that she has been 

a part of integrating the ensemble and feels as though she has brought something very 

special to the participants in exchange for the wonderful new understanding of music and 

culture that she has received from being a part of the group. 

Brandy McIntosh spoke candidly about how important ethnicity is to the 

ensemble and about white people’s presence in ACDT classes. 

 

     The glue that binds this community and specifically ACDT is our ability to say as individuals 
     and as a group that we are Africans and we’re okay with that realization in spite of American  
     pressures to not associate with that identity or part of our history.  The presence of people who 
     cannot say that or who have not encouraged that type of sentiment among us, affect the vibe of  
     this ensemble (McIntosh 2004). 
 

How the presence of non-African descendants affects the groups dynamic is 

extremely subtle, so much so that it was hard to decide what was causing this difference 

in attitude on the occasions that I observed community classes where whites were 

present.  The first time that I observed this difference, I noticed that dancers were 

executing their moves with less excitement.  I attributed this to the fact that it was an 

early Saturday morning.  On another occasion, I noticed that the usual camaraderie 

between everyone seemed to be much more subdued.  Class was quieter on this day.  

After several of these types of classes I was assuming that the attitude was based on 

different reasons including the time of day of the rehearsal, the mood of the instructor, 

etc.  However, after reviewing my field notes, I noticed that on most of those days that I 

observed this difference in attitude, I had also noted that there was a person not of 

African descent dancing.  Strangely, the presence of white drummers does not seem to 

have as noticeable affect on dancers.  Although, I have observed that dancers are less 
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likely to touch the ground1 in front of them.  It is my opinion that there is less animosity 

between black participants and white drummers because of the association of movement 

with ‘spirit.’  However, I feel that there is still hesitation to touch the ground in front of 

them because of the association of the movement with recognition of the energy of 

common ancestors. 

 

Ethnic Identity and Music: Case Study from South Africa   

The role that music and dance plays in the process of self-identification has been 

profound in this ensemble.  However, this is not a unique instance of music and race 

being directly linked to understanding and asserting cultural identity.  Ronald Radano and 

Philip V. Bohlman (2000:6) have discussed this connection in their book, Music and the 

Racial Imagination.  The authors suggest the following: 

 

     The longstanding metaphysical properties associated with music enhance the imagination  
     of racial difference: race contributes fundamentally to the issues of belonging and ownership  
     that music articulates. The music of this variously constructed Self is different from the music  
     of the Other, therefore making it possible to articulate and even conceptualize the most basic  
     differences through our musical choices. 
  

Further examples of the use of music as a source of identity, can be seen 

worldwide. South Africa, for instance, is a country which is made up of over eleven 

ethnic groups including Afrikaans who are of European descent, Ndebele, Pedi, Sotho, 

Swazi, Tsonga, Tswana, Venda, Xhosa, Zulu, and Indian.  There, the system of apartheid, 

which lasted for 92 years, tried to separate people based on their race and ethnic 

background.  Laws were enacted primarily for the purpose of maintaining segregation.2  

One way that white empowerment was achieved in a country which was over 97% black 

was to emphasize the differences between black South Africans who were a part of 

different ethnic groups.  Townships were built for each ethnic group in regions and laws 

strictly prohibited the intermingling of groups.  Each ethnic group maintained its own 

language, religion, traditions, and culture which included music.  Music in this situation 

                                                 
1 This is a sign of respect to the drummer which indicates that the dancer or listener feels a connection 
between their own heartbeat, the pulse of the drums, and the energy of their ancestors. 
 
2 After the National Party came to power in 1948 the system of segregation (apartheid) became law. 
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helped to delineate identity.  Regional and familial styles which had developed prior to 

the arrival of whites in the country were further developed, and with media and recording 

developments of the twentieth century, they could be heard all over the country and the 

world.  This music served as a source of distinctiveness for the people who made and 

listened to it.  Music, like isicathamiya of the Zulu, became a symbol of the society from 

which it came.  Isicathamiya is a South African popular music form which comes from 

the Zulu people.  The literal translation of the word is to step on ones toes lightly.  This 

vocal style, primarily performed by men, grew out of migrant work communities.  

Cultural information was encoded in the rhythms, lyrics, and movements associated with 

songs, and both in the country and abroad, the style became a symbol of the Zulu people.    

In spite of this governmental push for separating the races, there was still an 

overwhelming “black consciousness” in the country. 3 Black South Africans also used 

music to identify themselves as a unified race in opposition to apartheid, in spite of their 

cultural differences.  The protest music of the African National Congress (ANC) and 

related groups4 maintained a repertoire of songs and associated dances which spoke to the 

common cause of liberating Black South Africans.  The lyrics to the songs were primarily 

in Zulu, a language spoken by about 30% of the black population (but understood by 

more).  In spite of the cultural differences of the black ethnic groups, however, the songs 

were sung by all members and associates of the ANC. Through these songs people 

identified themselves as a part of the liberation struggle, and simply humming them could 

be a way for people to identify other friends of the anti-apartheid cause.  The making of 

the music as well as its reception are cultural expressions of those who are involved.  

These cultural expressions are formed by the personal and communal experiences of the 

                                                 
3 Black consciousness in this context refers to a pan-African awareness which united black people in South 
Africa and abroad based solely on the fact that they were black Africans or descendants thereof. Pan -
African movements include the Pan-African Congress of 1919 (led by W.E.B. DuBois convened in Paris) 
and can also be seen by the presence of a political party in South Africa by the same name which holds a 
less conciliatory philosophy towards whites in the country than the ANC.  The Pan-African movement has 
also been very present in the U.S. since the early 1960s. 
 
4The MK branch of the ANC was a part of the organization from its beginnings in 1912.  This branch 
represented the military wing of the organization, with the purpose of conducting guerilla warfare against 
the National party of South Africa.  The women’s branch of the ANC has also been actively involved in the 
fight against apartheid.  
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producers and audience and therefore serve as sources of identifying the sum whole of 

who these people are, based upon their experiences, common history and memory.   

 

Ethnic Identity and Music: ACDT Case Study 

Although the South African case study of music’s role as an indicator of identity 

is geographically far from the Tallahassee’s ACDT, there are many similarities in the use 

of music.  Similar to black South Africans who were anxious to use music to combat 

some of the misconceptions about blacks in the country, members and directors of the 

ACDT ensemble express their desire to participate with the group in order to contradict 

many of the images that they see daily in the media which allude to a divided and 

doomed African American community.  Marcus Robinson commented in a personal 

interview that, “Hardly a day passes that you don’t see a negative image on the news 

about black people; this is especially true about men”(Robinson 2003:139).  Instead he 

seeks to use music to dissuade belief in these types of stereotypical images, as well as to 

help members understand and re-assert ethnic identity. 

Much in the same way that the different ethnic groups in South Africa are able to 

look at their regional music styles as expressions of their identity, members of ACDT 

express an ethnic connection to Africa and each other through the music that they learn.  

While the musical styles that are performed are not a part of the immediate culture of 

most of the participants, the fact that it is African music is something that all members 

can identify as a part of their ancestry.  It is a unifying principle which aids in the 

creation of a community.  Most members are unable to trace their ethnic roots to a 

specific ethnic group, or even a country of origin.  However, by the color of their skin, 

they recognize they are the descendants of Africans.  In this context the sadness 

expressed by most African Americans at having lost all ties to their families and native 

land is somewhat soothed by the knowledge that they, as members of the ensemble, are 

learning music which is native to the continent of Africa.   

Much like the informants of Keefe in her study of ethnicity (1992:39), members 

of ACDT negotiate their ethnic group membership and social dynamics through a 

“comparison of their personal identity with group identity.”  Brandy McIntosh was one of 

many informants who identified her cultural and spiritual beliefs as rooted in African 
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spiritual and cultural traditions, as being part of what made the group work (McIntosh 

2004).  In addition to this, the fact that this idea is shared by members of the ensemble is 

also significant to the dynamics of the group.  Directly related to this idea is the fact that 

Brandy McIntosh alludes to the ensemble, and many of the people she met (especially 

elders in the community) through the ensemble, as being responsible for  “making things 

click,” and her gaining an understanding of her culture as an African in America. 

This is an example of communicative, cultural, and collective memory at work.  The 

ensemble served as a power collective which has a place in her memory, individuals in 

the community served as the cultivation collective, and her counterparts in the ensemble  

have shared in memories and understandings of memories (Appendix 130-139, 173-190).  

The work of these collectives has significantly played a role in forming both individual 

and group identity for McIntosh and others.  Ethnic group attachment and pride have 

been gained also and have contributed to identity. 

 Children are able to form ideas about their ethnic identity in relation to each other 

and other members of the class.  The girls strive to mimic the dress and style of the adult 

women in the class and in doing so, arrive at certain conclusions about who they are. 

Figure 6 shows a group of children as they clap and watch other dancers in the 

Saturday morning community class.  Directly related to this discussion is the way that 

children are able to form ideas about their ethnic identity in relation to each other and 

other members of the class.  The girls strive to mimic the dress and style of the adult 

women in the class and in doing so, arrive at certain conclusions about who they are.  

Similarly, Faith Troupe felt that she has strengthened her understanding of ethnic identity 

through participating in the ensemble.  On September 29 she talked about the fact that she 

started attending the class to enhance her fitness program.  Since joining she has lost 

weight, but she also has increased her understanding of African culture, and subsequently 

her ethnic identity.  According to her, she has been on a path for about eight years, of 

increasing her self-awareness through African cultural studies.  While she felt as though  
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Figure 6 –Photograph © Rodney A. Roberts.  Group of children observing more 

advanced dancers (February, 2005). 

 

 

 

she was a “conscious sister,” aware of her African roots before becoming a member of 

ACDT, she also expressed that participation has helped her contextualize much of the 

social norms, and community ideals that she had read about and been trying to implement 

in her life prior to associating with the ensemble.   She feels strongly that through ACDT 

she has become familiar with people who have served as her mentors and have increased 

her knowledge of African lifestyles.  In addition, she has become a part of a social group 

who have similar ideas about how young women, and in general black people, should 

operate in this society. 

 Due to these connections of ethnicity, culture, and social behavior, it is 

appropriate to define ACDT as a community.  I assert that this community is real in the 

minds of its participants, instructors, and founders, and patterns itself after a traditional 
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African community which values certain ideals about behavior and interaction between 

members.  In sum, the community functions and relies upon memory and shared identity.  

 The community was formed out of a necessity to combat the negative images 

associated with black youth and out of what the founders perceived as a need for a 

community which embraced the values of its members’ ancestors.  Marcus Robinson 

commented about this in the following: 

 

     Ultimately, I would like to see young people like my daughter and other young people  
     embrace what I have stood for and for the company to be around for the next hundred  
     years. Now in order for that to happen they have to be clear on and buy into why the  
     company is here in the first place and that is because somebody needed to teach them  
     about their culture and someone sacrificed for it to be here.  I will not turn this over to  
     someone who does not understand sacrifice.  It’s all about sacrifice.  It’s not about skill  
     and it’s not about talent, it’s about sacrifice.  You’ve got to have some of that. If you  
     have skill and not the ability to sacrifice then it’s not going to work.  That’s what I’m  
     looking for. I want Tallahassee to never be void of African drumming and dance  
     (Robinson 2003). 

 

 Jevelle Robinson echoed her partner’s sentiment when asked about the formation 

of the ensemble in a personal interview. 

 

     We were responding to what we refer to as the call of our ancestors when we created this  
     ensemble.  Back then, we had no idea of what it would turn into, nor did we know exactly  
     what we were doing, but we knew that we were supposed to be teaching our children in  
     the community about their culture and their history, music and dance was the mode of that  
     transmission of knowledge (Robinson, J. 2003). 
 

These desires to create community succeeded and in the process helped form identity for 

individuals and the community.  They will be furthered explored in Chapter 4. 

 

Summary: Memory’s Contribution to Ethnic Identity through the African Caribbean 

Dance Theatre 

 The communicative and cultural/collective memory types overlap in their mode of 

transmission and their role in the process of recalling past events.  But, how does each 

individually and collectively affect identity?  How can memory influence the way that 

ethnic communities are built? And finally, what role does the politics of ethnic identity 
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play in what we chose to remember and forget?  These are questions which I believe can 

be defined and explored through the case study of ACDT. 

 Recall that cultural memory refers to the “outer dimension of human memory,” 

(Assman 1995:128), and that according to Olsen (2004:6) this type of memory requires a 

cultivation collective.   This cultivation collective requires and depends upon both 

developing and nurturing a specific practice either actively, as is the case in ACDT where 

African music and dance is performed, or passively such as group or individual study of 

recorded music, dance performances, or reading about technique.  Cultural memory 

individually affects ethnic identity in the way that a person or group of people ethnically 

related, go about learning their history, remembering it, and reacting to it.  Each of these 

is directly related to who those people, or the individual, see themselves as or how they 

identify themselves.   

In ACDT, cultural memory is based upon actively making music and dancing, as 

well as the theoretical and historical study of where that music comes from; this is the 

cultivation collective.  In this sense, participation in the ensemble is “making it all click,” 

as Brandy McIntosh asserted.  It is allowing them an opportunity to see themselves as 

African men and women, performing and studying music traditions within the cultural 

context closely linked to that in which it was performed by their ancestors, that is, in a 

community. 

Communicative memory refers to a power collective or agency to teach and 

reinforce historical events and ideas which become a part of memory.  These power 

collectives, like schools and ensembles that are a part of community’s daily lives, play a 

very active role in assigning identity to individuals and groups, in that they are constantly 

asserting what aspects of history and culture must be remembered, valued, and a part of 

the group.  Assigning ownership has led to statements like, “I am an African woman,” 

which both Brandy McIntosh and Faith Troupe expressed on numerous occasions during 

interviews.  That ownership, based on remembering and valuing aspects of their history 

as descendents of Africans, has become their identity.  In addition to their assertion of 

Africanness, in spite of the fact that they were born and raised in America, many 

informants made similar statements.  Of these informants, only a few communicated that 

they would have said that before becoming a part of ACDT. 
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Collective memory relies heavily upon the power collectives of communicative 

memory and is directly linked with and overlaps cultural memory.  This form of memory, 

which may also be thought of as the social and shared remembrances of a group or 

community, unites groups.  Identity has already been partially defined as the way that an 

individual sees or thinks about himself.  The way that a person remembers his past and 

the history of his ethnic group, therefore, directly impacts his self-image and identity. 

 A community, like ACDT, whose ability to function is highly influenced by 

ethnic identity, also by implication relies upon each of these types of memory for the 

foundation upon which it is built.  This is apparent in the way that every informant 

discussed above relates their identity to their history and their role in ACDT.  This 

connection may best be seen in what both founders of ACDT have communicated about 

their motivation for starting the ensemble.  Each indicated a desire to teach and 

disseminate the “history of their ancestors” to children in Tallahassee’s black community.  

Their memory, which they had learned from both cultivation collectives and power 

collectives, were the impetus for forming the ensemble along with their desire to promote 

a connection with African culture.  These were, and remain to be, the basis upon which 

the community was built.  Since that time, memory has become the source for identity in 

ACDT. 

 The politics of ethnic identity require that only the most significant aspects of the 

past is remembered and disseminated as a part of collective memory.  For this reason, 

slavery and its’ brutality is emphasized as part of what makes African Americans unique, 

along with their ability to survive and be creative in spite of conditions under which any 

other group may have chosen to give up.  While the process of forgetting has been 

discussed in terms of surrogation and choosing what to leave out of histories, it is also 

important to discuss the imposed removal of memories.  By this I mean forced 

assimilation to another society’s norms of social and cultural behavior under African 

colonization and slavery, that is, cultural genocide.   

 ACDT has made a priority of restoring the traditions that Africans who came to 

the United States as slaves have lost.  On the shores of western Africa, physical 

instruments as well as the tools of ritual were left behind, but they were not forgotten.  

The memory of these instruments, and the dances that were an active part of music 
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making, survived through syncretic and covert forms of music performance.  In addition, 

slaves retold stories of how music was used, created communities and families with their 

counterparts, and raised their children in the tradition of African family values.  Although 

much was forgotten, enough was remembered of their past to re-invent traditions with the 

resources they had available and within the allowable framework of their situation.  Many 

aspects of culture that have survived, such as perceptions of how communities should 

function, social norms, spirituality, specific aspects of music, and the role that music 

plays in communities, families, and for individuals were (and quite often still are), so 

embedded in the memories of the African American community, that most people in that 

community are unable to identify them as African culture.   

In constructing a model for the development of identity through community we 

can assume that upon the foundation of a power collective, so called because of its 

proximity to the daily lives of members and its function as a source of memory, identity 

is built through the other processes of memory (to include cultural memory, which relies 

upon cultivation of an aspect of itself), and their associated modes of transmission.  

Furthermore, ethnicity (which includes the cultural and social norms associated with the 

ethnic group) added to this foundation leads to the assertion of identity.  For members of 

the ACDT community, the power collective is the ensemble itself.  From this base, 

cultural memory is expressed as drum and dance techniques are cultivated.  These foster 

collective memories of the participants as a group.  In other words, identity is created and 

recognized through a relationship with other members of the group who adhere to the 

social and cultural norms set up by elders in the ensemble (figure 7). 

Cultural expressions such as music and dance lend themselves to creating identity.  

Their very nature carries the cultural, ethnic, and historical markings of the people who 

create, perform, and witness them.  They are imbued with indicators of how those people 

think about themselves, their surroundings, and society.  It is for this reason that 

participants in ACDT have formed a community and the ability to identify themselves as 

Africans in America practicing the traditions and cultures of their ancestors.  Figure 7 

serves as another example of these cultural expressions creating identity.  In it, a patient 

mother tries to demonstrate to her daughter the correct way to tie her fabric into a 

     
 

64 



lapa
5 so that she is appropriately dressed in order to join the other dancers. 

 

Group 

Identity

-Culture

Ethnicity 
 

-With the associated social norms 
and ideas of culture 

 

Cultural Memory 
-Cultivation of dance and music as a part of culture 

Communicative Memory functioning through a Power collective 

(ACDT) 

Figure 7 -Lisa M. Beckley’s Model for Developing Identity through Community,   

Memory, and Ethnicity. 
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5 A lapa is a piece of fabric, typically with a colorful print on it, that is tied around the waist into a skirt.  



 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8 –Photograph © Rodney A. Roberts. Mother tying her daughter’s lapa on so 

that she may join the dancers (February, 2005). 
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CHAPTER 4 

 
  

THE ‘AFRICANS IN AMERICA’ COMMUNITY IN TALLAHASSEE CREATED 

AROUND A MUSIC AND DANCE ENSEMBLE: PRINCIPLES AND 

CHARACTER 

 

 

 It would be impossible to discuss the African Caribbean Dance Theatre without 

looking at the community from which it derives.  The company is a community, or in the 

opinion of many, a family, that functions as a part of the larger “Africans-in America” 

community in Tallahassee (Williams, 2004).  This “African” community is not made up 

of people who are immigrants from the continent of Africa, but rather people who trace 

their heritage to Africa via the slave trade.  Within this community, ACDT serves several 

purposes, that include: (1) to educate the youth in that community, (2) to inspire an 

interest in African heritage, (3) to provide an environment which fosters collective 

memory, (4) to reinforce family values which derive from an African-centered 

consciousness, and (5) to attract other descendants of Africans in America to this culture 

and way of life. 

 This community, which embraces and surrounds ACDT, relates primarily to 

specific values that Africans had prior to slavery and contact with Europeans.  They 

believe that many of these values have been part of African American culture since their 

arrival in America which they have been able to maintain in spite of outside pressures, 

These are the same values that they believe have been lost to the vast majority of African 

Americans because of slavery.  This loss of tradition and recognition of history is what 

many people in this community blame for some of the problems that the black 

community in America faces.  The community of “Africans” in the Tallahassee area 

believes that through organizations like ACDT they are regaining aspects of their 

memory and culture.  This culture is recognized as being primarily associated with 

African culture that predates the system of slavery, colonialism, and the related contact 
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with Europeans. Moreover, it is a significant part of why there is a perceived need to 

establish these connections. The forced migration of Africans included psychological 

terrorism or cultural genocide, in which peoples’ most basic understandings of family, 

community, spirituality, and artistic expression were attacked, devalued, and destroyed.  

As a result, many blacks have decided to look back into their past and identify with their 

African roots in order to re-establish the framework for a life that was lost. 

 In establishing a community based upon African principles, many black people in 

Tallahassee have identified specific aspects of culture which they believe are most 

representative of their culture prior to contact with whites.  From my interviews and 

experience with members of this community, I believe that the most important of these 

include:(1) spiritual approach to completing tasks,  accomplishing goals, and viewing the 

world, (2) a reverence for ancestors, (3) a respect for elders, (4) a collective rather than 

individual development, and (5) defined gender roles within families and the larger 

community. 

 I wish to deal with each of these aspects individually and then evaluate how they 

may differ from similar and opposing ideas in mainstream American culture.  This will 

be done in order to make correlations between how the concepts of memory, history, and 

identity are at work in the ensemble and to lay the groundwork for understanding the 

performance of African-ness and American-ness in ACDT. 

 

Perceived African Community Values versus American Ones 

 Spirituality is at the root of all action and understanding of the African 

community in Tallahassee.  However, it is important not to confuse spirituality with 

religion.  In this context, it refers more to a worldview and incentive for functioning in 

the way that people do, rather than an organized belief in a specific creator or heavenly 

presence.  For lack of a better term, I refer to it as spirituality because it includes forces 

outside of human control which members of the community often refer to, and because it 

is a basic worldview framework which provides the methodology for coping with daily 

pressures of existence.  This concept is alluded to when informants discussed the 

“energy” in their performance and rehearsal space, the “balance” needed in order to 
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successfully meet the needs of the community, and the “call of the ancestors” which 

served as the basic impetus for ACDT’s  formation. 

 Robert Farris Thompson (1983:xiii) views this organizing principle as the “flash 

of the spirit,” in his book by the same title.   The forced migration to the new world 

neither diminished nor destroyed this characteristic relation to spirit, but rather made the 

connection between Africans and their spirit stronger.  This is exemplified in the ways 

that the community of Africans in Tallahassee approach all tasks and undertakings.  

Informants seem to be conscientious of the spiritual implications of their actions.   

 Discussing dance with Brandy Tyler-McIntosh always leads to discussions of 

spirituality (McIntosh 2004): 

 

     Understand that there is a difference between dancing and dancing within a cultural  
     context. I think that’s where people get confused.  Many people dance, and they’re  
     good dancers, but they’re not dancing from their spirit and understanding the culture  
     from which the dance comes from.  They are dancing for the sake of dancing or just  
     to do the dance.  I don’t dance just because I want to dance, I dance because that is my   
     link to understanding my own culture and spirit.  The energies that are constantly a part  
     of my life are involved in my movement and dancing is part of my way of connecting  
     with them. 
 

People involved with ACDT make similar comments about every task that they 

undertake.  For instance, after a formal interview with an informant, the topic of food 

came up.  He commented that he knows that his ancestors are a part of his love for 

cooking and contribute to his recipe ideas daily.  He discussed cooking in terms of having 

an opportunity to communicate with his ancestors. 

 The assertion that members of this community are spiritual is not an implication 

that mainstream America is not religious or spiritual.  However, there is quite a different 

perception of what spirituality may have to do with dancing, for instance.  In discussing 

this aspect of their behavior, many people immediately became less willing to expose 

their own spiritual systems, but made reference to traditional African spirituality which 

embraces concepts such as animism2 (quite often in reference to instruments), a 

connection between themselves and the unseen world which surrounds them, ritualistic 

                                                 
2  Belief in all things, both animate and inanimate, possessing life forces or energy.  In animist belief 
systems practitioners recognize all things as living and breathing. 
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use of music, and a cyclical view of life, music, and culture.  Many informants also 

identified a connection with Islamic and Christian principles, but these were non-

traditional interpretations of the religions which made room for recognition of other 

“energies” at work in their life.3 

 Central to this spiritual approach to music, dance, and life seems to be the 

veneration of ancestors.  This aspect of African culture is prominent throughout black 

Africa.  Similarly, in Tallahassee, there is a significant amount of time and energy 

dedicated to venerating ancestors through preservation of their traditions.  While 

American society honors the memory of its forefathers a great deal with holidays like 

President’s Day, Memorial Day, and Martin Luther King Day, there is considerably more 

attention paid to ancestors in the community of Africans in America which surrounds the 

African Caribbean Dance Theatre. The company itself has produced numerous programs 

entitled “Homage to the Ancestors,” has produced a recording of songs and instrumental 

pieces by the same name, and through their mission statement has declared that they are 

dedicated to continuing the “tradition of their ancestors.”   

 On separate occasions both Marcus and Jevelle Robinson discussed with me the 

fact that they were responding to the “call of their ancestors” when forming the ensemble.  

Individuals discuss their motivation for joining and remaining in the ensemble as being 

directly linked to their personal connections with their ancestors, achieved through music 

and dance.  Brandy Tyler-McIntosh said that, “I respond to the voice of my ancestors 

when I’m dancing.  That’s why I question the intentions of people from other ethnicities 

coming to class.  How can they be responding to the voice of ancestors who tried to take 

these instruments and dances away from my ancestors?” (McIntosh 2004). 

Although many issues seem to be addressed in this statement and an equal 

number of questions, the ones that I want to address in this context are (1) the connection 

that this dancer makes between dancing and the role her ancestors play in dancing and, 

(2) the basic assumption that dancing, done by anyone, is inherently linked to a 

relationship with one’s ancestors.  These two ideas are indicative of the presence of both 

                                                 
3 Most prevalent among these other “energies” was the presence of ancestors. 
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remnants of an African concept of spirituality and culture, and more specifically, there is 

a conscious identification of ancestor presence in ACDT.   

Similarly, the community through the power collectives of Florida A&M 

University, cultural study groups, and religious institutions work diligently to inspire the 

members of the community to seek the wisdom of deceased persons who were actively 

involved in developing the community through good character. The Sakkara Youth 

Institute is a good example of this effort. 

Elders are also treated with a significant level of respect in African communities 

because of their closeness to the realm of the ancestors, according to numerous scholars 

including Alashe Michael Oshoosi (1997), J. Olumide Lucas (1996), and Asa G. Hilliard, 

III (1997).  “American culture pays little to no respect to the elders who have built 

communities, and are the backbone of the family,” according to Austin Roberts, who has 

participated with the ensemble’s community classes and considers himself a part of 

Tallahassee’s African community.  In striking contrast to this idea of American’s 

attitudes about their elders and the elderly, I have observed that elder women are often 

referred to as Mama (first name), or Iya, Yoruba for mother (first name), and treated with 

the level of respect that one would treat their own mothers.  Men are often referred to as 

father, Baba (Yoruba for father), or brother, and likewise are treated with a high level of 

respect.  Many elders are addressed by their title and surname, however.   

I observed an example of this level of respect given to elders on many occasions.  

Marcus Robinson discusses this aspect of the ensemble as an example of the African 

proverb that it takes a village to raise a child.  He thinks of himself as a co-father to the 

youth involved in the ensemble and demands that level of respect for himself and for all 

adults.  His desire to create an environment in which elders are respected and treated like 

parental units is part of the reason why he invites parents of participants, and community 

members, to observe classes.  Robinson believes that their presence "…helps to reinforce 

the idea of discipline through community involvement." He adds that: 

 

     When you come through these doors, you are entering a family’s home and you must abide  
     by the rules of the family. You must first give respect to your elders by speaking to them;  
     secondly, you will always follow the traditions of this family which include paying your  
     respect to the leaders of the ensemble as well as the drummers (Robinson, 2003).  
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One clear example of the concept of respect for elders and village-like co-

parenting can be viewed through a situation I observed.  It is common to see ten to twelve 

small children at classes on any given day who clearly understand that until breaks, they 

must stay out of the way of dancers.  After one such break the drummers began playing, 

which signaled the children who were shooting water guns at each other to take their 

places either with the dancers, drummers, or small group of children who were playing in 

a corner at the feet of one of the elders.  All but one small boy, who had only been 

coming with his mother for two weeks, did this.  He continued to run as the dancers took 

their place.  Mrs. Robinson immediately yelled "Ago!" which means “attention,” and the 

boy ran over to her.  In a very firm voice she said to him, "Son, you may dance, play 

drums, or go sit down with the other children right now, but you may not run around and 

play now that class has started.  Do you understand me?!"  He immediately responded 

"Yes, maam," in a small voice and went to sit down with the other children.  This type of 

discipline and respect is not only acceptable in ACDT, but also expected to some degree:   

 

     Many times the dancers see me as a second or third father and they see all the parents and  
     elders in that way.   They often leave here angry with one of us, but they always come back  
     because they know if we didn’t care about them we’d let them keep making mistakes in their  
     life.  This is a family home and everyone who enters these doors either respects that or leaves  
     Most people, when they’re growing up they’re afraid, so to speak, of their father.  Just say, I’m   
     gonna’ tell your daddy and things change immediately.  Now that may not have the same   
     meaning or power as it did when I was growing up, but it still means something here.  They  
     have to respect me as that.   They take my stuff because they know they have to in order to be  
     here. I’m here to give them this little bit of knowledge yes, but I’m also like a father in that I  
     want to help them and protect them (Robinson 2003). 
 

Gayla Lowery also spoke about this connection in an interview.  She described Mr. 

Robinson as a second father whom she depends on to help her in many situations, as well 

as to chastise and discipline her when she is out of order.  On other occasions, I observed 

Robinson make announcements to congratulate participants who did especially well in 

school, or in other contexts.   

Elders, in general, are accustomed to functioning on many levels in the 

community.  Young parents consult elders on problems with children and with other 

adults in the community.  This is a direct result of the western African philosophy that 

“problems which exist for an individual affect the community in one way or another.”  
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Therefore, those who have the most experience in the community are sought for advice 

on how to resolve these problems. 

 This is directly related to the suggestion that collective development and identity 

are preferred, as opposed to emphasis on individuality.  According to many people with 

whom I spoke, there is little room for an individualized identity or approach to life.  They 

consider themselves a community, primarily because of this dictate.  They rely on other 

members of the community and expect to be relied upon.  In this way, there is little room 

for one person to strike out on his own, concerned with his personal gains, and neglect 

responsibility to the group.  As such, no decision is made without considering how it will 

affect the entire community.  Although youth are encouraged to express their own 

feelings, aspirations, and opinions, this cannot be done at the expense of another member 

of the community.   

 American society, in many senses, has been built upon the pioneering genius of 

individuals.  While there is value in this mode of operation, it is not “the African way,” 

according to many participants in ACDT.  Informants discussed this aspect of American 

culture as one of the hardest things to realize and to implement into their lives.  However, 

as their world-view shifted, it was a necessary change.  As American individuals, their 

lives were far easier and much less complicated because they had freedom to decide what 

was best for them, and this culture rewarded that behavior.  However, as members of a 

community which functions on African-centered principles, it was necessary to develop 

an awareness of how the individuals’ behavior was a reflection on everyone in the 

community.  One informant said it best when she stated: 

 

     In an African community, the concept of an individual only exists because they is one 
     person. Their importance lies in the fact that each person adds to the community. They  
     are a vital part of us because from our view they add to the collective.  In America they  
     stand alone and responsible only for themselves.  We think of it as the African saying,  
     I am because you are (Troupe 2004). 

 

 Much in the same way that individuality is discouraged, so is the idea that women 

have the potential, and should be encouraged, to do anything and everything that men 

can.  Brandy Tyler-McIntosh, discussed this in detail (McIntosh 2004): 
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     When I first stepped into the Aakhet Center (where classes used to be held), my process  
     began.  I started to understand what it was to be a woman and the role that a woman plays  
     in an African-centered community. I was a part of a collective whole, no longer able to  
     function as an individual, the way that I was accustomed to.  How I should be approaching  
     things as a woman as opposed to how I was approaching things as a woman.  What America  
     does, is that it teaches us that we are all equal, and that women who are smart do everything  
     that men do.  In African culture, that’s not entirely true.  Because although women are just as  
     important as men, there is a balance.  The balance has to be maintained in order for any part  
     of the whole to function.  Here, women are so independent that they don’t need men for  
     anything anymore.  But that’s not African.  You can not walk around and say I don’t need a  
     man for anything, because you do, and he needs you. 
  

 While this approach to gender roles seems in many ways to be very oppressive on 

the surface, most women that I interviewed who subscribe to this idea, described it as 

liberating.  In reference to ACDT, women discussed how taboo it was for women to play 

djembes, a West African drum which is now a popular symbol of African music.  

Olusegun Williams, a prominent drummer in the community and a former member of 

ACDT, discussed this issue in great detail.  Although he does not personally have a 

problem with women playing most drums, he understood the taboo and acknowledged 

that there was good reason for it.  He explained that because of the way the instrument is 

held, between the legs, it is associated with the penis.  Because of this it carries an 

association with male energy.  According to him, playing it for extended amounts of 

time, very energetically causes a significant rise in the amount of blood circulation in the 

area which may cause adverse reactions like the passing of blood in urine. He stated that: 

 

     Given that this would affect the woman’s womb as well as possibly cause other adverse  
     physical reactions, women are not supposed to play the instrument.  I have seen women  
     play it though here in the United States, and in Africa.  In Africa, when they play it,  
     though, they usually hold it to the side, but you can’t play as energetically that way. I 
     saw Doudou Ndiaye Rose perform with his orchestra from Senegal, though and women  
     were drumming in there, but always to the side.  I’m pretty sure that this taboo is 
     confined to the djembe, though (Williams, 2004). 

 

He also discussed the fact that the instrument is associated with the element of fire which 

is considered a male element, in direct opposition to the female element of water.4 

                                                 
4 According to the informant the elemental associations of fire and water are related to many West African 
spiritual systems, but in particular is a part of the Senegalese Wolof people’s spiritual system.  
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When I asked others about women playing djembes, one woman’s response was 

that it was due to a lack of cultural understanding and sensitivity that is characteristic in 

American society.  She expressed that it is common for African American women to 

“…buy into the European idea that women should do everything that men do, but it’s just 

not the case.” In addition, one dancer said that it was “…characteristic for white people to 

think they can pick up a drum and think they know about African culture” (McIntosh 

2004).  These sentiments bring up issues of gender but once again emphasize the issue of 

ethnicity and ethnic identity’s role in the formulation of a community.   

There are a number of other causes for the assertion that this ensemble has 

become a community.  When I first approached a dancer (who is a senior member of the 

company) about the possibility of doing a research project on ACDT, her response was, 

“You should only do it if you’re planning on discussing us from the perspective that we 

are an African-centered community” (Troupe, 2003). After talking with her and other 

members of the ensemble, it became clear that they all felt very strongly about this way.  

Upon entering all community classes, you immediately get the feeling that you are 

walking into a very tight-knit village.  All female dancers wear lapas (a skirt which is 

wrapped around the lower body and tied to stay up), usually with some type of African 

print on them, and usually have their hair covered.  Male dancers wear loose fitting pants 

also with colorful prints on them.   It is common to see entire families playing an active 

role in ACDT.  Youth who perform with the ensemble dancing alongside their mothers at 

community classes can often be seen helping them get specific dance moves correct, 

while their fathers drum.  While this is a common scene at ACDT, it is quite unique for 

African American families outside of such communities to be this collectively involved 

in an activity.  When parents of the dancers are not present, other adults take on parenting 

roles, congratulating students on performing well and often scolding them for behavior 

that they do not approve.   

Teachers most often take on this role.  After observing dancers, it is common for 

them to pull one dancer aside either to touch her on the head or the floor in front of her 

(showing approval of her execution of a move), or to critique them on how to improve.  I 

observed Marcus Robinson do this on many occasions.  Once, when his daughter Nairobi 

was teaching a dance, he pulled her to the side of the room to explain how she needed to 
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be teaching moves.  “Feet first, Nairobi!  You can’t just jump into the whole dance; 

you’re leaving some of the new dancers behind,” he told her.   

Young mothers bring their children to class with them.  They can often be seen 

dancing with children in their arms, on their hips, or right by their feet.  On other 

instances, children may sit with other members of the community, who take an active role 

in watching them.  Much like parents, they protect them from being hurt by dancers, give 

them activities to do, reprimand them when they are misbehaving, and  hug them 

affectionately. 

 

ACDT: The Center of the African Community in Tallahassee 

Most people in Tallahassee who self-identify as Africans in America, African-

centered, or “conscious brothers or sisters,” list ACDT as integral in the process of 

transitioning from African American or an American frame of understanding themselves 

and others.  Olusegun Williams made this statement about ACDT (Williams 2004): 

 

     If it wasn’t for the African Caribbean Dance Theatre, or dance in general, the branches  
     of traditional African religions and the African consciousness that is a part of so many  
     of our lives wouldn’t be here.  Because of dances visibility, power, and energy people  
     are drawn in.  A lot of times people don’t even understand what our power is or why  
     they are so pulled to us.  But this is their starting point into a whole ’nother realm of  
     existence.  From the moment they walk into a rehearsal, performance, or any gathering  
     they’re hooked. 
 

Co-founder, Jevelle Robinson alluded to the same thing when she discussed ACDT.  Her 

feeling was that people come to ACDT looking for an addition to their fitness regimen, 

but what they found instead was a family which is part of a very African community.   

 Another informant discussed the ensemble as her entry point to what became her 

way of life (McIntosh 2004):   

 

     Many people have walked through the doors of our space and I’ve met master  
     dance teachers as well as master story tellers, and community elders who became  
     a vital part of my development.  I’ve been exposed to people who were able to  
     show me and tell me what it means to truly be an African.  They displayed in  
     Everything they did what those values are. 
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She described going to a dance festival in Atlanta, at the urging of Marcus Robinson, 

where she witnessed the respect for elders at its height.  There she saw dancers who were 

famous in the United States and considered to be elders in the African community in 

America, kneel at the feet of a dancer from Africa who was an elder to them, as she 

explained (McIntosh 2004):   

 

     I saw dancers and drummers kneel at this man’s feet and beg for forgiveness for being  
     five minutes late.  I had never seen anything like it.  Grown men acknowledging that  
     another man was their elder and worthy of prostrating themselves before.  It was another  
     lesson for me about this culture that I’m a part of.  And, I never would have learned  
     this lesson, never would have even been at this conference if it weren’t for ACDT. 
 

 The Tallahassee “African community” is unique in both its perception of itself 

and the fact that at its root is a performance ensemble.  This ensemble serves many 

purposes within the community, not least of which is to bring new people into the 

community.  ACDT functions as a magnet in this sense, drawing in people who may have 

been unknowingly seeking a connection with their pasts.  Not everyone is comfortable in 

this environment, however.  Many people find the ideas of a spiritual approach to 

completing tasks,  accomplishing goals, viewing the world, reverence for ancestors, 

respect for elders, collective rather than individual development, and defined gender roles 

within families and the larger community a little too much for them.  However, for those 

who feel culturally linked to these principles, ACDT becomes a resource and a starting 

point from which their ideology is forever changed. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

RE-INVENTED TRADITIONS: THE PERFORMANCE OF AFRICANISMS AND 

AMERICANISMS 

 
 
 
 

 The African Caribbean Dance Theatre and its surrounding community, pride 

themselves on being an African or African-centered community.  For them, this means 

that they base their style of teaching, singing, dancing, and drumming on what they deem 

to be traditional African ideals and aesthetics.  In reference to the community, out of 

which the ensemble has grown, there is a similar idea of African ideals playing a 

significant role in its “traditional” lifestyle.  These traditions include principles that 

members of the community have studied and are a part of their collective, 

communicative, and cultural memory.  In recognizing this, it is important to evaluate the 

ways that the traditions have had to change and embrace new values, in order to be 

implemented in American society.  Issues such as what W.E.B. Du Bois referred to as a 

“double-consciousness” (1903:45) or what I refer to as biculturalism, must be explored in 

reference to this community as well as Gilroy’s idea of cultural flow.  In addition, 

through time, and the aspect of memory previously referred to as the processes of 

forgetting, surrogation, and invented or re-invented traditions are also relevant to an 

African consciousness in America.  For these reasons, I will be evaluating the degree to 

which Africanisms and Americanisms are being performed in the ensemble and the 

community, as well as discussing what one informant called “Minstrel theory” in 

reference to the ensemble and community.  Finally, I will discuss how memory, identity, 

community, and traditions have worked together to collectively form ACDT, and have 

impacted and actively played a major role in its existence. 
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Biculturalism: An African-American Understanding of both African and American 

Identity 

 In 1903 W.E.B. Du Bois published a book which, for the first time in American 

history, expressed the idea that people of African descent in America were forced to 

function on two levels of conscious existence. This “double-consciousness,” as he 

referred to it, meant that black Americans were “always looking at themselves through 

the eyes of others” (Du Bois, 45).  He goes on to explain that blacks were ever cognizant 

of their twoness, existing both as American and as black people, never wanting to 

“Africanize America” or wanting to rid themselves of his blackness in order to be purely 

American.  This dilemma of dealing with their double-consciousness has been 

problematic for black Americans since their arrival on the shores of the United States. 

 Du Bois, when using the term “double-consciousness,” only briefly discusses 

blackness1 in terms of an African awareness.  Instead, DuBois deals with the legacy of 

slavery and the effects of the associated mentality on black people.  For this reason, I 

choose to signal another level of double-consciousness, which I label as biculturalism.  I 

have chosen to use this term to describe the experience of black Americans who are 

dealing with slavery as a part of their American experience, juxtaposed with their 

understanding of and relation to an African identity.  Used in this way, biculturalism 

should be understood as relating to or being equally cognizant of two distinct sets of 

cultural practices and social norms.  This differs from DuBois’ use of “double-

consciousness” in the understanding of a separation of black American experiences that 

includes slavery, focusing instead on African experiences and consciousness that pre-

dates the slave experience and encompasses African modernity and post-modernity as 

well. 

 In negotiating these aspects of black existence, there are extremes on either side 

of the middle ground of an identity which embrace both components of heritage.  On the 

one hand, there is a strong need to identify with mainstream white American culture to 

                                                 
1 In his introduction the author discusses the fact that the negro has much to teach the world and would 
therefore not “Africanize America,” or “bleach his Negro soul in a flood of white Americanism” (45).  In 
addition, the author mentions that “ …the Negro is a sort of seventh son,” after the “Egyptian and Indian, 
the Greek and Roman, the Teuton and Mongolian…,” “born with a veil, and gifted with second-sight in this 
American world, - a world which yields him no true self-consciousness, but only lets him see himself 
through the revelation of the other world” (ibid). 
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the extant of perceiving oneself as white.  On the other hand there are people who 

identify solely with their African lineage, completely disregarding the fact that they are a 

part of American society.  The middle ground, biculturalism, equally embraces both 

aspects of lineage.  

Most members of the ACDT community would be considered bicultural, which 

means that they relate to their African ancestry more so than the average African 

American.  Their remarks have led me to believe that they spent the majority of their 

lives (prior to interaction with ACDT) living the more general African American 

existence, and as such were completely disregarding the African aspect of who they were.  

They did not acknowledge the value of African art forms (like music and dance), studied 

everything from a Western perspective and approach, and disregarded the contribution of 

their ancestors (African and American) to society and their descendents.  When asked 

about her ability to deal with both aspects of her culture, Brandy Tyler-McIntosh 

responded (McIntosh 2004): 

 

     It is both possible and necessary that I be bicultural for lots of reasons.  One reason is  
     that I live in America.  My community is not just, not the people who are within or are  
     centered and focused on African culture.  My community, they are the people that look  
     like me.  You know, everybody is at a different phase in their life and everybody comes  
     from a different walk of life or different ideologies.  Considering the massive pressure  
     we have in this country to conform to certain aspects of culture, we have to be bicultural.   
     We have to understand how things work from both an African perspective and a European  
     perspective in order to function here. 

 

In becoming bicultural, memory has played a significant role.  As I have already 

established, memory functions on many interconnected levels including culture 

collectives and communicative power collectives. If in fact, the descendents of Africans, 

who currently reside in the Tallahassee area, were only acting on a level of understanding 

in relation to their American existence, then it is safe to say that they were only 

experiencing memories, or contemporary constructions of memories, which began with 

slavery.   In the process of becoming bicultural, they have extended their memory to 

include the experiences that their ancestors had before becoming enslaved and brought to 

America.  This is directly related to Gilroy’s cultural flow or historical conjunction 

concept which connects the behaviors of Africans both on the continent and in the 
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diaspora.  The author suggests the image of ships representing “…a living, micro-

cultural, micro-political system in motion. Ships immediately focus attention on the 

middle passage, on the various projects for redemptive return to an African homeland, on 

the circulation of ideas and activists as well as the movement of key cultural and political 

artifacts…” (Gilroy 1993:4).  This statement, in the context of biculturalism, connects the 

behaviors and attempts of black Americans, Africans, and all other Africans in the 

diaspora to connect with a pre-slavery existence. 

Once biculturalism was achieved, it was necessary to form both power and 

cultivation collectives in order to fully embrace their African history.  Since there was 

little conscious historical reference to their past that included an African experience, 

these cultivation and power collectives had to identify specific modes for transmitting 

memories.  In response to this need, organizations like the Aakhet Center, Amen-Ra (an 

African bookstore which houses a plethora of African historical and cultural reference 

books, articles, and study materials as well as art), the Sakkara Youth Institute (an 

African-centered school), and  ACDT were formed.  These cultural centers educated 

those who were seeking information, cultivated and codified traditions, and served as 

entry points into the African community in Tallahassee.  Similarly, cultivation and power 

collectives have formed around the country and throughout the world to promote cultural 

understanding and more importantly, to reinforce cultural values for members of minority 

communities and specifically diaspora communities. 

 

The Process of Forgetting and its Results 

In establishing a framework for remembering, there was a need to incorporate 

surrogation to replace things that had been lost in the process of forgetting.  As I have 

previously established, the process of forgetting plays an active role in remembering or 

constructing memories.  Because traditional African lifestyle is far removed, in time and 

place, from the majority of contemporary black Americans, there are many aspects of 

culture which are no longer a part of their daily lives.  Many researchers discuss 

behaviors associated with their existence in America as possessing much African cultural 

influence; in many instances blacks themselves are not cognizant of this relationship.   
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Robert Farris Thompson discusses African-influenced textiles such as string quilts 

of the United States south as an example of works that are “…carried out in terms of 

African tradition” (Thompson 1983:208).  In many instances the people who are 

responsible for creating these pieces of art are not aware of the part of their heritage that 

is responsible for the inspiration for these works.  Thompson, however, evaluates the 

influence of specific aspects of Mande culture which have actively influenced them.  He 

states that, 

 

     Variables of Mande and Mande-related clothmaking remain indelibly intact in these Mande,  
     West African influenced regions of the New World.  The recombination of these variables to  
     form novel creole art-also embodying European influences-is an autonomous development in  
     the history of the Afro-American visual creativity.  Nevertheless, the vibrant visual attack and 
     timing of these cloths are unthinkable except in terms of partial descent from Mande cloth, a  
     world of metrically sparkling textiles (Thompson 1983:208). 

 

 

Thompson references other black American expressions as being closely related to 

African ones, such as the appearance of bottle trees.  These are trees which have bottles 

or other vessels or objects hanging from them.  These objects are used for protecting 

homes through “invocation to the dead” (Thompson, 1983:142). 

As a part of reconnecting with their African identity, members of the Tallahassee 

African community sought connections between what were at one time deemed 

“untraceable” portions of their culture, and African expressions of aesthetics.  Once these 

connections were made they were better equipped to explain the value of sharing their 

African heritage with other members of the black community. 

 While seeking similar aspects of African American culture that could be linked to 

African culture, people who were not involved with music and music research became 

active in the search for relationships between contemporary black musical expressions in 

America and those of Africans.  Similarly, other aspects of culture, such as styles of 

dress, behavior associated with raising children, and general attitudes that had previously 

been explained as a part of African American culture and social behaviors, began to be 

evaluated from a new perspective.   

 Each link that was found became a source for a new historical framework from 

which memory was constructed.  That reconstruction of memory was viewed by many 
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people as an awakening, because they felt that these activities had existed within their 

subconscious for their entire lives.  The discovery of this history was somehow triggered 

through interaction with power collectives like ACDT, either by opening the door of 

inquiry or by mystically awaking these memories all at once. 

 In the process of remembering an African identity that had been a part of their 

existence since birth, there were many gaps in the story.  Rituals and specific reasons 

why things happened the way that they did were not remembered completely.  In order to 

alleviate problems associated with these gaps in memory, surrogation was put to use.  

Furthermore, some surrogation was necessary in order to make traditional events fit the 

needs and contexts of an American setting. This process was also a part of the power 

collectives’ codification of what was to be perceived as African memory and behavior.  

The surrogation, or revision of specific aspects of cultural memories, resulted in 

traditions and portions of traditions being re-invented.   

 Invented traditions, as used by Hobsbawm and Ranger (1983:1), refers to  

 

     …both “traditions” actually invented, constructed and formally instituted and those  
     emerging in a less easily traceable manner within a brief and dateable period-a  
     matter of a few years perhaps and establishing themselves with great rapidity. 
     Invented tradition is taken to mean a set of practices, normally governed by overtly  
     or tacitly accepted rules and of a ritual or symbolic nature, which seek to inculcate  
     certain values and norms of behaviour by repetition, which automatically implies  
     continuity with the past.  In fact, where possible, they normally attempt to establish  
     continuity with a suitable historic past. 

 

When looked at from this perspective, the concept of invented traditions seems 

appropriate to a certain extent; however it is not exactly right when referencing the way 

that all surrogations have come into common use in ACDT and its surrounding
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Figure 9-Photograph © Rodney A. Roberts.  Advanced student leading dance class 

(February, 2005). 
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community. 

While many of the traditions associated with the ensemble can not be linked to a 

specific region or culture in Africa, they are aspects of a collective identity of black 

Africans on the continent, as well as throughout the Black Atlantic.  This is yet another 

example of Gilroy’s cultural flow concept.  For this community this means that African 

Americans may be forming a compilation of traditions and practices from the entire 

African continent as well as from various times of African history, to formulate a 

repertoire of African traditions and practices to choose from in forming their identity.  

There is a need to make use of this pan-African approach to cultural expressions because 

most descendents of Africans who reside in America are unable to identify a distinct 

ethnic or regional group from which they came.  In addition, this is necessary because of 

the fact that African Americans come from many regions of Africa, although the most 

common source for slaves in the Americas was western Africa.  

 These challenges in selecting traditions from Africa, along with others associated 

with the legacy of slavery, have made memory encompass surrogations, which in turn 

makes use of traditions, that I view as re-invented as opposed to invented.  Re-invented 

traditions refer to those which have been based upon previous cultural symbolic 

practices, but are not directly traceable.  Furthermore, they are re-invented because they 

have not been a part of the behavior of the community surrounding ACDT until recently.  

To refer to all of them as invented implies that they have been made up.  This may be the 

case in some traditions; however, it is likely that a great many more of the practices are 

based upon some understanding of an aspect of a specific African culture.   

An example of a re-invented tradition in ACDT is the costuming used for performances.  

While quite often the ensemble uses materials and patterns from the cultural area from 

which the specific dance comes, they are often forced to be creative with the materials 

and costume designer based upon what is available in the Tallahassee area.  While the 

“traditional” attire is preferred, it is sometimes necessary to improvise.   

Another example includes specific dance movements.  In some dances, for 

example performers are able to improvise by using their knowledge of the form and style 

of the piece, but may include movements that are associated with the cultural group from 

which the dance originates.  In terms of a socio-cultural re-invented tradition, the 
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community which surrounds ACDT performs the tradition of libation in slightly different 

ways from its original forms in Africa.  Here, we are able to view how a pan-African 

identity comes into play.  Where it is taboo for women to perform libation in many places 

on the continent of Africa, for example, it is acceptable in other places.  In Tallahassee 

this tradition is often performed by elder women in the community.  In addition, it is 

usually done in English, or performed using plants, rather than pouring it on the earth.  

Also pouring the liquid, is a difference in the way that libation is done as opposed to 

“spraying” or spitting it onto the vessel, as is the custom in many African societies.  In 

order for the activity to be acceptable by American standards or to be performed in a 

different place than originally intended, traditions like libation had to be altered or re-

invented. 

 

“Minstrel Theory” and the Performance of Africanisms 

 In a conversation that followed a formal interview with Olusegun Williams the 

topic of minstrelsy came up.  In this conversation, Williams made an assessment which is 

shared by many scholars, but in a way that seemed to be most profound in reference to 

the art form.  He stated that the following (Williams 2004): 

 

     You know, I have a theory about minstrelsy.  I call it minstrel theory.  Most people think  
     that minstrel shows were white people making fun of black people, but I can tell you what  
     really happened.  White people used to sit around and watch how blacks were entertaining  
     themselves and developed whole shows around it.  What they didn’t know was that they  
     were watching black people make fun of them.  They would sit around and mimic the way  
     that whites thought about the world and them as blacks, all the while recognizing that whites  
     were watching.  So they acted like they were just joking around and that’s the way they felt.  
     Then white people took these shows on the road.  They were performing black performances  
     of whites.  Then it turned around and black people started making money off of minstrel   
     shows, so they were performing white performances of black performances of whites. Today   
     the chain continues and black folks are still performing white performances of black  
     performances of whites and white people are performing black performances whites.  That’s  
     why race relations are so confusing today and why black self-image is all messed up.  
      

 

This conversation was profound in my mind, not only because it provided an explanation 

for minstrelsy, but also because of the way that behavior associated with black Americans 

is perceived and imitated.  At this point in American culture black people are certainly 
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not still performing whiteness in their artistic expressions of music and entertainment, but 

the style of their delivery is very much preoccupied with whites’ perception of it.  That is, 

people, in trying to relay what they see as another ethnic group’s behavior, are in fact 

functioning on notions of how the Other may expect to be perceived. 

 Deborah Wong (2000:57), in “The Asian American Body in Performance,” 

discussed in great detail the “performances of whiteness and blackness.”  She discusses 

how performances of ethnicity are based upon what the performer perceives as the 

behavior of the other ethnic group.  This is related to the case study of ACDT in many 

ways, including how dancers and musicians may be performing, based upon their 

perception by audience members who can be assumed to be a part of American or 

African American culture (but not necessarily functioning as bicultural members of the 

African-centered community), and how they are performing Africanisms.   

 This study has focused upon the performance of Africanisms.  Africanisms are 

those traditions and re-invented traditions of African cultures upon which power 

collectives like ACDT base their repertoire and behavior.  According to Maultsby, 

“Studies support the premise that the institution of slavery did not destroy the cultural 

legacy of slaves nor erase the memories of an African past.  The survival of slaves in the 

New World depended on their ability to retain the ideas fundamental to African cultures” 

(Maultsby, 1991:185).  

 In discussing the performance of Africanisms it is important to explore the ideas 

that participants have about what Africanisms are in their performances.  These include 

specific forms of music and dance, the approaches to teaching them, and the behavior 

which surrounds them.  Throughout this study I have discussed perceptions of what it is 

to be an African in America in relation to ACDT.  But, what makes these behaviors and 

ideologies African as opposed to derived from other sources?  The most obvious answers 

to this question include 1) the fact that African styles of drumming and dancing are used 

and, 2) the fact that all members of the ensemble, and most class participants, are 

descendants of African people.  In addition to these explanations, informants seem to 

allude to the fact that the reason the environment and the behavior are African is because 

that is what they, as participants, intend for it to be.  One dancer commented on this idea 

(McIntosh 2004): 
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     We come together in a communal style which we know is African, because of how it  

     makes us feel and think about our community.  Some people really do just come to  

     dance and to get a good workout, but most of us know that this is much more. For me, 

     this is a spiritual cleansing from the week’s drama.   

 

Her comments support the ideas of spirituality being a part of the dance and imply that 

this spirituality and “cleansing” are related to her perceptions of the African-ness of the 

activity. 

 

The Performance of Americanisms and/or Modernity 

I now wish to look at the degree to which Americanisms are being performed in 

ACDT.  I have chosen to use the term Americanisms as opposed to whiteness, because 

these behaviors seem to be a major part of American culture in general and have been 

practiced by members of the society across racial lines.  Many things about the way that 

the ensemble functions can be viewed as a performance of mainstream Americanism or 

what Wong (2000:58) referred to as “performances of whiteness.”  These are related to 

Williams’ “minstrel theory.”   

Of the many performances of Americanisms, the first is the context within which 

the ensemble functions.  In many respects it is quite African.  After all, it does function 

within a specified community to rehearse and perform. However, one of the reasons for 

the ensembles formation is to respond to the outside pressures associated with being a 

minority group which needs to reconnect with its cultural roots.  In an African society the 

group would have formed solely for the purpose of reinforcing cultural and social ideals 

and philosophies.  ACDT is doing that, but they are also trying to educate the community 

and prove that there is a need to study African art forms.   

The way that the music is performed is different for ACDT than it would be for an 

African ensemble.  The differences involve the purpose of the performances. 

Performances are set up to educate the Tallahassee community and often serve as the first 

exposure that people have to traditional African music and dance.  This is a performance 

of both Americanisms and modernity, because in a traditional African society, music and 
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dance would be a part of the collective consciousness and would not need to be “taught,” 

but rather it would be a part of the socialization process from the beginning of everyone’s 

life.  Furthermore, the dances and accompanying music have been changed in order to be 

a part of a program.  Many of the pieces are taken out of their cultural context and 

formatted to fit within a predetermined time slot.   

Traditionally, most music and dance was communal in Africa, and they occurred 

in communal settings such as festivals and rituals.  Under the influence of European 

contact, music and dance has become more structured and is performed with less 

attention paid to its initial function.  In this way, music and dances which used to 

celebrate initiations or rites of passage are now performed by ACDT on stage with a set 

number of dance steps performed in a particular way, rather than for as long as the 

ceremony lasts, and however the move can be executed. 

Another aspect of ACDT performances which needs to be further explored, is the 

degree to which the ensemble performs to meet certain expectations of what African 

dance is.  Audience members often commented to me about how nice it was to see 

African music performed.  But when I asked them what made it seem African to them, a 

common response was, “the way that they were moving just looked so African.”  This led 

me to ask one man where he had seen other examples of African dance and music.  His 

response was, “on television.”  So, if the media is informing audience members of what 

African dance and music is and/or should be, then how can we be sure performances are 

not based upon filling the expectations of a media-informed audience? 

To answer the question of the group’s Africanness, I explored the history of the 

ensemble and the experience of the teachers and guest artists-in-residence. Since its 

beginnings in 1993, the teachers have all been dancers and drummers who could connect 

the lineage of their training to African teachers.  Drummer Olusegun Williams, for 

example, studied in Senegal and the United States with performers from Nigeria and 

Tanzania.   Since 2001, most of the drum teachers have been from the continent of Africa 

and more specifically from Ivory Coast and Guinea.  Between 2001 and 2003, there have 

been artist in residence teachers from Africa present at all classes, and the ensemble 

regularly brings in specialists to hold dance seminars and masterclasses.  In addition, the 
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ensemble hosts the annual North Florida Drum and Dance Festival, which brings in 

drummers, dancers, and scholars from all over the world.  

Again, it is important to mention Gilroy’s concept of cultural flow as a relevant 

theory to this stage of the study.  Here we can see the idea of the ships transporting 

people, information, and culture.  In addition to bringing the culture of Africa to African 

Americans, there is also the practice of bringing some aspects of expressive culture from 

contemporary African culture bearers, that is, drummers, dance instructors, etc.  This 

Americanism or performance of modernity sheds light on the duality experiences 

(consciously or subconsciously) of bicultural “Africans in America.”  In addition, it 

seems to be another instance of the re-invention of tradition. 

 

Memory, Identity, Community, and Traditions 

 Through African-centered pedagogical training in the areas of African music and 

dance, the teachers and organizers of African Caribbean Dance Theatre have re-

awakened a collective sense of identity based on traditional African ideals about 

community, discipline, and life.  These ideals include a spiritual approach towards music 

and dance, and an inclusive community approach towards family responsibilities such as 

child rearing, increased respect for elders, and elevation of ancestors.   

 In an effort to create an atmosphere where these principles are taught and learned, 

ACDT has created a family that functions within an African-centered community that 

recognizes itself as comprised of Africans in America.  Members/teachers have made use 

of the interconnected modes of memory in order to teach the history of the participants’ 

ancestors, and they have done this through music and dance.  In this ensemble, music and 

dance have served as a trigger for remembering this history, and/or surrogating aspects of 

history in the process of forgetting.  Crucial to this process has been the issue of ethnic 

identity.  Ethnicity was, and continues to be, one of the most important factors that has 

united the group, now, however it serves as a secondary motivation to historic reference.  

 Among the most important issues for ACDT is the recognition that they are 

performing in the tradition of their African ancestors.  While they recognize the 

importance of their African American ancestors, they wish to honor their ancestors’ 

memory by returning to the source of those slaves’ expressions and longings.  This is 
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done not only through their songs and dance, but also through the traditional behavior 

associated with the community.   

 In her article “Africanisms in African-American Music,” Portia K. Maultsby 

(1990:185) writes, “The continuum of an African consciousness in America manifests 

itself in the evolution of an African-American culture.”  For this ensemble, there could be 

no truer statement.  Members believe that African slaves kept their traditions of music, 

dance, and all other cultural expressions alive in their memory, and passed them on to 

their descendents through oral tradition.  They, the next generation that has been left with 

the legacy of slavery to overcome and two identities to negotiate, feel as though they are 

responding to a need to keep these traditions alive in America where they have been 

asleep for so long.  This generation recognizes that there has been a significant amount of 

time and distance between the original performances of these traditions and what is being 

done, but wish to honor themselves and those who have lived before, by keeping these 

traditions alive and a part of the Tallahassee community. 

 

Conclusions about Re-Invented Traditions Surrounding African Music and Dance in 

ACDT 

 Through the process of undertaking this research I have discovered many things 

about the African community in Tallahassee, and the African Caribbean Dance Theatre, 

which I strongly believe to be at the center of that community.  The most profound 

among these discoveries has been how the ACDT has asserted that its members are 

performing and living their lives based upon the legacy and principles of their ancestors, 

whom they believe are a part of their memory.  It is for this reason that I wish to return to 

the discussion of memory and draw some final conclusions about its connection to these 

Africanisms and re-invented traditions.  I plan to discuss this aspect of the ensemble by 

further exploring the communicative form of memory in relation to surrogation, the 

process of forgetting, and tradition.    

 Much like other diaspora community power collectives, ACDT, out of necessity, 

has had to make use of a number of surrogations.  These surrogations have been the result 

of traditions that have partly been forgotten through the generations of removal from the 

African continent.  While these traditions may not have been completely remembered, 
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they have been re-invented through research and some experience by founders and 

teachers.  It is believed that these re-invented traditions are based upon activities, rituals, 

and social behavior, which were a part of the daily lives of many of the participants’ 

ancestors.  For instructors, these traditions have been a part of how they learned African 

music, dance, and culture, and have consequently become the basis of how they teach 

these same things in the ensemble. 

Examples of these re-invented traditions that survived the trans-Atlantic slave 

trade are numerous.  They include first and foremost the spiritual awareness and 

connection that dancers, musicians, and the community have about what they are doing 

by both participating in the ensemble and nourishing their memories of the “African” that 

lives inside of them.   In addition, they show a high level of reverence for elders in their 

community, as exemplified in the referral of them as Mother and Father.   These social 

behaviors, which are directly linked to both African and African-American culture 

(therefore, making them bicultural dispositions), have been a part of African-American 

culture throughout American history.  Many of them are African expressions of cultural 

identity, which were important to cultural survival in the New World.   

Outside of the ensemble, many members also express these Africanisms in their 

attire and ideology about life. These Africanisms, although somewhat linked to their 

African-American experiences are more closely related to surrogations and re-invented 

tradition.   Moreover, members have sought out these Africanisms after participating in 

the ensemble, and realizing that they have an interest in the cultural, social, and aesthetic 

sources of the music and dances that they are participating in.  These Africanisms are 

strategies of what Paul Gilroy refers to as “cultural insiderism” (Gilroy, 1993:3), as he 

states, 

     The essential trademark of cultural insiderism which also supplies the key to its popularity  
     is an absolute sense of ethnic difference.  This is maximized so that it distinguishes people  
     from one another and at the same time acquires an incontestable priority over all other  
     dimensions of their social and historical experience, cultures, and identities (Ibid). 
 

I believe that these Africanisms, demonstrated by participants, are attempts at 

distinguishing and asserting a connection with African identity, which is necessary 

because of the forced migration of Africans from Africa, and the result of generations of 

cultural disconnect with the roots of African-American identity.   
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 Cultural insiderism is also closely related to expressed Africanisms, which are 

entirely re-invented traditions.  These include the way that they as participants in the 

ensemble function as a microcosm of a community within a larger community.  In doing 

so, they deal with issues and resolve problems as a group rather than as individuals. As 

previously mentioned, this type of behavior has been one of the most difficult for many 

participants to learn, because there is a strong emphasis on individual contributions and 

importance in American society.  According to Brandy Tyler-McIntosh, the African 

world-view requires a quite different approach to problem solving as well as social 

interaction (McIntosh 2004).   

 Specific Africanisms related to the performance of music and dance in the ACDT 

include, but are not limited to, (1) touching the ground at the feet of drummers, (2) 

performing ululations, (3) adhering to specific gender roles, (4) conceptualizing music 

and dance as integrated modes of expressions which are directly linked to spirit, mind, 

and body, (5) dance attire which includes lapas and geles,1 (6) forming semi-circle with 

drummers and dancers to allow for improvisation and solo performance, and  (7) use of 

African languages in giving instructions and information (for example, Ago,2 Hikada,3 

etc.).  These Africanisms, or re-invented traditions, which have been a natural outgrowth 

of the power collective, have inspired members and participants to look deeper into their 

behavior and culture and to implement many of the previously mentioned behaviors into 

their lives. 

The process of remembering could never have happened for many of the members 

of ACDT and other participants in the classes without their affiliation with the ensemble.  

For many, their process of realigning their lives with the traditions of their ancestors 

began with learning African drum and dance techniques.  Music and dance have been the 

vehicles for these memory power collectives to work in Tallahassee.  Through them, re-

invented traditions have become a way of life for participants in the ensemble. These 

traditions hearken to a time which pre-dates slavery, and for Africans in the Tallahassee 

community, they are learned through ACDT. 

 

                                                 
1 Geles are pieces of fabric which are worn to cover the head.  The word is from Yoruba language. 
2 Ago means attention in Yoruba. 
3 Hikada means tip in Yoruba. 
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CHAPTER 6 

 

 CONCLUSIONS ABOUT ACDT’S USE OF 

MEMORY, IDENTITY, AND AFRICANISMS 

 
 
Performances of ACDT are powerful expressions of African American 

appreciation for the beauty of music and dance expressions from Africa.  However, the 

behavior displayed at rehearsals, gatherings, and community classes held by the company 

expresses an awareness of cultural artifacts from Africa that remain a major part of 

African existence in America.  These expressions of African culture within the context of 

Tallahassee (an “All America City”) are most fascinating to me as a researcher.  These 

behaviors seem to communicate re-claiming of culture or rather re-inventions of tradition. 

The African Caribbean Dance Theatre of Tallahassee, which has served as the 

impetus for my interest in memory and identity in my ethnomusicological studies, is 

proof of the fact that through music and dance, individuals can better define and assert 

their ethnic identity.  Through the ensemble, various forms of collective memory are 

activated.  The ensemble, including instructors and many participants, serves as both a 

cultivation and power collective which communicates and fosters self understanding 

through group recollection and perception of a shared history.  This history, is in fact, a 

representation of a time in which people lived a holistic life based upon such values as: 

spiritual awareness, community involvement in child rearing and family issues, specific 

gender roles, and elder respect via protocol.   

Collective memory for African Americans is a difficult topic to broach because 

before one can recollect a glorious African existence, it is necessary to face the brutality 

of slavery in America.  It was during a period which lasted for more than 300 years that 

many of the traditions and ideals of an African existence were either lost or cloaked so 

much that they were no longer credited to Africa. It took nearly a third of the amount of 

time that African Americans were enslaved in this country (approximately 100 years)-

since the end of slavery for the African American community-to reassert Africaness in 
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their daily lives and to actively develop a collective memory of aspects of their pre-

slavery lifestyle. 

The collective assertion of memory required that some things be forgotten and 

that some surrogations, or reconstructions of details, be made in order to fill in missing 

links in the chain of memory.  This process, undertaken by both individuals and groups of 

people functioning within power collectives and cultivation collectives, has resulted in 

the re-invention of traditions.  By re-invented traditions I am building upon the concept 

of “invented tradition” of Hobsbawm and Ranger and asserting that traditions are re-

invented when surrogations are used.  The process of forgetting, surrogation of 

information, and re-invention of traditions are all part of the memory process and directly 

related to collective memory. 

Furthermore, collective memory and common cultural and ethnic traits are the 

basis upon which individual and group identities are built (see figures 1 and 2).  

Furthermore, ACDT has used ethnicity as a basis upon which a set of relationships has 

been built. These have, in turn been based upon a set of memories and understandings of 

“traditional” African culture and thinking.  Some members of the ACDT ensemble 

describe the ideals of “traditional” African culture as the source of their own personal 

philosophy and describe their participation with the group as aiding in their 

understanding of who they are.  Other members feel that the ensemble provides a 

comfortable environment in which they can learn about and explore a culture which has 

many connections with their own. 

The African Caribbean Dance Theatre not only reinforces remembrances of past 

events, but also serves as a chronicle of current ideas and approaches to self-identifying.  

The ensemble’s very existence reflects one of the ways in which African Americans are 

dealing with the fact that they are a part of a group that was forced to migrate to the 

United States.  Through the company, children and adults are learning to negotiate who 

they are in relation to who their ancestors were.  In addition, the company represents a 

movement towards reconnecting with that existence, either as a way of life or simply as 

an expression of admiration of African culture.  Through participating in both the dances 

and music, members are cultivating connections to a shared past.  But, through adhering 
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to the “house rules” of the founders, participants are allowing the power collective to 

reassign meaning to daily occurrences and behaviors. 

The advantages of participating in the ensemble are far more than what most 

people expect when they begin.  As Jevelle Robinson commented, most people initially 

become involved in order to add some variety to their exercise regimen; however, they 

most often return (or in some cases do not return) because of the atmosphere of classes.  

The physically challenging, high energy rehearsals represent far more than a workout.  

They also form the nucleus of a family which functions in a larger community.  Likewise, 

being a part of a performing ensemble that functions as a family has also benefited the 

larger Tallahassee community by providing a safe environment in which youth are able to 

spend time. During rehearsals they are encouraged to learn about family values, elder 

respect, protocol, gender roles, and individuality within the context of a community.  In 

addition, because of the nature of African dance, ideas about sexuality and the body are 

subconsciously dealt with.  In general, youth are left with a sense of self and pride about 

their bodies. 

These self discoveries are made in the context of a community, which asserts 

identity by performing Africanisms in the context of America.  These Africanisms 

include the reverence with which ancestors are discussed and honored, ululations, 

showing respect for instruments, touching the ground as a sign of respect for performers, 

audience participation in performances to include tipping, the use of words and phrases 

from African languages (e.g., ago and hikada), and the ways that elders are addressed (for 

example, Iya, Mama, and Baba).  Inasmuch as Africanisms are performed, Americanisms 

and modernity are also performed, such as the context of performances, the reasons for 

the class, the degree to which education is a part of both learning and performing music 

and dance, costuming, and the lack of complete integration of music, dance, and 

performance. 

 ACDT as a type of diasporic music ensemble (different from unicultural bands, 

choruses, and orchestras) has proved itself to be invaluable to the Tallahassee community 

and therefore leads me to two additional questions: (1) Can this ensemble be used as a 

model for others throughout the United States and (2) how can the culture and tradition 
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which is being taught to African Americans be shared with people who are not a part of 

that community without losing its identity? 

 It is my opinion that this ensemble can and should be used as a model for other 

communities that are trying to cultivate both a connection to and a respect for their 

ancestral cultures.  This is extremely important because African Americans have in many 

ways lost their sense of identity as a result of their experiences in the United States.  In 

addition, this type of ensemble provides the necessary role models and structure that all 

youth need.  Diasporic music ensembles, in general, provide for diaspora communities 

exposure and the necessary balance of exposure and connections between the parent 

cultures and the diaspora cultures.   

 The more difficult question to answer is how can the ensemble, and those which 

represent and provide a knowledge base of information on art and culture, share this 

information with the larger community without losing much of its identity.  Hegemony 

and/or the concept of globalization are concerns that are expressed by all involved.  

Again, I believe that ACDT has provided the model for this because their classes and 

performances are always open to the entire community.  However, the teachers and 

participants feel and express a sense of ownership of the music, dance, and culture that is 

taught and learned there, and this is logical, understandable, and necessary.   

Initially, I could not have expressed why I was drawn to this music and 

community; however, after years of participating and observing ACDT I have come to 

realize that it is both the music and atmosphere that drew me in.  Within the rehearsal 

space is a family built on values and attitudes which have always been a part of my 

subconscious behavior.  Within ACDT is a sense of collective memory and identity, 

which speaks to all people and reinforces and creates historical reference and community.  

Finally, ACDT provides me with models of what my ancestors experiences were before 

slavery and what I hope will become the experiences of my descendants, both in and out 

of dance classes, in the years to come. 
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Interview with Georjean Machulis (GM), 10-2-04 

LB  All right, I appreciate you meeting with me so much. 

GM  My pleasure. 

LB  I know you’re busy.  I just want to be sure I have your name spelled correctly and 

I have that basic information.  It’s G-E-O-R-J-A-N? 

GM  J-E-A-N. 

LB  Okay, um, and what’s your last name? 

GM  M-A-C-H-U-L-I-S. 

LB  Okay, all right, thank you.  I just wanted to let you know that I’m using this 

information for my thesis- 

GM  Oh, okay! 

LB  So, if you don’t feel comfortable –if you don’t feel comfortable discussing 

anything or you don’t want to talk about it to be published then you can just let 

me know, and I’ll stop recording there.  Okay? 

GM  Okay.  I, I don’t care 

LB  wanted to know how you got started, um, attending classes and, and doing things 

with ACDT. 

GM  Well, I had all my life lived, or a lot of my life, lived in a small northern all white 

town and moved to Tampa in my thirties, and then, uh, to Tallahassee where at 

about the age of, in my late forties or fifty, saw my first African dance, and it just 

- I’d never imagined anything like it.  You know you’ve seen that kind of stuff in 

National Geographic and you say and the drums.  And I thought, ‘That is so 

incredible,’ and just appreciated it and here, a few years went by and my friend, 

Cadence called and says, “Hey Georjean, I’ve been going to this dance class and, 

uh, and they dance to drums and you get all sweaty, you wear kind of a sarong 

and a leotard.  But, still didn’t have any concept, and I get there, and they’re doing 

this African dance.  Well, it never occurred to me that I could even attempt it.  

And so, Cadence and I went a few times together, and she quit going, and it was 

the hardest thing I ever, ever did in my life.  I’m only, not only am I, and oh well, 

I’ll get into that later - I’m old.  I’m not a dancer and you’ve seen the gorgeous 

young women and how they move and so, it’s been one of the hardest things in 



     
 

100 

my life, but I just kept going.  And sometimes, I, I almost feel like crying, that I 

was so bad, and, um, but I just – it was good for, there was something in my soul 

that just loved it, and it nurtured a part of me.  Plus it makes you strong, and so I, 

you know, I’ve been doing it a few years, now and, uh, I feel like it’s family.  I 

feel good there. 

LB  Can you talk about what is contributing to that feeling of family?  Is it just 

because you’ve been there so long or –? 

GM  Well, um, the, uh, the kind of social dynamics of, um, the cultural experience.  

Um, when I started, there were a couple of other women, white women, and I’m 

going to separate us in that way just because that’s part of the, um, topic, am I 

correct?  Um, they quit going.  That, one, Trish, who was a very good dancer, I 

thought, says, “I am so sick and tired of no one wanting to dance in my line.”  

You know how we dance in lines and I, I found that to be true too, especially with 

the younger women.  They did not want to dance with me.  You know, you move 

forward in line, and, but I’m, ah so struggling with the moves that I think that’s 

part of it, but I also realize that’s there’s just a beauty to what they’re doing that is 

from their culture, and I don’t have that.  I don’t have anybody doing Lithuanian 

dances here in Tallahassee and I’m probably not about to organize that so, um, 

they, the, Trish was very bitter.  She says, “I’m just stick and tired of not being 

accepted and not being made to feel welcome and she quit and one other woman 

quit for the same reason.  She just, “I’m not coming back because I feel the sort of 

racism,” you know, um, there’s another woman, Craigy, who’s also white that 

comes off and on, and she has friends.  She comes in and giggles and I’m a little, 

I’m not, certainly not shy, but, uh, I just, I was just kinda was more quieter and 

kept to myself and I found that some of the women would come up to me, and 

after I’d been coming, and they’d say, “I see that you’re still coming and I really 

respect that about you.”  And then, especially the older women and some of the 

younger ones I bonded with off and on.  And then, um, people would, they’d 

introduce themselves and tell me their names.  And, I didn’t, I’d go out of my way 

a little bit, but it was kind of, it was kinda hard for me, so, and I just kept going, 

and this one woman – I’ve forgotten her name, I’m sorry [inaudible], but, she just 
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one day, she just came and hug me and hug me and I’ve had that happen a couple 

of times, and now and over the years things change.  And the dynamics change. 

Some of the younger ones, um, you know there’s one that’s kinda still, and I love 

them, I love them for their spunk and I love them for really caring about their 

dance, and, but I feel really accepted, and I feel more than accepted.  I feel loved.  

And, uh, it’s pretty special.  It’s pretty special for me. 

LB  Right, that’s the same way, that’s the same way I feel, it being family, that’s the 

same way I feel and it’s kind of where I’m coming from.  I’m looking at the way 

that, um, ACDT as a company, and the community that surrounds it has kind of 

formed this new identity and how they’re using music and dance as a way of kind 

of forming family ties with people. 

GM  Excuse me a second.  You can’t by yourself because your grandfather is 

downstairs okay?  [inaudible]  I’ll take you to the door.  Excuse me. 

LB  Okay, that’s fine. 

GM  You can’t go down there yourself because granddad’s down there working.  Don’t 

talk [inaudible], don’t talk [inaudible] Granddaddy, I’m sending somebody in here 

with you [inaudible] I’m going back up to talk with Lisa. 

LB  I was going to say too with that dancing on the line, sometimes I feel like nobody 

wants to dance on the line with me because I’m still learning.  You know, they’re 

like, oh goodness, here she comes, so, um, but that’s kind of the angle that I’m 

coming from, the way that music can bring people together into a community or a 

family, um, type of relationship with, uh – 

GM  I definitely feel family.  I feel family, and I take my little grandson, and they help, 

you know, put him in his place, and encourage him, and uh, it’s been really, ah, 

it’s been one of the most beautiful experiences.  I feel a part of something.  And I 

appreciate them for what they do.  I’ve, um, adopted a little girl up the street to 

take to dance, and her name is Stephanie.  She has no, she has – I don’t know how 

to say this – it’s just a very different culture that she exists in.  And for, so for her 

to see these young women that are dancing and getting educations and they have 

something that’s theirs that is so beautiful that’s gonna take, take them through 
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their teenage years.  And here’s this young girl and I just see it transforming her 

life.  So it’s been a very good thing. 

LB  Oh great, and how long have you been, can you, uh, say about how long you’ve 

been going to dance class? 

GM I think it’s been three and more years. 

LB Oh wow.  Um, I’ve been really interested in some of the customs and some of the 

behaviors that they do that are what I’m calling in my thesis, reinvented 

traditions, some of the things that they do for instance, touching the ground when 

they go up and they dance and I was wondering if you do any of these types of 

things or if you have any ideas about where they come from or what the – 

GM  Well, I’m very, my knowledge is very limited there and I’m trying to imitate 

what’s around me, but it’s, I think there, we touch the ground at the break, am I 

correct?  And, and that’s to honor the end of the break, but the drummers also, 

and their role in it, and um, I know that the ancestors are, are definitely part of it.  

I think they’re making growling noises.  And uh, and uh, I love the dances that, 

um, you know, that bring into, um, today’s world, eh, that, and, and when Marcus 

talks about all of it is integrated.  There is no separation between the dance and 

the life, no separation between the dance and the work, or no separation between 

the dance and death and marriage and birth - it is all part of this great, you know, 

ritual and it is, it is being danced, so and during the dance we are sowing the 

seeds, and we’re cutting the grains, and we’re, um, doing the dance of the 

sorceress up to the heavens, and we’re riding our horses, and we’re warriors, and 

we’re all of that in the dance.  And I really feel that although I’m very limited in 

terms of the origin, and ah, and ah, the, how that became, you know, here.  And I 

feel very fortunate to be a part of it, and I might even, if there were something a 

little more, um, structured, eh on an educational level, or Marcus used to talk 

more, I think now he assumes that we know these things, and well, probably the 

majority of the women and uh, young men do.  I don’t.  You know, I know very 

little, um, where they come from. 

LB  Yeah, he talks about his teaching method, and, and, how he, um, tries to provide a 

vocabulary for students to work from giving them basic information about the 
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dances and about the history and ah, the context, and everything.  Um, so you 

think that that maybe has, now he’s kind of dealing off the assumption that – 

GM  Well, he kind of comes and goes with that, and ah, you know, and certainly last 

night at the class there was no interpretation for me of anything that we were 

doing, and I’m, it takes me a long time to learn something.  You can’t just say one 

time, this is the dance of the Zulus or this is what they do in Zimbabwe at 

wedding ceremonies.  I don’t remember it the next time.  I need it about four or 

five times, so – 

LB  You talked a little bit about some of the discomfort that some of your friends have 

felt and possibly that you have encountered as a result of the racial dynamics 

there, and I was just wondering, um, if you could expound on that a little bit more, 

just tell me, ah, for instance, what has, um, what has happened for you that has 

helped you to kind of get over any type of, um, discomfort or anything?  Has it 

just been the way that people have embraced you, or has it, um, just been in time? 

GM  I think I realize that I am integrating a territory that it belongs to, um, a people of 

a heritage and an ancestry that I don’t come from.  I’m from eastern Europe, and 

this is from somewhere else.  So, I have that understanding that this is, you know, 

that I’m coming into something that I’m not a descendent of, and the people that 

I’m there with are descendents of, and this is their, their dance, so I’m a guest, I’m 

a guest and I think in that respect, I’m not a guest anymore just because I’m there.  

I’m, I’m present.  And I’m just part of it.  And, there’s nothing that anyone could 

do today that would make me feel not a part of it.  I mean, ten other people could 

get in a circle, and say, “We don’t want you here.  We don’t like you.”  You 

know, you know, and I would still say, “You know what, I feel, I’m going to 

stand my ground here.”  So I think my understanding of, um, that I am coming 

from a different place, that that is a reality, and I’m, but also there was really an 

attempt on the part of maybe twenty or so percent of the women to, um, to, to love 

me.  And to say, you know, “You’re okay here.”  Now, it hasn’t been easy, very 

easy with Marcus.  But he’s not, you know, he, I mean, I see him with these girls 

that he’s danced with since they were little, and I mean, he just loves them.  It 

took us a long time for us to hug or to talk or to touch, you know, and part of that 
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was me, I guess being a little reserved.  I feel a respect from him just because of 

my commitment, I think, and that I’m willing to do whatever it takes to be a part 

of that.  But also, there was definitely gestures on the part of some of the young 

women, but mostly the older, um, more mature women to go out of their way to 

talk to me, and, ah, I’ve made some good friends, some good friends, people that 

I’ve seen outside of this [inaudible]  I also took a class from, uh, Judith Samuel.  

Do you know her?  She taught Haitian-Brazilian.  I just, I mean, I just, I love her 

[inaudible] her and I just got along so good together.  She’s moved to Chicago, 

but that was um, that was a wonderful experience, and that class was smaller, so 

we developed some very intimate, um, relationships with, do you know Amber?  

Yeah, yeah, yeah, I feel close to her. 

LB  So how has the difference in your cultural heritage, how have you, has that in any 

way impacted how you perform in the class, or I don’t know if I’m making myself 

clear here, um, how big of a part of the ensemble is your heritage, and not just 

yours in particular, but the heritage of most of the participants, because I feel like 

people come in, like you said, and this is very much, um, a way for them to relate 

to their own background, their own history, uh, and I’m just wondering how 

important do you think that is in the ensemble.  Is it important at all? 

GM  Of course, I think it’s very important.  Yes, it’s very important.  I think to.  And 

more, you know, it’s course individualistic, more to some than others, and there is 

an awareness in some that this is their heritage, and it’s theirs, and um, but for me, 

it’s the dance, and um, and, and that’s, you know, and I like the fact that it comes 

out of an integrated community where there is all, everything is circling around 

and being expressed through this dance.  That to me is, um, it’s, it’s [inaudible] 

that for me, where we are here today, things seem so fragmented.  This is the 

dance, this is the church, this is the birth, this is the death, and all those things in 

between, the old and the young are compartmentalized, and even you see, there’s 

this beautiful family.  I forget, Quincy? What’s his last name?  I forgot his first 

name, Chris? Something like, Quincy, Quentin, Quentin, and his wife and they 

have the two little boys.  Have you seen them?  And their six-year-old son is, he, 

he can dance – 
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LB  Oh, yes, yes, yes. 

GM  Well, they come with these little ones.  They come with the children, um, and I’ve 

forgotten her name, her little son – I’ve watched him, I’ve watched the babies, 

you know, grow to you know – I’ve watched them.  Maybe I’ve been going more 

than three years.  And he got up there with the drums last night.  He’s not two.  

And he was, he was welcomed and he was cool.  It was cool.  We all even played 

the drums a little bit last night and um, you know, and if he’s on, they’re okay and 

if he’s a little off, they’re – You know what, no more vitamin C’s, but there’s 

toast and papaya.  If you take your little stool, you can get up there and fix 

yourself some breakfast.  And um, so there’s this, and there’s another woman, 

Huberta?  She teaches.  She’s just gorgeous, and she’s older, so there’s the 

spectrum of, from infancy to, you know, kind of old age, you know, I’m getting 

close to sixty, that is, that embraced in there, and there’s not even any division in 

that part of the dance.  And, that’s very positive for me. 

LB  What do you think the ensemble has done for the Tallahassee community? 

GM  Oh, I think, I think it’s brought a richness and color, I mean and the, ah, and, ah, 

twirling and flames and magnificence, and the sound of the drums, it’s brought it 

into the town.  It’s, uh, been one of the most incredible things, and they’re, they’re 

present.  You see them present around - the things they do at Ruby Diamond and 

at FAMU are so incredible.  When, um, my husband is county commissioner, and 

when he was elected, re-elected last time, um, eh, Marcus and the guys came 

played the drums at the party, and here we, they were at the, at the, um, art 

museum and uh, here’s this group, segment of the population, really, that’s been 

isolated from this, that, all of a sudden, there’s you know, Marcus and them, and 

their beautiful colors and headdresses playing these drums, and it ah, it, it wakes 

people up, and it broadens the way they think about the world.  It brings a 

richness, and also, it helps.  I, I see these young women.  It gives ‘em something, 

and takes them through a very, this is a very difficult time, I think, for teenagers 

and young people to come through on the other side, and be – I can’t believe 
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you’re going to eat all that papaya.  Would you like to sit here?  Now pull this 

chair up.  [inaudible]  Would you like something? 

LB  No thank you.  No, I’m fine, thank you. [inaudible] [laughter] And what do you 

think the ensemble’s greatest contribution to your life has been? 

GM  Well, I say it feeds my soul, they feed my soul, and it’s good for my soul, for my 

heart.  It’s, that’s something there that nurtures me really deep within and, I, and 

uh, there’s a physical element, but there’s also a spiritual element there, that 

happens and you know, you’re there, and you’re moving with somebody, you’re, 

and the movements represent a part of life, so it’s been, uh, it nurtures me. 

LB  I’ve heard a lot of participants, ah, talk about – is that good? [laughter] – I’ve 

heard a lot of participants talk about a spirit or energy that is a part of their 

dancing.  Sorry, I’m getting some strange sound.  Okay, apart of their dancing and 

I’m just wondering if, when you mention that, if you could just kind of explain a 

little bit about the spirit or the energy of the group that you’ve encountered. 

GM  The most definitely, uh, when I’m dancing in a line with other women, and there 

are the drums and especially if we have a little understanding, I do anyhow, of 

what the dance is symbolic of and what we are connected to or expressing or 

representing or preparing for.  When the, when the drums play, and it took me a 

long time to figure out [inaudible] preparing for, when the drums play – 

LB  [laughter] Right. 

GM [inaudible] – but when I got that down, and my feet are moving and my arms are 

moving together and there is these drums, there is this, uh, very uplifting, ancient, 

um, timeless energy that carries us across the floor together, and it is uh, it is truly 

beautiful and powerful a movement.  There’s also, um, and I certainly can feel 

this if I can, am lucky enough to surround myself by two good dancers.  ‘Cause I 

can get the moves, but I have had nights and you know people come and go where 

they’ve been, where they’ve been new people come in, particularly, ah, white, and 

um, and I’ll find myself, because nobody wants to dance with us, in a line with 

them.  Now, we, we dance for crap.  I mean, we don’t have it, and uh, most times 

I feel lost, and they do too.  And I see sometimes people, some people are more 

savvy, there’s some of the young ones, this one when she teaches, she’s so good.  
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She makes sure I know the moves, and, um, but there’s those times when you feel 

really lost and disconnected and, not um, not only, not a part of it, but almost a 

detriment to that whole beautiful movement, and um, so, um, what cha wanna say 

honey?  Watch you eat your toast?  Hey now, chew that carefully.  We don’t put 

that all in our mouth.  Chew it up really good.  That’s part of what eating is about 

– chewing. 

LB  How much do you think of what is being done is traditionally African, outside of 

just the dancing and the music and the songs, the behaviors, do you think any of it 

is an African tradition that they are, uh – 

GM  Yes, I do.  I think the holistic um, way that mothers bring their children, and that 

they welcome, and that we make circles, and um, um, the space we’re in is small.  

We’ve been in other, more pleasant spaces, over at the Aakhet Center, oh, that 

was, I love that.  They had the wood floors and, and, um, so we almost every time 

would sit in circles, and we don’t seem to be doing that so much anymore, but we 

would sit, and Marcus would talk, whatever, and after class, we would sit in a 

circle, and if anyone had any announcements, and so I felt like is a carry over of 

that African tradition.  I don’t know.  What do I know?  But I know, I live in 

community here.  I live in the community, in an intentional community, and one 

of the, and we lack tradition, we lack ritual – I don’t want to say we lack it, we 

didn’t have that.  We didn’t know what to do when we first came together, but 

one of the fundamental things we found ourselves doing was making circles, that 

we would make circles.  That we would make circles and out of that, we have 

done all kinds of things.  One Easter morning, we got together and we’re not 

typically Christian or whatever.  We’re just whatever we are, and we try to 

embrace that.  And at dawn, we get together, and we’re all waiting for the sun to 

come up, and this is Easter morning where the traditional, traditional Christian 

way would be to celebrate the rising of Christ, and we don’t quite know what to 

do, and so the dawn comes, and we’re all there on the side of this beautiful little 

place, we call it our amphitheatre.  One woman stands up.  We all stand up.  We 

make a circle.  She looks around at everybody and she goes, “You put your right 

foot in, you put your right” - we ended up doing the ‘Hokey, Pokey.’  And I, so, I 
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think there is a deep fundamental tradition that comes from that culture into a 

dance class. 

LB   And how are, because when they started, they didn’t have necessarily Africans 

teaching or part of that.  How do you think, uh, do you think it was kind of an 

instinctive thing to do things in these types of traditions, how did they – 

GM  Preface that again.  What was that? 

LB   In the beginning, they didn’t have so many, now there’s been a conscious effort 

to bring in African drummers, to bring dancers, um, who’ve had experience on the 

continent and I’m wondering where did that, where did that need to get in the 

circle, and to do certain things, those behaviors that I’ve been looking at. Where 

do you think those came from, were they instinctive?  Or something that they 

were mimicking that they had seen from African tradition, I’m just wondering 

where that came in. 

GM  Well, uh, I kinda believe there are things in our bones, you know, that um, that we 

bring with us – some kind of knowledge of our ancestry, that that’s, that there is a 

knowing, and also that, um, that the little bit that, maybe, I’m not sure of the 

origins of the dance class or the group, but how that began, but there was maybe a 

little original bit of fundamental knowledge of that that was there that acted like a 

magnet.  I think it’s a combination of things. 

LB  Um, I’m looking at, also, the idea of collective memory and cultural memories 

and that’s why I’m asking about that 

GM  Interesting. 

LB  Yeah, and so, I’m just wondering if you think that that plays a role, and if so, 

how, how much of a role does that play?  You’re talking about it kind of being in 

our bones, or just kind of you know – 

GM  Well, I think the more that we come together and the more that we come together 

to do those things that reflect that ancestry and that heritage and to continue that 

in ritual, and, and in ceremony and dance.  The more our collective memory can, 

um, access that knowledge.  That there that is something that, um, there is 

definitely something, and, and it is so a void in, in this country.  You know, I feel 

like even our churches don’t give us that so much.  Yes?  I’m still hungry.  God, I 
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can’t believe how much you’re eating this morning.  And how come you’re not in 

school already?  You are, huh? 

LB  And what do you think that, because obviously, you’re talking about you, you 

being from a different heritage – you got juice?  What kind of juice is it, oh it’s 

hidden, okay, don’t wanna talk about that right now – That’s beautiful.  I was 

thinking that obviously you’re bringing a different type of memory, a different 

perspective on that I’m wondering, how does that play into the ensemble, if it 

does at all?  

GM  Well, I hope I don’t kind of throw a loose screw into things.  I don’t think I do.  I 

think that what I help, I would hope that I would bring a little balance, a little 

more worldwide, um perspective and maybe, maybe my ancestors did dances 

very, very similar where we, there is evidence of, um, this matriarchal, ah culture 

that existed in my part of, uh, Lithuania and up there into northern Russia where 

they did dances and they um and they even made stone circles, so I would like to 

think and there’s also evidence of this common, um, way, this common way of 

people in the, in the, ah sculptures that they made, especially in the feminine 

forms from Eastern Europe and from Africa, there are very, very similar, um, very 

similar art during these periods of time, so, I would like to think what I bring is 

some of that connectedness and, and some of that balance, and I mean I hope.  

[laughter]  I also think I bring a, a little challenge for some of the younger women 

who are, you know, a little more, you know, “This is for us,” and “This is ours,” 

and that, um, I challenge them a little bit to step outside and to maybe, because, 

just because I’ve been so persistent in my presence, and I think that’s a positive 

thing.  That it’s been, eh it’s come around to be a positive thing.  I wanna show 

you something before you go. 

LB  How has, has this, I shouldn’t say how has, has this form of expression affected 

your self image and your identity in any way?  Um, you’re talking about what you 

think you bring to the ensemble and the challenges that you’ve had, and I’m just 

wondering has the ensemble in any way changed your perspective or your 

outlook, ah, on yourself and on African American community or African culture 

in any way? 
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GM  Well, I’m sure.  I’m sure it has in a very positive way and just speaking to the 

issue to the beat of the drums.  I see life very differently now.  Drums, I could 

have cared, you know, not so much, eh – they didn’t, but now there’s something 

in the drums that, um, reverberates in my heart.  So when I hear drums, um, I’m 

like, “I wanna dance.”  [laughter]  And I find myself doing that, um, um, and, and 

the way I, ah, view African Americans, um, well, um, Cliff, politically, I think 

too, we, him and I find ourselves very often in a white minority in situations, and 

for some reason, that feels good to me, that – it feels good to me, and not that I’m 

even separate, and I have come a long way since I first moved to the south.  One 

of the things I wanted was for my children to see a bigger world, and they, they 

have done that, um, um and I even have, you know, grandchildren that are African 

American, um, but, what was I thinking?  Um yeah, it’s, it’s, I have definitely 

received gifts that have broadened me and made me more a lot, you know I like to 

think of myself as very level and able to embrace the world and what it is and, 

and, my love and see the beauty.  We all have places we can grow and ways we 

can mature, and ah, you saw Joan, who just left.  She lives in a little town [?] 

Sanyo Key in the Bahamas, which I’ve been fortunate enough to visit a number of 

times, and she lives in white minority.  She, the town has sixty-five full-time 

residents, and it has, um, and she’s there and also Mary who we were talking 

about lives over in Black Point [inaudible] there next to the Bahamas and Mary, 

too, is the only white woman who lives in this Black community on her island. 

LB Do you think that the ensemble in itself is an expression of, um, American culture 

as much as it is of African culture? 

GM  Well, how could it not have that?  It has to have that element.  I mean, these are 

American, we are American children growing up here.  We are all living in this 

country, so, it, um, it is, uh, I don’t even like the term African American.  Do I 

call myself a Lithuanian American?  Do you know what I mean?  It’s bigger, it’s 

bigger than that, um, it is that tradition, though, I mean, it’s hard to speak to that, 

um, and it depends on, you know, it’s all, it’s done there in practice Tuesdays and 

Saturdays and Thursdays, but a lot of it is done for the performance, and so the 
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performance is, um, and it’s interpretation, is seen by hundreds and hundreds and 

hundreds of people who all see something different and feel something different 

when they watch that, so that’s a very important element of it.  The interpretation 

of the viewer, the person watching it.  And I would assume some say, oops, that 

African over here her and you know, go ‘head. 

LB  I was just going to say, how do you think, or so you think, how do you think that 

some of the dances and the behaviors have had to change, um, as a result of being 

in this context in American society, ah, because they promote themselves as an 

African Caribbean Dance Theatre, uh, performing traditional African dances and 

I’m just wondering about how the art form has had to change. 

GM   Yeah, I don’t know.  I mean, I really don’t know.  I could guess, but um, you 

know, some of the costumes and, you know, the movements, they’re so, the body 

is moved so in every way that it can move from even almost childbirth postures to 

sexual postures to spears, um, and, and that sort of remained intact.  Uh, oh my 

goodness. 

LB  Um. 

GM  You don’t like it or you do like it?  You like this one.  I love this one.  I’m going 

to wear this one.  She’s given me these to me to play with [inaudible] 

LB   Oh wow, they’re really pretty. 

GM  [?] Plastico. 

LB I think that, I think that that is all that I had planned on asking you, but I know a 

million more questions will come up and I’m wondering if it’s okay for me to call 

you. 

GM  Just call me anytime. 

LB  Okay, awesome. 

GM  This is fun.  And I hope that you ah, I’m sure you’re going to do well [inaudible] 

and your questions are very thought provoking and deep, yeah, and not 

superficial.  And they’re like, yeah, okay, so if you could come downstairs, I want 

to show you something. 

LB:  Thank you so much. 
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Interview with Gayla Lowery (GL), 10-8-04 

LB  All right, today is, what?  October 8th, 2004, and this is Gayla Lowery.  All right.  

[inaudible]  Okay, cool. [laughter]  It’s really not that formal, just chill out, chill 

out.  We’ll fix it up, you know, and just so you know, this is going to be published 

and so, everything, you know, if it’s anything you don’t wanna talk about, you 

can just tell me, that’s cool.  If you’re uncomfortable with anything –  

GL  Oh, that’s okay. 

LB  All right, so how long have you been with ACDT? 

GL  Um, I started dancing when I was six or seven years old, so that would make it 

about –   

LB  Wow. 

GL  Going on like ten or twelve years, somewhere around that. 

LB   Oh okay, so you were with them back when they were at like [?] FACE and all 

that? 

GL  Yeah. 

LB  What made you start taking – ? 

GL   It was actually my mother that got me interested in it.  I, I really wasn’t.  I didn’t 

wanna dance.  I didn’t wanna do anything at first, um, and she was just kinda like, 

you know what, you’re gonna go, and you’re gonna do this so you might as well 

enjoy it, but after I was there for like a year or two, I started to like it.  I started to 

really get into it. 

LB  So, ‘cause, of course, your mom couldn’t make you stay once you’re were like 

high school and everything.  What is it about it that you have really liked and 

have, why have you really stayed? 

GL  I like that, that, like African dancing is just like an outlet kinda you know to, no 

matter what goes on in my day, no matter like how bad my day is, I know I have 

an outlet to just go and just do whatever I wanna do and just be free –  

LB  Okay, so it’s an outlet for you?  Helps you with everything you’re doing during 

the day, it doesn’t really matter, it just feels good to do?  Okay.  Um, what don’t 

you like about it? 
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GL   Sometimes I don’t like the, ah, is it disorganization?  Is that a word?  Yeah, that 

we don’t have.  Sometimes, um, it’s really hard like coming in, you know, not 

knowing who’s gonna be teaching.  Not knowing, you know, whether I’m gone 

get a good workout or just, it’s gone be somebody up there that’s, that’s kinda 

halfway know what they’re doing. 

LB  That’s part of I think, um, his, his idea is to really get you guys to teach it, so he’s 

not teaching as much.  It’s part of his like master plan. 

GL   That’s cool for like the person that wants to do that, like, I’m, I’m, I’m a good 

dancer, but I don’t wanna like, per se, make that a career mind, you know.  I don’t 

wanna like have to come in and be in control of anything, you know, ‘cause I’m 

not here for that. 

LB  Well, what role do you think African dance is gone have for you in the future, 

because you don’t want it to be a career? 

GL  I think it’s, it’s more so becoming a, a extracurricular activity for me now just, 

you know, to stay in shape and it’s something fun to do. 

LB  What about, um, there’s, you teach sometimes too?  So what, what do you base 

your teaching method on? 

GL  How I’m feeling.  What I feel like doing, you know.  If I feel like doing 

something with a lot of energy then I’ll, I’ll do like Cuckoo or something, but if I 

feel like real mellow, I lean more towards Guinea-Faro, Romba, that kind of stuff. 

LB  And you understand, like, what energy needs to go into all of these pieces – how 

is that? 

GL  How is – ? 

LB  How is it that you know like this one needs to have a more laid back feel to it, this 

one needs to have a more energetic feel to it? 

GL  Oh, just because like when Mr. Marcus, like, uh, before he does a dance, he’ll be 

like, well you know this is uh, libation dance or like that, so you know what kind 

of feeling you need to put on it. 

LB  Um, I’ve talked to a lot of people who have discussed being African in America 

as opposed to African-American. What do you think about that?  Is that the case 

for you or –? 
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GL  No, to each his own. [laughter]  I’m pretty much African-American.  I don’t, you 

know, um,  I think, you know, however you feel towards like a religion that has to 

do with Africanness and how you want to intertwine that with whatever you – I , I 

feel like that’s your business. 

LB  So, um, it’s a lot of role for individuality [inaudible] and that type of expression? 

GL  Um huh.  I think so. 

LB  What role do you think that ethnicity plays in ACDT? 

GL  Oh it plays a lot ‘cause, I mean, it’s African dance.  [laughter]  So, I mean, it’s, 

it’s I think it’s a lot of culture in it, you know, um people that, ‘cause we have 

white people come in and they’re trying to learn, learn you know, more about the 

culture and how we do things.  I think it’s a, you know, connection to the roots. 

LB  Connection to the roots?  For you, it’s a connection to the roots, you think or not 

so much? 

GL  Uh huh. 

LB  What about for them?   What do you think it’s a connection to for them? 

GL  I think just you know, um, learning more about, like, African ways, I guess, 

‘cause I mean, I don’t think they can really vibe with being an African-American, 

so –  

LB  And do you mind them coming to class at all?  

GL   Uh um.  Nope, not at all. 

LB  What do you think it says about, um, or does it say anything about African 

American culture that there is this type of ensemble here, like um, do you think 

that it has any greater meaning?  Any greater ties to who we are or anything like 

that? 

GL  Yeah. I think this is like, as far as me connecting with Africa, this is like the closet 

I’ve ever been to it.  Yeah, um, I think it’s definitely a connection for me. 

LB  Um, the Robinsons and, and a few other people who are into it talk about like, 

community being really involved. Do you see that at all being different from as an 

African American culture, what we have going on? 
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GL  Um, no I think, ah, that type of training basically comes from your household.  

Like, how you live, you know, um.  You can get out in public or whatever and 

have people, you know, you shouldn’t do this, you shouldn’t do that, but I think 

basically that comes from home and the type of house you lived in. 

LB  And, what kind of role, what kind of role have the Robinson’s played in your life? 

GL  Mr. Marcus to me, he’s, he’s, he’s like a father to me.  I can say that because, um, 

he’s always looked out for me in, um, in other ways besides African dancing.  

Like, that’s, that’s how we, um, met or whatever, but you know he’s one of those 

people I can call on and be like, Mr. Marcus, you know what, I need a favor and 

he, he, he’ll help me out. 

LB  I’m interested in dealing with, um, the role that memory has played into this. I 

wonder if you think there is anything going on that African-Americans 

specifically relate to because of our heritage. 

GL  Yeah, I can’t, per se, put my finger on it.  Say, you know, that’s it.  It’s just one of 

those things that you feel – 

LB  And how long – oh, sorry, go ahead. 

GL  And my response to that is just, you know, the way I move with the music. 

LB   How long was it after you started dancing with them that you started feeling more 

comfortable with doing things and understanding the context and all that? 

GL  After like two or three years, because, um, when I first started, it’s was more of a 

technical, you know, I can’t get this.  I have to put my foot here.  I need to do that, 

but, uh, once I got the basic logistics of it then, I started, you know, actually 

getting into like, the music and listening, and really you know, understanding, 

like, you know what, this is what this kind of dance, this is where it comes from, 

this is why they do that. 

LB  And how important is that information to you performing the dance? 

GL  Oh, I think it’s very important because it’s like you trying to deliver a message to 

someone while you’re dancing, and um, if per se, you know, the people that aren’t 

connected to Africa, you know, aren’t, don’t have any ties to that, you trying to, 

you know make them see like, what it’s like or you know, how someone’s life is 

over there. 
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LB  So is that one of your goals of performance? 

GL Uh huh. 

LB  What are your other goals in performance? 

GL  Um, that’s one of them, but basically to have a good performance, you know, 

make sure that nothing goes wrong, you know, everything’s all good. 

LB  Um, how much do you think that these dances have changed to fit into the context 

of performance in America or have they changed at all? 

GL  Um, I can, I can say that like looking at, I’ve seen videos from Africa of African 

dancers and I think we’re kinda just, you know, um, I wouldn’t say mocking, but, 

yeah, we kinda like copying what they do.  You know, so it’s gonna be a little 

twist in there just because, you know, we do it a little different here in America, 

but I think, you know, the overall concept is to – 

LB  Is still the same?   

GL  Yeah, see, that’s how and where we do it, that’s where the difference would come 

in.  [inaudible] as far as like performance and them doing it as a way of life. 

LB  And so, how do you have to – do you have to alter dances in order to make it 

exciting for a stage performance?  Like how do you do that? 

GL  No, I don’t think we’ve really done that, but um, it’s just, I mean, you know, from 

a performance point, you know what you want to see, so we wouldn’t like, put 

anything that’s like boring on stage, you know, like maybe a dance that would be 

done for like a funeral or something where it’s just you know like a couple of 

lines walking in.  We wouldn’t put that on stage, but we try to – 

LB  Make sure it’s exciting.  And ya’ll’s repertoire spans all, from all, from all over 

west Africa and southern Africa and, and things like, um, can you, you know, tell 

me a little bit, list a few of the places that y’all have done dances from? 

GL  Um, Mali, Senegal, um, it’s a lot of places. 

LB  Um huh.  I know. [inaudible] 

GL  I wanna say Ghana, but I’m not sure. 

LB Guinea? 

GL  Yeah, Guinea. 
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LB  It’s all over the continent.   

GL  Right. It’s not just from West Africa. 

LB  Um, how has this ensemble itself, in a way, I walk into there and I feel like it’s a 

community or a family within itself.  So, what kind of things do you thing have 

contributed to that type of feeling? 

GL  Um, just the fact that some of us have been around each other since we were little 

kids, and ah, the feeling that Mr. Marcus brings.  You know, everybody’s family, 

so you know, you just kinda feel at ease. 

LB   And do you feel that way that it is kinda like a family? 

GL  Um huh. 

LB  Yeah, you’re comfortable with that? Okay, um, how do you think the ensemble 

has affected the larger Tallahassee community? 

GL  I think it’s, um, it’s an eye-opener to people who are not culturally diverse and 

who don’t, you know, get to see that type of thing everyday because I’ve had 

some of my friends come in and look and you know, that’s really cool and they 

say, you know, I never knew that something like this was in Tallahassee, you 

know, so it’s kinda like they wanna learn more about it, stuff like that, so I think 

it’s good culture for the – 

LB  Where have you been outside of Tallahassee with the ensemble? 

GL  We went to Jacksonville.  We’ve been to Washington, D.C.  Um, we’ve been all 

over Georgia.  Um, that’s all I can remember.  I’m not sure if we went to North 

Carolina.  I forget.  I know we’ve been down south too. 

LB  Right, well, do you think that, um, the ensemble in anyway has affected your self-

image or your identity? 

GL  In a way.  Um, I’m a little more open to new ideas than I would be if I hadn’t, um, 

been dancing.  Yeah, I think I’m just, you know, a little bit more open and 

receptive to what other people think about certain stuff. 

LB  Um, how you think that it’s affected other people’s self image within the 

ensemble, if it has at all? 
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GL  Um, for some people, I can see it changing their whole lifestyle sometimes, um.  

Some people are at that stage where you know, it’s just the thing to do.  You 

know, my mom’s making me come here, so it’s a whole lot of different feelings. 

LB  And then like you, they kinda start enjoying it on their own. 

GL   Um huh. 

LB Um, do you think that this is an expression of Americaness or African-

Americaness or strictly an African type culture?  What do you think? 

GL  African-American. 

LB    African-American?  Ah, humph.  What do you think has been ACDT’s most 

significant contribution to Tallahassee? 

GL  Just, um, bringing the African culture itself to Tallahassee and, um, you know, 

opening people’s eyes to a different kind of dance.  It’s not your average modern 

jazz type [inaudible]. This is the closest that I have ever felt to African society 

and culture.  I think that it’s the same for Tallahassee.  We are an eye-opener for 

people in Tallahassee who may never have seen this type of performance.  A lot 

of my friends come to see us and they’ve never had any exposure to African 

music or dance.  We learn in history that our people came from Africa but we 

don’t know anything about Africa.  For anyone who wants to learn more about it, 

we are here 

LB  And have you been trained in, in classical or – ? 

GL I have. 

LB  Yeah, okay, what do you think has been, has been it’s most significant 

contribution to your life? 

GL  African dance? 

LB  Uh huh. 

GL Um, just the fact that it connects me to Africa, you know, I think this is, like I 

said, it’s the closest I’ve ever been per se to any feelings towards Africa. 

LB  So what do you think about Africa now, having gained some type of connection 

with it? 

GL I think it’s pretty cool.  I think it’s pretty different, you know, um.  I don’t wanna 

go live there or nothing like that, but you know, um, you know, in history, they 
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teach you about like the slavery and like we came from Africa and all that 

[inaudible] and so it brings another feeling toward the continent, continent. 

LB  What do you think your more significant contribution to ACDT has been? 

GL  My lively spirit. [laughter] 

LB [laughter]  That’s a good answer.  That’s a good answer.  Yeah, ‘cause nobody 

gets paid to be there.   

GL  No. 

LB  And you all dedicate a lot of time and energy to the ensemble.  So what kind of 

toll do you think that takes on you as an individual sometimes? 

GL  Um, it can be good or bad depending on, you know, how, it’s, it’s how you make 

it.  I feel like you shouldn’t be anywhere if you don’t wanna be.  You know, so if , 

um, you bring your positive attitude towards it, then it’s gone be all good, but you 

know, you have those days where you don’t you know, really not feeling the 

ensemble [inaudible] but overall, I think everybody that’s in it has a reason for 

being there. 

LB  What about when people come and they have that negative energy on them or 

with them?  How does that affect the group’s dynamics? 

GL  Well, you know, it, it can bring it down, you know, if you let it or you can try to 

boost that person up.  It’s just, it’s, it’s, it’s more of a family thing, you know.  

You know, you’re not always gone have good days with your family, but you 

know, it’s just how you deal with it. 

LB  I see that people function less on a individual level in ACDT and in this type of 

community where people have the freedom to express themselves as an 

individual, but at the same time, your contribution is to the whole, so when one 

person comes down, like you said, then it’s everybody’s kinda role to pick them 

up.  Where do you think that type of atmosphere comes from?  What do you think 

that has to do with? 

GL  The family. 

LB  The family, huh? 

GL Um huh. 

LB  Although none of you all are related.  Most of you all are not related at least. 
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GL Right. 

LB  Okay, well that’s enough for me to get started with. 

GL  Okay. 

LB   Thank you.  Good.  Good. [inaudible] 
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Interview with Marcus Robinson (MR), 4-15-04 

[African drumming & singing] 

LB  Okay, I think we’ve got it now.  [inaudible]  All right, I just have, wanted to ask 

you a few things. 

MR  Okay, that’s [inaudible]. 

LB  I have a like three part interview [laughter] set up, but, okay, one thing I was 

interested in was, I read online about how when you started you had like ten 

students and how you went about getting other students.  Like, what – did you 

advertise or how was it that you came about, ‘cause it’s grown so much? 

MR  Uh huh.  No, we didn’t advertise, we, ah, we started with – it was about ten 

students.  We stay ten, but it might have been maybe even a little less than that.  

But uh, we didn’t advertise.  We were over at the Lincoln Neighborhood Center.  

So the Lincoln Neighborhood Center, that’s kind of like the, the, the hub of, of 

that whole community over there because you’ve got 1010 North Macomb right 

up the street and then, I think it’s called Good Bread, that community right across, 

right over in front of it.  Uh huh.  And ah, also, a lot of the students who knew me 

from other places and you know, they just uh, started gravitating towards us so, it, 

basically, the children were interested.  It was different for them because it was, it 

was a different kind of structure.  It was this ah – I wish I could give you a, a 

paper that somebody wrote me one time and just said – it was about eight years 

later – they said, “The, the first time I met you, I met this mean man that turned 

out to be the best thing that ever happened to me because I didn’t know him.  I 

didn’t knew what he stood for.”  So, um, but the kids enjoyed, they, the kids 

enjoyed the discipline.  They enjoyed somebody being in front of them telling 

them, “You gotta do this or you gotta do that,” and because they knew sooner or 

later it was gone make a difference for them, so it was word of mouth.  The 

children back and told other children about this great thing that was taking place 

with them and they was learning some [inaudible] –  

[skip] 
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And that’s were I came in at.  I provided them that structure and that knowledge 

that came along with the structure and a foundation for them.  And as a result of 

that, they told other young people, to – 

LB  Uh huh, to come check this out? 

MR  And so, their friends would come because they were involved in it.  And then it 

kept growing.  And then when we started performing because when we, we 

started, we would get them together and we wouldn’t go out until we were ready 

and we started out very basic and you’ll see that when I, when I show you that [?] 

montangé.  We started very basic because I wanted them to have some success.  I 

didn’t put more on them than they were – 

LB  Yeah, right, than they could do it at that time. 

MR  Than they could do it at that time.  So in the early stages, you’ll see that the 

choreography was extremely basic, ah, because I didn’t want to run them away.  I 

wanted to get them comfortable with having some success.  So they had the 

success and uh, other kids started seeing them and they were like, you know, how 

can I get involved in this.  We, we performed virtually everywhere there was to 

perform within this city.  And ah, and so word of mouth, we do word of mouth.  

We never advertised for anything, to come, to be a part of – 

LB  Just everybody started hearing about it and seeing y’all’s performances.  That’s 

terrific.  Well, let’s see – 

MR  Now later, you know, we put our class schedule, but we got in the newspaper or 

nothing, or anywhere that say we want people to come be – we never did that.  

We never did that.  [inaudible]  We never did. 

LB  Well, do you, you said that like, it was partly your discipline and the structure that 

you provided.  Um, is that a part of your teaching philosophy or what, what would 

you say?  Because I noticed like when you’re teaching, you’ll do, you’ll show 

basic things first, like just the feet and then you’ll add the arms, and it’s very 

structured and I was just wondering if you planned that out that way or how, how 

has is that you’ve gone about teaching and how has discipline and structure been a 

part of that? 
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MR  Uh, to teach it, you know, by, by, even in doing warm ups, simple warm up 

exercises like going down on, doing four counts, coming back up on time.  That 

you know, that kinda indicated to me that, okay, there maybe some timing issues 

here.  If they can’t roll down and roll back up on four count in the right time 

sequence then that tells me that maybe there’s some timing problems there, so 

why would I give them something elaborate and complicated when I can’t even 

deal with the timing issues?  So by knowing that, you know, it made me start 

structuring the dance in such a way that we teach the foundation.  And then from 

the foundation, then you can add on top of a foundation, but if you don’t have a 

foundation, you can’t add on top of.  So that was the reason behind – 

LB  [inaudible] – and that’s the reason you start with the basic moves? 

MR  The basic moves.  It don’t matter who I’m teaching now, my students, now, who 

are older and have been in the company for ten or twelve years, you know, I will 

allow them to a certain extent to go more into ah the, the, the more complicated 

kinds of things, where, me having been the foundation for the company, I always 

teach basics.  I always.  I, you never see me for the most part, ah, get into too 

much, uh dance that is complicated.  I stick with the basics because that’s my, you 

know, that’s my calling.  I stick with that.  And like, we have guest instructors, 

they come in, you know, they, they, you know, get more involved in the 

complicated things and that’s fine, and I, I, I think there’s a place for all of that. 

LB  Right, right, but you feel like your position is to teach basics. 

MR  My position is to teach basics.  Once I’ve done that and I see Gayla and the rest of 

them go to another level, I’m happy.  I’m happy because they couldn’t have gone 

to that next level without some basics. 

LB  Right, right.  What would you say your ultimate goal for this company is? 

MR  Ultimately, um, my goal is, young people like my daughter and other young 

people just to, to, to embrace some of what it is that I stand for in terms of [skips] 

here for the next hundred years, but in order for that to be passed down, then they 

have to buy into the concept of, of why the company is here in the first place.  

And that is because somebody needed to, to sacrifice for it to be here.  So I don’t 

wanna turn it over to somebody who don’t understand sacrifice. 
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LB  Right, not willing to do that for – 

MR  Because they, because, it’s all about – it ain’t about skill.  It ain’t about talent.  

You know that’s, you know you’ve got to have some of that, but you know, if 

you’ve got somebody who’s got skill, and they ain’t got, they don’t have the 

ability to sacrifice something, it’s still not gone last.  So, so I’m looking for that, 

for that person who can come in here and do that.  That’s where I want the 

company to be.  I want the company to be in a position where Tallahassee will 

never be bored of African dancing.  Hopefully, it will mimic this system.  This 

system is conducive for growth and development.  It’s, there’s not eight dancers 

here who are all on the, on the same level and I only work with those eight 

dancers.  We work with small children, and teenagers, the young adults, and the 

adults.  It’s a community.  So ultimately, I hope this remains [inaudible] 

LB  Right, you talked about, ah it being a community and also last time we talked, you 

were telling me about how, you know, the parents being there helps to reinforce 

that.  What other things do you feel like you do, specifically, to reinforce that 

family-community system, because it’s a very family-oriented type organization? 

MR  Um, just by my, just – just, just, well, I hope by my mere presence.  And let me 

qualify that.  Hopefully, twenty years from now, they’ll look back and most 

children when they grow up – I don’t say that they’re afraid of that, what that 

used to be in our community, which is a father, which take no stuff, but I love you 

to death.  I will provide for you.  My job is to provide for you and to protect you.  

So I hope that, when, when people come into our community and say the Black 

man or the Black male was not there.  That’s a lie. 

LB  Right, right and they’ll think about you. 

MR  I have been here.  I have been right here, um for these kids, and I, I hope is some 

way, they’ll look back and say, “Well, I don’t’ know what you are talking about, 

but you know, in my community, Black men stepped up, and I’ll cite you an 

example.”  So, um, you know, I don’t know.  I guess that answers your – 

LB  Right, yeah, that’s good.  Okay, I wanna try to stay away from the business stuff 

today.  Uh –  
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MR  All right.  The business is an important aspect of it, but you know what?  But 

before the business, somebody’s gotta make a decision that this must be. 

LB  Right, and it’s gone be me that’s gone [inaudible]. 

MR  Right, well, yeah, but some, you know and I think that’s the message I’m trying to 

get across to people, is that, I wanna go back when we first started this.  It was 

lots of money that was still around in Tallahassee.  There was lots of grant money.  

Grant money stuff has dried up now compared to when we’re speaking.  There’s 

always been lots, but a component was not there was somebody’s sacrifice and 

said, “I’m gone do this.” And I think that’s what I want to impress and develop 

among our people, that, even if the money is not there – 

LB  Right, that you can still do it. 

MR  You can do it and, and, and it still has to be done.  Sacrifice and make it happen. 

[inaudible] what I want to impress. 

LB  What have been some of the highlights of this four years? 

MR  At the Boardwalk.  Ah, we were invited there as part of the ceremony for the [?] 

Wellsbuilt Hotel, the only Black hotel, ah, that, down in Orlando area.  Um, it’s a 

predominately Black hotel that was down there and we was invited as part of their 

ceremony.  And they had a reception at the Boardwalk at Walt Disney World.  

We went down there and that was the first time we had gotten a professional to do 

our costumes for us.  We were dressed, we were well-rehearsed, well-prepared 

and we looked – I’m gonna show you the tape.  That’s the time that I knew we 

were a company.  I knew we were, I knew we were different than a, a group of 

people that decided to come together and do a little something.  That’s the first 

time that I think myself and everybody else in the group realized, “Wow, you 

know, look where we’ve come from.”  I think that – it was so clear to all of us.  

That was one of the major highlights for us.  Ah –  

LB  What year was that? 

MR  Wow.  I wanna say ’85 or ’86.  I can’t remember off the top of my head.  No, I’m 

sorry, no it wasn’t.  It had to be in the 90’s, so it had to be ’94, ’95.  I can’t 

remember.  I know it was early 90’s.  And then you know, there’ve been 

occasions where we’ve um, I’m trying to think, because we’ve been so many – we 
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did a performance at FAMU at Lee Hall Auditorium where we had, where we had 

children – 

[skips]  

[inaudible] Ah, and that’s the largest that the company was at that time, and at 

that time, it must have been about 65, 70 strong, at that time.  It’s a beautiful, 

beautiful site for us.  I think the next big, biggest undertaking we had was when 

we obviously decided to incorporate the dance festival, which was five years ago.  

So in the midst of developing a company, we, ah decided we wanted to go on 

ahead and do the festival.  I think that was another highlight because we got 

people all at dance companies from all over the state of Florida who were doing 

African dance.  They came up here.  The artistic directors all taught classes, 

including myself for the festival.  Ah, Natalie, ah Jackson [?] Arakumba out of 

Tampa, ah Orlando School of Dance out of ah, Orlando, Julie Coleman taught a 

class.  And we also had [?] out of Clearwater, Florida, who is, ah, and Jay 

Hinson.  And all of us are African-Americans who had been the business for a 

long time.  And ah, we all came here and we did it at what they call ‘The Garden.’  

That was the first place we did it at and the following year, we moved on 

FAMU’s campus.  That was a highlight.  It was a, it was a very, ah exciting time 

because we, we were clear about what we were embarking upon, but no one had 

pulled that together in the state of Florida.  And the other companies were actually 

had been around a little longer than we.  Natalie in particular out of Tampa [?] 

Arakumba, because [?] Jevelle and I danced with Natalie, so we all knew each 

other – 

[skips] 

This ain’t how you do things.  This ain’t the way people are to be dealt with.  But, 

and, on the other hand, that’s been business as usual and business as usual hadn’t 

gotten us where we need to go.  We needed changes being – this is out of love.  

That has been a disappointment.  The other disappointment is that we, we’ve 

always tried to, to upgrade and take the, take the company to another level. 

LB  [inaudible] I’m sorry. [laughter] 
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MR  [inaudible] We always wanted to take the company to another level, and not at 

anyone’s expense, but we want – yeah, we betta –  

LB  [inaudible] Okay. 

[African drumming 

LB  Really?  So that’s a common thing?  I would think that it would be [inaudible] 

MR  It is a very common and it’s a very common now in the African-American 

community, unfortunately.  And it is very, very common in Black [?] armed 

dance companies.  I worked with [?] Margo’s School of Dance.  It’s right off of 

Osceola Street.  Uh, I worked with [?] Margo’s as an artistic director after she 

left.  I worked as an instructor over there for two years.  She left and when she 

left, I became the artistic director of that dance company.  So I worked there for a 

number of years in addition to working with my own company here.  And also, I 

worked with Metropolitan Christian Academy of the Arts.  I worked with them 

for a long time.  Ah, and ah, I worked, ah, over in Gretna, ah, working with the 

kids over there –  

LB  Louisiana?  Or Gretna, Florida?  Or Gretna –  

MR  Gretna, Gretna, Gretna is one of the first cities in the entire, ah, state of Florida.  

It’s right outside of Quincy.  I worked over there.  And, ah, I worked in Havana.  I 

also worked in Quincy, in there [?] livestock division, pavilion, where they 

wanted to – they used that place to have children to take dance.  So, ah, pretty 

extensive track record in terms of working with kids and working with 

community.  So, ah, I was familiar with the, how things happened.  I would sit 

there and I would see how adults would, would scheme against the directors and I 

would say – and by me being inside, I knew the things that the director was 

having to deal with and, you know, some of the parents would only see just –  

LB Just the – right. 

MR   They, they would see the surface.  They didn’t understand like liability issues, you 

know.  You know, “Well, why we can’t do this?” or ah, you know, things like, 

“We a non-profit organization, ah, why do I have to pay to do this?” and then so, 

therefore, they didn’t understand budgets.  They didn’t understand with budgets 
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you have to have line items.  And with line items, you can only use money that’s 

in that budget that’s specifically set aside for that line item. So they, they – 

[skips] 

They, they wanna, they wanna know whether or not you understand what you 

gone do. 

LB  Right, right, right.  How much research you’ve put in to what you gone do. 

MR  Right, what you gone add.  Um, how you gone find the different aspects of what it 

is you’re gonna do.  All that kind of stuff.  ‘Cause you see, you say, you gone be 

into developing a company, what, what, ah, explain to me what you mean by 

developing, that kind of stuff, so, I would say, the first year or two, you gotta 

really come out of your pocket, fund it out of your pocket.  And then, once you 

fund it out of your pocket, them um, you get a track record of having done things.  

Then, then, you can go about, ah, incorporating – because you can incorporate 

first, if you want to, but then you gotta do some stuff.  Part of getting the 501(c)3 

also is having that track record.  You can’t get the 501(c)3 until after you got a 

track record to show that you’ve been doing some stuff.  Then you can get that 

status.  And then once you get that status – All right, man – then once you do that, 

then when you get these major grants come up.  They won’t even consider you 

without a 501(c)3.  That’s, that’s the first thing they tell you.  Then you have your 

501(c)3 status.  So it is a process.  So as far as that part of it is concerned, I’ll let 

you [laughter] – He wanted to go home with them – so that, aspect of it, what I’ll 

so, I’ll turn that over to [inaudible].  I won’t, I won’t dabble into that too much, 

because I am a stickler about people handling, handling what you supposed to 

handle.  So you know, and she’ll give you a good synopsis of that whole process. 

LB  Okay, all right.  That’ll be great.  Well, that’s good, but I still have some more 

things I want to get about the actual start. 
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Interview with Faith Troupe (FT), 9-29-04 

LB  Today is September 29th, 2004.  The time is 6:45.  I’m interviewing Faith [?] 

Troupe. 

FT  Ready. 

LB  Okay, um, let’s start.  Um, how long have you been a part of ACDT? 

FT  Since ’97, I guess. 

LB  Okay and how did you start with them? 

FT  I just start dancing with a friend. 

LB  Um, okay, can you – you just, um, start dancing with a friend?  Just going to 

classes with a friend? Um, how did they convince you that you should come to the 

dance class?  Or, what made you go other that her just saying, “Hey, come with 

me?” 

FT  Um, I think it was more so that I wanted to work on losing weight.  So I went in 

and just started going with her. 

LB  And why did you, why are you still going, I mean, you’ve, you’ve lost the weight 

as it is and [inaudible] –  

FT  Oh, because I mean, I enjoyed going.  I enjoyed the camaraderie and the, I mean, 

it gives me something to do to help me lose weight, and I mean, it’s just a good 

experience.  I mean, it’s just an enjoyable experience. 

LB  Um, can you talk about in a little more detail what’s enjoyable about it for you?  

What is it that appeals to you personally, specifically? 

FT  Um, I mean, spending time with other people who are African definitely appeals 

to the situation.  Um, the whole experience of drumming and dancing together 

definitely appeals to me as being part of something that I enjoy doing.  So the 

whole experience itself, you know, being around people who are, are conscious, 

you know, of something traditional and um, a part of African culture, and then 

knowing that that is something that they’re trying to do, I’ve, I enjoyed being a 

part of that process. 

LB  Okay, when you’re referring to African people, you’re speaking about ethnicity?  

Um, and would you consider yourself to be an African even though you were 

born in the United States?  Why? 
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FT  Yep, ‘cause that’s the, um, that’s my family lineage.  That’s my family 

background.  I mean, we’re African people, so, I consider myself to be African. 

LB  Before you consider yourself to be American? 

FT  Yep. 

LB  Would you consider yourself an African-American or – 

FT  Probably not first, like I consider myself to be African before I would consider 

myself to be African-American. 

LB  Okay, so an African in American?   

FT  Uh huh. 

LB  And ah, how does your, um, how do you compare your walk as an African in 

America to that of an African-American?  What are some of the differences? 

FT  I think it’s a mindset, like, um, and I can only speak of what I considering being 

an African in America is the desire to and the strive to be African and reclaim my 

African roots as they are identified and walking like, um, respected, paying 

homage to traditional African systems and African, um, ideals. 

LB  Um, at what point in your life did you realize that you were African rather than 

African-American? 

FT  About two or three years ago. 

LB So, that was- 

FT  Well, no, about, probably ten years ago, no, eight years ago. 

LB  Eight years ago?  Um, so that was around ’96 probably?  Has your participation in 

ACDT in any way strengthened that connection to your African identity?  How 

so? 

FT  Yes.  I mean, it’s given me a vehicle in order to, in which to express my African 

identity.   

LB  Um, you referred to being around other Africans, being around people of African 

descent, um, would you refer to ACDT as an African community of sorts? 

FT  Yes. 

LB  Um, in what ways do you see it as, um, lining up with the values of an African 

community? 
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FT  Well, it’s definitely about teaching and – teaching and building a community 

because ACDT is, is a community of sorts where there are families who have 

been involved in ACDT since their children were, you know, five and six-year-

olds and, um as adults, you know, who have gotten into to it, they then, you know, 

I’m noticing that they’ve brought their own children into, you know, once they’ve 

had children – a lot of the parents bring their little ones into dance class, so it’s 

definitely about – 

LB  The whole family participation [inaudible]? 

FT  Yeah, and the passing on of knowledge and, um, community.  Um, values of 

building a community, a strong community in order to further the community, so 

– 

LB  Um, now you’re teaching some – 

FT  Yeah. 

LB  – with ACDT?  How long have you been teaching with them?  Or so, or how far 

into your training as a dancing did you start teaching with them? 

FT  Um, I started dancing, I believe back in ’90, um [inaudible] I wanna say ’97, ’98, 

and then I took like two years off, and then I started back again in about 2001, 

2001, so, since I’ve been back, since 2001, um, probably say, since this January, 

which is 2004. 

LB  What do you teach? 

FT  I teach the beginner’s class, the little kids’ class. 

LB  Um, what, ah, how do you – what do you base your teaching methods on? 

FT  Um, I mean, how I’ve been.  Um, I want the kids to enjoy themselves.  I want 

them to enjoy dancing and gain an appreciation of the dance and the music.  Um, 

so it’s really more so based on how I was taught to, you know, appreciate the 

music, but appreciate the dance as well, you know, they complement each other. 

LB  And who’s been your principal teacher? 

FT  Um, I mean, really Marcus started me out, and now it’s, um, Brandy. 

LB  Um, as far as the way that you teach, um, how have traditional ideas about 

African community influenced your teaching of – aside, aside from wanting to 
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promote enjoyment and continue a tradition.  Have, have you found that aside 

from that the African community has influenced your teaching method? 

FT  I mean, I think so.  I mean, it’s all about – everything about it is about, you know, 

instilling community values, so, you know, just the fact that I’m taking the time to 

teach.  I’m not, you know, I don’t look for compensation for that, as far as money 

is concerned.  I do it just for the mere pleasure of being able to give back what 

somebody took the time to give me. 

LB  Um, do you think that memory has, in any way, played a role in the success of 

ACDT? 

FT  Um, I don’t know if I would call it memory.  Um, it’s, I mean, I think that the 

music and the dance, like the drumming and dance that’s done in, um, in ACDT, 

I’ve always considered to be, you know, not so much as focusing on your 

memory, but listening to the music and letting your body move to the sound of the 

drum.  Like, once you learn how, once you learn technique, you – or just the 

simple step, and, you know, listening to the drums, but before you even get to 

listen to the drum, you know, you learn how to move a certain way to certain 

beats.  Okay, so then, after that, it’s no longer about associating the, um, your feet 

to the, the, um, what you think is the, the sound that you’re hearing.  It’s more so 

moving your body to that sound, you know, and it begins with your feet, so 

maybe that is memory, but um –   

LB  Um, I’m kinda talking about memory in the sense of, um, maybe I should have 

been more specific, a cultural kind of memory, or, um, in the sense that Africans 

have been away from their own traditions for a while, including music and dance, 

and, um, that participation – I’m, I’m kind of wondering if participation in this 

ensemble has in anyway, um, triggered some type of memory within the body, 

understanding how these movements work or, or understanding a connection with 

a traditional African system of, of aesthetics towards music. 

FT  I think it’s possible, yeah.  Yeah, I think it definitely has something to do with 

that. 

LB  Uh, what, how important is ethnic identity in this ensemble? 
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FT  I mean, I think everything in life, you need to have some type of ethnic identity 

that shapes and molds you to who you are.  So as far as this ensemble is 

concerned, I mean, is, I mean, I’ve seen people outside of the African community, 

ethnic groups and other groups, who have come in and, and participated in the 

ensemble, but, um, I think being able to identify with [inaudible] just furthers 

your appreciation, um, and your abilities will advance and take you further. 

LB  Being able to identify with - ? 

FT  Be, because it’s African-Caribbean dance, so, I mean, if you can identify on some 

level with that ethnic, ethnic group or Africans or Caribbean dance as a whole or 

as a culture, as something beyond just being something out there, you know, 

whatever it does.  If you can identify with it, I think it will help you as 

[inaudible]. 

LB  Um, okay, how has, do you think that the ensemble in some way as affected the 

larger Tallahassee African-American community? 

FT  Yeah, I think it has, um, I mean, it, it – just, based on the performances, I mean – 

they did a lot of performances, through, you know, weddings, um, you know, 

celebrations and things like that, and just community things.  I know they 

performed at voting, you know, something about the Democratic, um, last year 

when, um, the elections came up, they did some stuff at a Democratic rally and 

stuff like that, so I mean, they definitely out in the community.  They’re definitely 

reaching out into the community 

LB  And how has that outreach in any way, um, heightened an awareness of African 

culture? 

FT  I think it gives, provides exposure to those who may not even be aware of African 

culture to that extent of, the extent of drumming and dancing.  So, it provides that 

level of exposure, which therefore, um, provides a role for, it kinda initiates a role 

for an appreciation for it as well and others who may not have been exposed to it. 

LB  Um, as far as, and community performances and performances outside of this 

immediate community, as a dancer or as a teacher, what is – or just someone 

who’s just actively involved with the ensemble, what is, in your mind, one of the 
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goals of performance, aside from – well, I’ll just leave it at that – what are some 

of the goals of performance? 

FT  Definitely to, um, to be able to express yourself as a dancer and share that with 

others, um, to expose people to something that is a part of you, um, to share, I 

mean, a small part of yourself with, um, others, but also to, um, get some 

recognition for the time and effort that you put into something that you love 

doing. 

LB  Um, excuse me, how has, um, how has participation in ACDT affected your self-

image and has it affected your ethnic identity at all? 

FT  I think it’s definitely enhanced my self-image.  Um, um, I definitely walk away 

feeling much better about myself when I can go to dance class and, uh, I can 

participate in, and helps me to feel better in ways that, um, really can’t be 

explained with words.  I’m sorry, what was the second part of the question? 

LB Just has, how does it affect your self-image and ethnic identity? 

FT  Um, my ethnic identity?  I mean, I think I just said already, um, it definitely, um, 

it kinda reaffirms my ethnic identity.  It, it embraces it.  It helps me to express it. 

LB  Would you say that the ensemble is an expression of Americanness, in any way.  I 

know there’s a definite expression of African-Caribbean expression, African 

culture.  Has it, in any way, become an expression of who we are as Africans in 

America? 

FT  Um, I would think so. 

LB  [inaudible] African culture? 

FT  Um, not from what I can see. 

LB  Um, okay.  Um, in terms of the context of performance, for instance, um, I know 

that things have to be altered so that all – you know, it can be performed, so that 

things can be performed in a traditional way, but for instance, on stage as opposed 

to in a community or a communal situation where everybody’s a part of the music 

[inaudible].  Do you think that any changes have to be done to the music and the 

dance itself in order to fit into that American kind of context? 

FT Um, I mean, I think that’s been done anyway to traditional drumming and dance.  

Um, if you look at older tapes or performances of groups, um, and original pieces 
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of like, um, performances, you may see something a little different, but I think 

that that is more so due to the translation of it by people, not necessarily American 

culture, so, um – 

LB  So the context is gone change anyway?  The performance – 

FT  I mean, I think it was gone change anyway, just due to the fact that people had to, 

people come with different, um, different, a different mindset, a different – you 

know, they their own – they bring themselves to it, so you know, somebody could 

teach you something one day and when it comes for you to teach it to someone 

else, you make it yours, so – 

LB  If that’s happened, or the person who taught you, and then you change something 

up as you teach it to someone else, then, as they teach it, they change it up, how 

sure can we be that we’re performing actual African traditional dance and music? 

FT  Honestly, I don’t know. 

LB  But you – 

FT  Um, but – with particular to ACDT, knowing that a lot like of the drummers that 

we deal with now especially, are coming from Guinea and we’ve had drummers 

and dancers, um, teachers to come from the Ivory Coast and, you know, where 

we’re getting that, that exposure, I mean, I mean, I think it’s there and I think it’s 

traditional.  It may not be, um, which, um – I haven’t been to West Africa, so I 

really can’t say, you know, even if what they’re bringing is real traditional West 

African drumming and dance, but, I mean, you can’t, you have no other choice 

but to believe the people, any way, so you have a choice in it, but – 

LB  But you feel strongly that it is traditional, traditional? 

FT  Yeah. 

LB  Is that something that you just inherently feel that, um, or something that you’re 

analytically trusting in? 

FT  I mean, analytically – I haven’t actually analyzed, so I guess it would be, ah, 

inherent. 

LB  So why do you feel that level of trust towards the people who are teaching you? 

FT  Because I’d rather [?] than not to. 
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LB  Um, I think that ACDT has been very historical on Tallahassee in that it’s the 

only drumming and dance ensemble that was created by Africans and for 

Africans.  So, in that sense alone, it’s pretty historical.  Do you think that in any 

other way you are a part of creating history in participating with this ensemble? 

FT  Oh definitely, I mean, just considering the fact that. I mean,  I’m helping with the 

teaching of the, the little ones, I mean, you can’t help but feel a part of a legacy.  

You know, when you doing, when you puttin’ in the time like that because, 

you’re helping to, to, um, you know, hopefully spark another child’s growth or 

another person’s growth, growth in, um, in the tradition. And, I’m helping them to 

understand what their responsibility is to the community in a way by doing this. 

LB  Do you think that the fact that an ensemble like ACDT says anything about 

Africans in America –  the fact that it’s even a need for an ensemble like this? 

FT  Well, I think it’s definitely, um, I think it definitely says a lot about the people 

who need it.  I mean, it says a lot about us as a people.  If we have to depend on 

one, one venue to get some level of, um, culture or be able to express our culture 

– 

LB  How do you feel personally about people outside of your, um, ethnicity coming to 

ACDT seeking to [inaudible] and possibly performing? 

FT  Um, I question their motives.  Um, I wonder if, you know, like what they’re really 

learning for, um, and if they’re really going to understand it for what it is.  Um, 

ACDT hasn’t been in a [inaudible] so, I mean, we’ve dealt a lot with, um, 

individuals who’ve come in from different ethnic backgrounds and things like 

that, and you know, they end up maybe not feeling welcome, but, you know, 

being welcomed in the sense that you can come, but, um, ultimately, I just, I just 

question why they come. 

LB  Why do you think they feel unwelcome or uncomfortable? 

FT  Um, ‘cause a lot of times because they are made to feel comfortable or welcome.  

Just because of – there are people who come to ACDT regularly who would, I 

think definitely feel more comfortable not having, you know, people from other 

races, other ethnicities around. 
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LB  What do you think ACDT’s most significant contribution to Tallahassee has 

been? 

FT  Um, the level of tolerance, um, and commitment to something that a lot of people 

– like, they’ve provided an example of having the drive and the ambition and the 

courage to stand fast in a situation where you have people coming in and out the 

city, and you have, you know, although there’s a, you know, a small base of just 

families, you have a lot of college students who come in and out of Tallahassee 

and you know, you – they’ve still been able to kinda, you know, they’ve still be 

able to make it and continue to grow as a company.  So, I think they’ve provided 

a, a wonderful example of sacrifice and commitment and drive that’s very 

difficult when you’re trying to do, um, self-run business and, um, in a community 

such as Tallahassee. 

LB  What has been its greatest contribution to you individually? 

FT  Um, it’s given me a, a platform, so to speak in which I can express my culture, 

my, my identity, that I can’t do in other places. 

LB  Um, is there anything about the way that – oops, hang on a second, okay 

[inaudible] okay – is there anything specific about, um, ACDT that – what’s that?  

I hear a strange buzzing – is there anything specifically about ACDT that has, um, 

contributed to you and other people who are part of the ensemble referring to 

themselves as African? 

FT  Is there anything about ACDT that has contributed to us, to me or other people 

claiming them, or considering themselves as an African? 

LB  Uh huh. 

FT  Well, I’m sure it has, but can I identify exactly what it is, beyond the fact that it’s, 

it’s providing a knowledge.  It’s giving, um, you know, it’s providing knowledge 

about African cultures, cultures.  Um, I mean, I’m sure that has a lot to do with it.  

You know, it’s providing a, a knowledge.  It’s providing experience. 

LB  Do you think that there is anything that we as African people [inaudible] – is 

there anything within us naturally that draws us these types of, um, rhythms, 

songs, dances? 
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FT  Uh huh.  I think that it’s, I think there’s a [?] spiritualness about it that draws you 

to it.  Um, and I think the more you are in tune with the spirit that is within you, 

the easier it is for you to identify, you know, adapt to the experience of drumming 

and dancing. 

LB  I was wondering how you feel about some of the African principles that are 

taught.  Many people have questioned the idea of individuality being a Western 

principle.  What do you think? 

FT  In an African community, the concept of an individual only exists because they is 

one person. Their importance lies in the fact that each person adds to the 

community. They are a vital part of us because from our view they add to the 

collective.  In America they stand alone and responsible only for themselves.  We 

think of it as  the African saying, I am because you are. 

LB  Well, that’s all I can think of right now.  Is it okay [inaudible] is it okay if I call 

you back if I have any questions about this or if anything doesn’t come out clear? 
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Interview with Olusegun Williams (OW), 9-30-04 

LB  Now [inaudible] September 30th, 2004.  Interview with Olusegun.  Is my 

microphone on?  Yes.  All right.  Would you state your full name for me?  Do you 

need anything?  Are you okay? 

OW  Uh uh.  I [inaudible] got my juice, well, I finished it. My full name?  Olusegun 

Samuel Williams. 

LB  Williams, okay, okay – 

OW  [inaudible] and I don’t – 

[skips] 

was, um, but I was, I was with Marcus when he started.  Well, actually before 

ACDT.  He and I met in the dance studio at FAMU.  Um, I came to Tallahassee in 

1987 and I have a pretty extensive [?] field background, cofounder of a theater 

company in Miami [inaudible].  I started spouting off about, you know, my 

background to my students – 

LB  I’m sorry, I’m sorry.  I’m having technical difficulties, difficulties.  All right, I’ll 

try it again.  Test, test, test.  Okay.  It’s more important to me that I hear what you 

say in response to what I [laughter] say, okay. 

OW  Okay.  Check one two, one two. 

LB  Yeah, yeah, I hear you.  I hear you good.  All right, good.  So you were telling me 

that you started spouting off to your class. 

OW  Yeah, I, I was, you know, talking about my background in theater and ah, it turns 

out that my student assistant was a member of the Black Players Group at Florida 

State.  So, she invited me to a meeting and, ah, so to make a long story short, I 

wound up joining the Black Players Guild, and you know, we put on a production, 

and at the reception, I remember that opening night, ah I was introduced to, ah – 

people kept telling me I had to meet this couple an Olubisi and Atiba.  And 

Olubisi had a, had a school [inaudible] a private school and Atiba was a drummer 

for the Orchesis Dance Company at FAMU.  So, ah I had done some, you know, a 

little percussion and stuff in Miami.  So, I was invited to a class.  Now, the day I 

walked into the class to play the drums was the day I met Marcus.  Marcus was 

attempting to be a drummer, and so when I walked in to drum, I didn’t have any 



     
 

140 

drums with me.  But, when I walked in to drum, he got up from the drum and 

stepped out on the dance floor.  That was the day he started dancing.  So he 

danced with Orchesis for, you know, a number of years, and then, um, the same 

guy Atiba and I formed a band.  We put together a little reggae band and, ah, um, 

we were performing on the porch at Moore Auditorium at FSU one day, and he 

had been telling me that there was a young lady who was gonna be coming to 

town who was a dancer.  Turns out to be the daughter of, ah –  I don’t, I don’t 

know if you’ve ever heard of Ed Love.  He’s an art professor [inaudible] at 

FAMU and he passed away a few – yeah, he was at Florida State – 

LB  Yeah, yeah – oh, at FAMU.  He’s done a sculpture – okay, I know he did a 

sculpture that is actually outside the school of art.  Yeah. 

OW  Right, yeah, well, well, she’s is daughter.  Nia, Nia Love.  Said she was coming to 

town and she was looking for drummers.  Well, Nia is the one who introduced 

African dance to the Tallahassee community.  Before that, ah, it was very limited 

African dance.  It was basically, the, ah cultural dance was, was what Dr. Barber 

was teaching, ah, from the Dunham technique at FAMU and then there was a 

young lady named, ah  Margo Blake who had a, a little dance school.  She, she 

lived in Orlando, but she would commute every weekend to teach classes in this 

little dance studio.  And that was, that was basically it as far as dance in the Black 

community was concerned.  Ah, so, Nia is the one who introduced Marcus to 

African dance.  That was, that was around 1990 or something like that.  Ah, when 

she came, she recruited myself and Atiba to play for her class.  She, she started 

teaching African dance at Florida State, and then she was invited over to FAM.  

You know, and she did a lot of work with Orchesis.  And then, ah, from that, it 

just kinda grew into, you know, doing stuff in the community and what not.  And, 

then around, I wanna say, maybe ’92 or ’93.  It was in the early ‘90s.  I don’t 

remember the exact year.  But, ah, there was a woman named, ah – God, I was 

thinking about ah, ah [inaudible] – Jill Harper.  Jill Harper is, she’s, she’s a 

guardian at [?] Lightum and she’s, she’s married to a lawyer.  And she got a grant 

to do a project at the Fourth Avenue Recreation Center.  She hired Marcus to start 

a dance class there.  And, of course, I went over to drum.  Ah, so he started the 
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class and ah, Jill – I don’t know how to put it in a, in a politically correct way 

[laughter], but she’s, she’s – you know how you have some, what we call liberals 

who have, a, a plan for how things should be done in the Black community.  Well, 

she, you know, she’s very supportive of what we were doing, but she was a little 

premature in trying to display these kids, you know, put them, put them out there.  

So, ‘cause, it was, they had a lot of discipline problems and things like that, and, 

and she stated to book performances for them, and Marcus kept telling her, 

“They’re not ready.  They’re not ready.”  So, there was this rift developed 

between the two of them.  Marcus made a decision to break, to break away from 

that.  So, I told, I said, “Well, Marcus,” I said, “What you need to do is, you need 

to form your own company.”  I said, “Now, the way I would approach it, I would 

keep this class going, ‘cause this is a class open to anybody – everybody and they 

grandmamma can come to this class.”  I said, “So you use this class to see where 

your talented people are.  Then you call them aside and say, ‘Look, I got this 

other thing happening, you know, if you wanna step up a notch, then, you know, 

you come to this other class I got going on here.’”  He didn’t do it exactly like 

that.  He wound up breaking away from the Fourth Avenue environment and 

moved to Lake Ella Center, and, ah, started the class there.  So then I started 

talking to him about really organizing in earnest.  You know, now, the reason I 

mention my theater background is because years ago, back in the 70’s, we, we 

became a 501(c)3 organization, you know, tax-exempt, non-profit. 

LB Yeah, which organization became 501(c)3? 

OW  My theater company in Miami [inaudible] ensemble company.  So, I, I – 

LB  That can help them a, a great deal – 

OW  That’s what I told him, “See, this is what you need to do.  You need to, you need 

to incorporate.  You need to file for 501(c) 3, and that will be your springboard to 

jump this thing off.”  So, so that’s what he did.  Yeah, and that, and, and, you 

know, I don’t talk about that a lot, but that – I’m the one that, that, that dropped 

that on him. 

LB  That is [?] really crazy.  Yeah, yeah, I had no idea that – I’m so glad that we 

talked.  I had no idea. 
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OW  Yeah, you said that you wanted to talk [inaudible], that’s what I said, I got 

something for you. 

LB [laughter] Right, wow, okay, okay.  So, why have you remained a part of ACDT? 

OW  Well, I’m not actually now. 

LB  You’re not?  You’re no longer performing with them? 

OW  Uh uh.  I haven’t performed with them in over two years. 

LB  Oh, wow.   

OW  Yeah, now, we can talk about that if you want. [laughter] 

LB  Right, first let’s talk about why did you stay with them for such a long time. 

OW    Okay, well, um, right after he broke away from ah, from ah, Jill at Fourth Avenue 

– I mean, it there was a good, there was a time for, it was a good little while, I was 

his only drummer.  There was nobody drumming but me.  So, and I told him then.  

I said, “Marcus, you know, I’ll do this long as you need me.  You know.  It’s just 

not a problem.”  You know, but then after, after he filed for 501(c)3 and all of 

that, I said, you know, “Well, look, here’s the deal.  You don’t have any money, 

that’s not an issue.  I will play for you anyway.”  I said, “But if you have some 

money, [inaudible] it would be nice if you share.”  [laughter]  You know, I’m not 

making no demands on how much it’s supposed to be or anything like that, but, 

but if cash is flowing, it needs to, it needs to get spread around.  Right.  So, you 

know, eventually, that started happening.  You know, and ah, he and he started to 

recruit drummers from outside of Tallahassee community.  Ah, there was a time, 

maybe four or five years ago, eh, from, from, let’s say about ’96 on up until 

actually just last year, Tallahassee had a very significant drumming community.  

We were on a par with New York.  You know, people would come here and they 

would say, “We didn’t know you had it like that.”  You know, and, and, I mean, 

we were pulling in drummers from all around.  Some of them had come from 

New York and relocated because it was so fresh down here, you know.  Ah, but, 

once, and since I’m, I’m not a board member or in on the actual internal workings 

of ACDT, ah, I don’t really know what the story is behind all this, but it seems 

that, that, um, after a while, drummers began to be alienated.  Uh, I can think of 
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three off hand who were, who at different times, they just quit.  You know, ah, 

and none of them are in Tallahassee now.  Ah, but what, what stopped me – okay, 

it’s not that, you know, I don’t like, ‘cause I love Marcus like a brother, you 

know, but ah, one day after, after class, he approached myself and another 

drummer and he says, “Well look guys, my funding is, is running out, and I’m not 

going to be able to pay the drummers any longer.”  You know, and I remember 

what I told him.  I said, “Okay.”  You know. “No problem.”  You know, but as 

soon as he said that, he just turned around to speak to someone who was standing 

behind him, and he say, “Oh, I just got these guys from Miami, two guys from, 

from the Ivory Coast.”  He said, “I just signed them up to a year’s contract.”  He 

said, “They’ll be here, they’re coming in next month.”  And I said wait a minute, 

[laughter] you know, there’s something wrong with that.  You know, ah, and, and 

it’s kinda – I don’t know.  It hasn’t played itself out completely, but, but to the 

extent that he’s alienated people.  Ah, another organization formed.  We call it 

ADARC, the African Diaspora Art and Research Collective, ah – and I play for 

that class on Fridays.  Ah, and there’s always, I guess, from the, the time we 

started that class, there’s been this perception in the community, actually, it’s 

caused kind of a little split in the community because people who are loyal to 

Marcus perceive us as a break away, you know, antagonistic group.  And, ah, I 

have discussions with the people in ADARC all the time.  I said, “The people, you 

know, the community perceives us as being a, you know, the, the, ah – what you 

call it? – backlash against Marcus.  And I said, “I don’t particularly like that 

image because I don’t have a desire to, to be that.”  You know, um, the people, 

people made accusations, you know.  “Ya’ll are traitors,” or what not.  I said, 

“No, we’re not traitors.  If we were traitors, we’d have class on the same day that 

he does, but we, we deliberately didn’t do that.”  Ah, but the perception is that, 

you know, but, so I been trying to talk them into maybe taking a different 

direction, you know.  We don’t have to do the same thing that he does, you know.  

We can do something entirely different, you know, and just give him the African 

dance thing.  Let him run that, you know, ‘cause he’s got the track record, you 
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know, the connections and whatever, so you know, we’re kinda, we’re kinda 

small scale, you know. 

LB   Are you all planning on, um, like being a, a performing company or are you 

already performing company? 

OW   Well, yeah, we’ve done some performances and what not, but I’m, I’m trying to 

get them to lean toward, you know – it’s not necessary that we have a dance class 

in order to be an organization, you know.  And I’ve – you know, the name is 

kinda like my brainchild, ah, ah ‘cause I kinda like these acronyms that deal with 

ADARC,  Inc. – that’s kinda, that’s kinda like a pun. [laughter].  Yeah, but, but 

ah, I’m saying, we can pursue other avenues – that’s one of the reasons I’m trying 

to learn this Newbona stuff.  I’m saying, that’s something different.  That’s 

something totally different.  Nobody else is doing it.  Even if we wanted to 

maintain a dance class, if we got into some Senegalese something,  Sabar or some 

other style as opposed to just Djembé drumming, then we can be perceived as 

something that’s different, you know, as opposed to just a splinter group trying to 

just do the same thing, trying to pull away from what he’s doing.  You know, so, 

that’s still playing itself out, I don’t know how [inaudible].  Yeah, but that just 

kinda, that kinda put me off when he, he did that, you know, ah and you know, 

there’s, there’s some, some of the drummers who have been alienated from him 

have expressed some things about how he operates.  Ah, one guy, he says, well, 

you know, “Now he’s bringing in Africans.”  Well, Africans stay only as long as 

the money is there.  Right, and I said, I said, “Well, you know, in the, in the long 

run, at the, at the end of the day, he’s gonna, Marcus is gonna be left with the 

drummers who are in Tallahassee.  Right now, that’s just me, you know, in terms 

of anybody with any experience.  I mean, there’s some guys who learning and 

coming up, but you know, he – at one time, we had people living here.  One guy 

just left town last month, moved to Atlanta.  But he, his, his family is here, so he 

had a reason to be here ‘cause his family is here, you know.  Ah, I live here.  I 

own a house here.  Um, there’s two guys who are away in school now, but there’s 

no reason to think that they won’t come back at some point, ‘cause their family is 

here.  Ah, so, you know, I’m saying, you know, how, how – and, and what are the 
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Africans leaving behind?  You know, it’d be different if they had a had cadre of 

people coming up that they were teaching and when they leave, you got 

somebody who can step in, but that’s not, that’s not really happening.  And it’s, 

it’s an interesting thing because of the drummers who have left, even ADARC is 

going through some changes about that.  And the dance teacher keeps saying, 

“Well, what are you gone do?”  And I keep saying, “There’s nothing I can do,” 

because you can’t just grab somebody off the street and put a drum in their hand 

and expect them to be able to play because it’s not something that everybody is – 

it’s not for everybody.  There’s, there’s, ah, dues to pay.  You know, it hurts to 

play Djembé.  It’s a painful thing.  It hurts your hands.  It does some other things 

to your body that’s not pleasant, and so, it’s, it’s like a calling.  And, what, what 

we say is that the person doesn’t choose the drum.  The drum chooses the person.  

You know, and you know who they are – people who can’t, who can’t – you 

know, sometimes you see people and they’re always [tapping].  You know, that’s 

a drummer whether they got a drum or not –   

LB  Right, from birth.  You know, I’ve seen the babies on their mamas backs doing 

that [inaudible]. 

OW  Right, right.  Those are your drummers – people who, it’s in their spirit.  You 

know, ah, ah, I mean, I never, I never thought – I didn’t grow up wanting to be a 

drummer. 

LB   When did you start drumming? 

OW   I started drumming in Miami with the theater company.  Ah, we used to do, you 

know, before we had our own space and things like that, we started out doing, 

doing poetry readings.  You know, a lot of spoken word stuff with rhythmic 

accompaniment and so I, ah, I started taking Conga lessons from a guy at the 

Cultural Arts Center where we, ah, we were a resident company.  He had a dance 

company there.  He was a drummer for this dance company.  So I just started 

practicing with him on Congas, plus you got all that Afro-Cuban stuff going on in 

Miami, so when I came here, my experiences was with Congas.  But what’s 

interesting is that after I moved here, I went to see my mother in South Carolina.  

She was living in South Carolina at the time, and went up for a Kwanzaa 
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celebration up there, and she gave me a drum that she bought from some guy.  

Some guy in South Carolina made this, made this drum out of, out of some 

walnut, you know, and I looked – I didn’t know – I knew it was a drum, but I 

didn’t know what kind.  I didn’t know anything about it.  So, I, you know, I 

brought it back here.  Turns out it was a Djembé. [laughter]  So when Nia shows 

up with all this Djembé music looking for somebody, I had a Djembé.  You know, 

so, I always tell people that Nia was my drum teacher.  She doesn’t drum, but, but 

– 

LB   Wow, yeah, it teaches the dancer to –  

OW  Yeah, because, because, with, with the Djembé style of playing and the dances 

that go with those rhythms that we play, there, you know, it’s, um, the drum is not 

any good without the dance.  And the dance isn’t any good without the drum.  So 

they go together, so, so, she, she was the one that made me understand how to use 

the drum, what the drum was for.  You know, she didn’t actually teach me the 

technique of playing it, but she, she gave me the understanding of when this drum 

is played, it needs to be played in conjunction with the dancer and there’s a 

connection.  There’s a communication that goes on between the two that’s crucial 

to, to, to the thing.  It’s not, it’s not whole unless it’s got both parts.  Yeah. 

LB   Um, what role does, um, ethnicity, in your mind, play, um, in, I guess, ACDT and 

now ADARC for you and all ensembles that are promoting African traditional 

culture?  What role does ethnicity play in how [inaudible]?  

OW    Boy, you, you know how to ask them questions, you are – [laughter].  Okay, 

there’s schools of thought on this.  Um, we, we formed a, a organization here, um, 

after I came back – I went to, Nia and I went to Senegal in ‘91.  So it had to be 

1990 that she came here.  But in the summer of ’91, she and I – found out that she 

used to teach for a very good friend of mine in Miami who had the dance school, 

a woman named Florene Nichols.  She has the ah – what’s that thing called? – I 

forget the name of her company, but anyway – 

LB   In Miami, Florene Nichols? 

OW  Florene Nichols.  N-I-C-H-O-L-S.  Uh huh.  And ah, she had, had started to 

sponsor trips to Senegal.  She had a boyfriend over there or something, you know, 
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so she had the hookup.  So she started taking her kids to Senegal every year.  So, 

you know, I’m talking to Nia one day and she said, “Hey Segun, you need to 

come and go to Africa.”  I said, “Oh, you going to Africa?”  She said, “Yeah, I’m 

going this summer,” you know.  I said, “Well, who you going to Africa with?”  

She said, “I’m going with Florene Nichols.”  I didn’t even know she knew [?] 

Florene.  Right, when she called that name, I was like, “What?”  I went home and 

called her.  I said, “ Florene, what’s up?”  She said, “I’m, I’m going to Senegal,” 

you know.  She said, “I got three seats left.  Send the – I’ll hold the seats for you.  

You shoot me some money and we’re good to go.”  So, I robbed Peter to pay Paul 

and begged and borrowed and stole and whatever.  

LB   [laughter] Right, right, I hear you. 

OW    You know, so we wound up going to Africa together.  So anyway, we get back.  I 

bought a Djembé over there – a great big old Djembé.  If I had known what I was 

doing, I wouldn’t have bought a drum that was so big, man.  But anyway, ah, ah, 

so, ah, I’m playing for a, um, something in the community, some Kwanzaa thing 

or something – some students from FAMU were having or something.  And there 

was a guy who had just – he was a FAMU graduate, but he lived in Kentucky, 

lived in Louisville or Cincinnati or one of the other – I mean, he’s lived in more 

places.  But anyway, he was moving back to Tallahassee for some reason.  I think 

he got a job at FAMU or something.  And he played  DunDun.  So he shows up at 

this Kwanzaa celebration.  I meet him and I said, you know, “Well, you know, 

these students need some drummers here,” so we tried to do something.  So we 

hooked up, figured out what we could play together, and we played.  So, as a 

result of that, we became friends and, and he came up with the idea to start a 

drumming organization in Tallahassee.  We call it [?] Drumatala and, and, ah, ah, 

actually it started out as the Tallahassee Drummers Alliance.  And, ah, we 

basically – anybody who was interested in drumming could be a member of the 

Tallahassee Drummers Alliance.   Drumatala became the performing, you know, 

more professional arm of it, but anybody, anybody who they had a drum or they 

just liked drumming, they could be a member of the Tallahassee Drummers 

Alliance. 
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LB  That brought a lot of people I’m sure. 

OW   A lot of people, and to get to your question, a lot of ethnicities. [laughter] Right, 

brought people from all kinds of ethnicities, right.  ‘Cause like you  

see, like, like a lot times you will see, white people have these like drumming 

circles, you know.  They like to do that kind of stuff.  And we attracted all those 

kind of people.  Ah, we got to the point where we could do some workshops and 

what not.  We would invited people to town and we brought [?] Yaya [?] Giallo 

whose from Mali.  We brought him in one time.  Yeah, he came, and, ah, did 

workshops with us.  We had other people come, you know, and ah, so anyway, 

there’s a, there’s a white guy here.  His name is Derrick [?] Hemingway, and ah, 

up until Osubi Craig came to town, Derrick was the best Djembé player in 

Tallahassee.  He’s better than anybody.   Right.  Ah, well, there was a, there was 

one incident that occurred, around ’95 or so, ’96 maybe.  Um, the Student 

Alliance for Cultural Development over at FAMU sponsors a Kwanzaa program 

every year, just before school lets out for the holidays, and they invited us to play.  

Well, ] Derrick, because he was so good was also a member of Drumatala, and so 

we said – so they called and asked for Drumatala to come and play this Kwanzaa 

celebration.  So we said, “Well, okay, but, you should know, you know, part of 

our organization includes [?] Derrick.”  Right.  They took issue with that.  So 

they withdrew their invitation.  And, some of us went anyway, just as individuals, 

you know, and in the spirit of Kwanzaa, that’s really what it’s about.  You, you 

bring what you have.  You share that, and that’s fine.  So, you know, I think some 

of us may have drummed on that occasion anyway, but it was just that when they 

extended the formal invitation to our performing company, how we gone tell [?] 

Derrick that he can’t come.  Right, now, [?] Derrick is kinda astute, you know.  

He’s not a dummy.  So he, after that incident went down, he just pulled out ‘cause 

he saw that that was creating such a turmoil in the community.  But I’ll tell you 

this about [?] Derrick, after I got back from Senegal, told him about my 

experience over there, he and his mother went to Senegal – went to my village.  

Right.  He found him a wife over there and married a Senegalese woman, 

converted to Islam, and, and he’s living here in Tallahassee now.  We see him 
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every now and then.  I said, now, homie’s more African than some of these 

Africans around here, you know.   

LB  Wow, are you serious? 

OW  [laughter] Yeah, yeah so that was the first incident.  Second incident, 1997.  Um, 

a sista named [?] Suquan Diop, D-I-O-P – she’s married to Suleemon Diop from 

Senegal.  She, she’s the one who made, who made, uh Marcus’ costumes.  Yeah, 

she, she hooked him up with some really nice costumes.  She’s an excellent 

costumer.  She does stuff for people in New York, I mean, she – when she makes 

a costume, you do not have to worry about nothing falling off it, ‘cause it’s tight.  

Right, but she also dances.  She dances Sabar, ah, ‘cause that’s what her husband, 

because that’s her husband’s tradition from Senegal, Sabar, you know.  But 

anyway, ah, ah Dr. Barber with Orchesis at FAMU invited  Suquan to set a piece 

on, on Orchesis.  She hired me to go to Atlanta.  She rented me a car for me to 

drive to Atlanta, pick up Suquan, drive her back here to do this piece.  Well, the 

year before, at, at the Orchesis concert in January ’96, Marcus had done a ah, ah, 

ah set a piece on accompaniment with [?] Doondoonbar, which is a men’s war 

dance.  So it was like, thirteen, fifteen men in this dance.  I mean, it was brothas, 

it’s just brothers, and so like, when you go, go up in the concert, the first five 

rows was just women [laughter] – nah, ya’ll can’t, we down front, ‘cause we 

gone see these brothas with no shirts on doing, doing, the thing.  Right so, 

[laughter] so anyway, I get to Atlanta to pick up [?] Suquan and I’m saying all 

the way back, I’m saying, “Suquan,” I said, “If all them brothers show up, ‘cause 

she was gone do a courtship dance.  Right, so she needed men.  It’s like a little 

flirtation – [?] Sunoo is the number.  She was gone set [?] Sunoo.  So I said, “[?] 

Suquan, you know, if you – if all them brothers show up, you gone have one hell 

of a dance.”  Right, and I’m just pumping this thing up all they way back.  We get 

back.  We got back like two hours late, you know.  We’re supposed to meet in the 

studio, you know, like seven thirty, we showed up about ten o’clock.  In the 

studio, it’s like two guys in there.  I’m like, [laughter] “I’m sorry.”  You know, I 

didn’t know they weren’t going to – I don’t know where the guys are, right.  Well, 

there’s another young lady here who, who ah – her name was Onye Ouzu, 
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Onyekwere Ouzu.  O-N-Y-E-K-W-E-R-E O-U-Z-U.  Onye is a protégé of Nia.  

Right, so I mean, you can, you can trace the dance in Tallahassee right, straight 

back to Nia.  Right.  So, Onye was Nia’s protégé, and unbeknownst to the 

community, Onye was teaching a ah, after – had a after school program at Nims 

Middle School that was being funded by a white man whose son had been a 

student at SAIL High School, who’s, who’s a friend of Onye’s.  Right.  He shows 

up in the dance studio, ask [?] Suquan if he could be in this dance.  Well, she’s 

short of men.  Plus, how she gone say no?  FAMU’s a public institution, equal 

access, equal opportunity.  How we gone look if it’s reverse discrimination and 

something like that?  And plus [?] Suquan’s a guest artist, she’s like, “Okay.”  

Right.  And, you know, I’ve often said, you know, since then, he did the most 

African thing that anybody could do.  He went to the elder in charge and asked 

permission.  That’s – it don’t get no more African than that.  Right.  And then, he 

danced the hell outta that dance.  He did it better than any other man that was in it.  

We did wound up with maybe four guys in the dance.  Ah, so anyway, there was 

some, there was some dancers in the company, uh, uh – back then, Orchesis, and I 

guess it may still be, but there was no objection to people from the community 

participating as well.  So, there were some sistas from the community who wanted 

to come and do that dance.  They took issue with the white guy being in the 

dance.  Ah, they went to Dr. Barber and demanded that she take him out.  Well, 

what she wound up doing was kicking the sistas out of the company, you know, 

for even having the audacity to make demand like that, right.  So the drummers, 

well, some of the drummers, I won’t say all of them, some of the drummers made 

an attempt to stand behind the women who got kicked out ‘cause a couple of them 

were good friends of these sistas, you know, uh decided to boycott the concert.  

Ah, I did not go along with that and there were several other drummers who 

didn’t go along with that.  It was a lot of stuff that went on in between then, but, 

but as, as the concert unfolded, when it actually went on, you know, when it let 

out – um, there were, um – I remember one night we came, when we finished the 

show, when the audience came out, there were leaflets under everybody’s 

windshield proclaiming that, you know, what they had witnessed was not a 
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representation of traditional African dance.  Ah, and they took issue with non-

African people being involved in African dance.  Well, you know, where do you 

draw the line?  Because it was two dancers in the dance who are of mixed 

parentage.  Onye’s father is an African from Nigeria.  Her mother is a, a – what is 

– she’s from Ohio, a white woman from Ohio.  Another girl in there whose 

mother is Black and whose father is white. 

LB   Now Onye was the, the person from Atlanta who was coming down and taught 

the dance, right? 

OW   No, that’s Suquan.  Onye is the friend of the guy whose, whose father was 

funding this after school program she had over at Nims. 

LB   [inaudible] Okay, who studied with Nia? 

OW   Who’s in direction succession of Nia, right, one of Nia’s protégés?  Ah, so you 

know, I’m saying, well, you know, you gone take issue with them because they 

got – each of them have one white parent?  Where, where do you cut it off?  

Right, ah, so basically, um, two, two – let’s see – Osubi, because he was on work 

study, working for Dr. Barber, he didn’t have a choice.  He had to play because 

that was his job, you know.  Ah, two of the other drummers, um, well they didn’t 

get ostracized to the extent that I did.  Ah, there was a female drummer who was 

never invited to any of the meetings where any of this stuff was discussed, so she 

played.  I played.  Osubi played.  And the other two guys who disagreed with the 

decision played.  Ah, after that concert, I was completely ostracized from the 

drumming community.  I mean, one hundred percent.  People would not speak to 

me.  Ah, it was, it was – I don’t think, I didn’t pick up a drum for a year after that.  

It wasn’t until Stone Montgomery came to town and that’s when I claimed my re-

entry into the drumming community because, he’s, he’s an elder.  Right now, as it 

stands, I’m the elder drummer in the community and I pulled away, I even pulled 

away from that.  And somebody, it musta been, I guess it was Onye told me one 

time.  She said, “Segun,” she said, “You’re not [?] shurking your responsibility.”  

I said, “What are you talking about?”  She said, “You’re the elder drummer in this 

community.”  I said, “But I don’t drum anymore.”  She said, “It doesn’t matter 

whether you pick up a drum or not.   You’re still the elder drummer.”  You know, 



     
 

152 

and, and, that kinda hit me, right.  Well, Stone was the next under me.  And when 

he came to town, I said, well, this brother doesn’t have the baggage, you know, so 

I befriended him and that was my entrée back into, back into drumming, you 

know, in the community.  But there were, I mean, there was some serious, you 

know, um,  Asegun’s parents – ah, John Henri Clarke came here to do a lecture 

one time at the Aakhet Center.  Had a big reception and everything for him, and 

ah, Asegun’s mother went off on me right before, right in the building before the 

reception started.  Wanted to know why did I drum for that Yurugu.  That’s what 

she said.  You know, this term Yurugu from ah,  Marimba Ahne.  She said, ‘why 

did you play for that’ – I mean, we was just having a conversation, just, just chit-

chatting. Ah, I had just gone through a separation where my children had moved 

out of town and all of that so, I wasn’t too sociable anyway.  Right, but ah, you 

know, so she’s asking me some things about that and then all of a sudden, she just 

blurted this out.  And we’re standing right in the, in the lobby of the Aaket Center 

and people are already gathering.  I’m like, I’m like, “It’s okay that you have an 

issue with me over, over this.  That’s – I don’t, that’s okay.  That’s – people 

disagree, but this is not the venue to, to address that.  You know, John Henri 

Clarke don’t have nothing to do with this.  You know, he don’t even live here.  

We’re here to honor him and you know, and so, you know, I didn’t speak to her 

for over a year.  Now we’ve since made up.  We went to, she went with us when 

we went to Brazil last month.  You know, we were over down in Miami together, 

and you know, had a good time, you know, but, but it must have been, I know it 

was more than a year that I did not speak to her.  Wouldn’t even acknowledge her 

presence in the room.  Right, and then um, about a year and a half, well, more 

than that, about two years after that, after like, the third African dance festival that 

the ACDT sponsors, um, that’s – well, let me tell you about Stone.  Stone has this 

concept that African-American drummers don’t get enough props.  Right, and it’s 

some very good African-American  Djembé players.  Right and his criticism on 

Marcus is, you keep bring these Africans in here.  All they come here for is the 

money, and when the money runs out, they dip.  You got a whole community of 
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drummers that are being dissed, you know, and that’s not right.  Okay, um, so, um 

– what was I saying, um – 

LB   About his, um, his perception of – 

OW   Oh, oh, we had the conference.  And ah, Stone, Stone was the, was drumming, 

was – when he came to town, he came to drum for Marcus, right.  So ah, Stone 

helped to organize the music, the musicians that were going to come down to do 

the workshops for the, for the dance festival and he pulled in African-American 

drummers.  So they had a, a symposium one night at the Aaket Center.  Ah, and 

oh, he brought in African-American dancers.  Imani Apain from the  Mutu Dance 

Company in Chicago.  She’s the bomb.  She, she knows she doesn’t only do 

African, she does, does – she’s like the  Lindyhop – oh my God, yeah.  [laughter]  

So anyway, but anyway, Imani is here and all these other African-Americans, 

they sitting on this panel.  Ah, one of the professors in the Psych department, ah, 

“What do you think about non-Africans participating in traditional African 

dance?”  And Imani said, “Oh, you mean, white people?” [laughter]  She just 

busted the man right off the thing.  Right, and it, it was, it was stated then, and I 

still know that is true, is that African-Americans don’t support their cultural 

institutions.  White people do.  Right, so, we’re going to have drumming class?  

Guess who’s gone show and who’s gone pay?  White people.  We gone have a 

dance class?  Guess who’s gone show and who’s gone pay?  White people.  Now, 

there’s some Black people who take issue with that.  And I say, well, we live, we 

live in a society that’s dominated by white people in America.  Right, and we are 

forced to learn about their culture and operate within the constraints of it.  But we 

don’t run it.  We not in charge of it.  Right.  I say, and that’s just, that’s just the 

where we’re at.  No matter how white we try to be, we’re not going to get 

accepted like that.  I said, so if we turn the tables, right in an effort to foster 

understanding among the races or however you want to call it, and they come and 

participate in our culture, as long as we don’t give it up, you know what I’m 

saying, as long as we maintain control of it, what’s the problem?  You know, 

there’s nothing – you know, the argument is that well, you know, white folks is 

always trying to steal our culture away from us.  They can’t take it away from you 
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unless you let them have it.  You know, you know, unless you give it up like that.  

As long as you continue to practice your own culture and you know, there’s 

certain inner circle type of things that then – you know, like, I can hang around 

Jewish people as much as I want, but I ain’t going to nobody’s Bar Mitzvah or 

nothing like that.  You know, I don’t get that deep in, you know.  I’ll be on the 

out, on the periphery.  And so they come to dance class and they learn some steps.  

So?  [laughter]  You know, if you in there busting the steps harder than they are, 

what difference does it make?  You know, and the institutions get supported 

‘cause they, you know, it’s just, it’s just like integration.  We, we died in the 

streets, water hoses, dogs, and everything else for the right to go spend our money 

at JC Penney or sit on the toilet next to them.  What is that?  [laughter]  You 

know, so, I mean, I don’t, I don’t have a problem with them showing up in the 

room, you know, because I’m not leaving the room.  There, there was a, there was 

some professors at FAM in the Psycho Department who expressed an interest in 

learning how to play Djembé.  I said, well, at the time, we didn’t have a class so to 

speak, but anybody who wanted to play, they could come to a dance class, bring 

their drum and we would start to instruct them there, I mean, it was almost like on 

the job training, you know, because the level at which you have to play for 

dancers is, is. is a little bit different from what you do when you just practicing 

sitting in a class where, where mistakes, mistakes are more tolerated.  When you 

play for dancers, you have to be careful because the dancers are dependent – 

sometimes, the rhythm is what’s holding their step together and if you falter, they 

falter, and people get hurt and stuff like that.  But anyway, you, you can come and 

bring your drum and we give you a part to play.  And besides that, if your 

technique’s not that good, you can’t play loud, and you don’t really get in the way 

that much anyhow or we’ll tell you to stop if it’s, if it’s disruptive.  So we say, 

okay, just bring your drum to dance class.  That’s where the drumming is going 

on, but [?] Derrick was there playing for dance class.  “Oh, but we not, we can’t 

come and play,” you know, “with the white boy there.”  And so one of these guys 

got his, uh Ph.D. at the University of Colorado or somewhere like that.  And I’m 

saying, well, you know, “When you got your Ph.D, did it matter who else was in 
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the room when you were trying to get your doctorate?  You didn’t care who else 

was in there with you because you were going for it.”  You know, I said, “You 

should approach this the same way.”  Yeah, but, uh uh. 

LB   So it’s very ideas – 

OW   Yeah, it’s still a, it’s still a sore spot in the community.  It’s still a, you know, I 

mean, after all these years, it’s been an issue.  It’s still an issue. 

LB   You keep referring to the community and by that, I assuming you mean, the Black 

community. 

OW   Yes. 

LB   But is there an existing music community [inaudible], an African-centered music 

community in Tallahassee and is it related in anyway to ACDT? 

OW   Ah, well, I mean, for the longest, ACDT was the only place to express that until 

ADARC came along.  So right now, it’s just, it’s ADARC and it’s ACDT and 

when the music gets played, that’s where it’s played.  So, outside of the context of 

the dance, no.  There’s, there’s not an external community, a music community. 

LB   Um, within that kind of created community there does exist with ADARC and 

ACDT, how, um, how has African traditional principles played a role?  I know 

you talked about you being the elder drummer, things like that? 

OW   Ah, it’s, you know, that’s a, that’s a tough one because somebody – I heard, it 

must have been John Henry Clarke who said it.  He said, “Things will not really 

get better for African people until an African head of state prays to an African god 

in public without apology.”  [inaudible] Well, so, [laughter] you know, it, by my, 

the way I see it is that, is that, you can be Afrocentric all you want to be or you 

can say that you’re Afrocentric all you want to.  But unless you incorporate the 

whole spectrum of African culture into your life, you just blowing smoke.  You 

know, you can wear your lapas and yo geles and yo grand buba and all of that.  

You know, but if, that’s just, that’s just show, you know, anybody can do that.  

But until you start to incorporate some African spirituality, you know, and some 

African food, you know and just, and just and everything, and it’s hard to do in 

this society.  You know, but, you know, inside your home, you can be that.  Inside 

your community, you, you can be that and not just giving lip service to that.  You 
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know, um, I mean, I had – it was a Kwanzaa, there was a city-wide Kwanzaa 

committee – I mean, I guess there still is, but I sat on the committee when it first 

started, and ah, they used to always have budget problems.  They didn’t have any 

money.  Right, and they were trying to like have a feast every night, you know, 

have that thing catered and all that.  And I’m saying, “Well, you know, Kwanzaa, 

the concept of Kwanzaa says everybody brings a dish and then everybody can 

eat.”  You not, why should be trying to feed Tallahassee, you know, out of our 

little budget?  Right, but they, ah – you know, it’s interesting because the, the ah  

Ngozo Sabi for Kwanzaa is like a, a blueprint for living, you know, and, and it’s 

specifically designed for African-Americans.  It’s a way to get, you know, it, if, if 

you’re not trying to go into all the spiritual stuff, it’s a way to really get close to 

an African way of life over here.  Right, and ah, but people, I think people just ah, 

for those seven days, they talk that talk, you know, and then for the other three 

hundred and however many fifty something days, you know, you don’t see any 

evidence of it, you know, ah so, I don’t know.  I, I, it, yeah, you know, it’s a hard 

question to answer, ah, ‘cause there’re people who, you know some people are 

perpetrating.  Some people are perpetrating.  Yeah, I mean, I mean, it’s, it’s 

interesting because, like basically, because of the, the situation that I’m in, my 

own personal circumstances, I can, I can kinda be kinda free to do whatever I 

wanna do, you know.  I’m basically retired, and I do what I want.  So that frees 

me up to like, be available for drumming, for people whenever that needs to be 

done or, or whatever, you know.  And I’ve been in bands, played music and what 

not.  I was in a band called ‘Phoenix Uprising.’  We got two recordings 

[inaudible].  Our last CD came out in ‘9 –   

LB  I think I’ve seen that CD at Amen-Ra’s or somewhere. 

OW    Yeah, ‘Greatest Grows in the Ghetto?’  Yeah, Yeah, that’s me on the cover. 

[laughter] 

LB   [laughter] Yeah, okay, now I’m making some connections in my mind now.  

Okay. 
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OW   Well, when that CD came out, right, it’s funny because, white folks bought it. 

[inaudible] bought it.  And plus we had, I mean we toured with it.  We had a big 

followings in Birmingham, Alabama.  Ah, it was on the radio in Colorado.  You 

know, we went out there and did interviews on the radio and stuff.  [inaudible] 

Texas, Alabama, and ah, Tennessee, you know, we, we, we got around a little bit.  

Ah, so this one particular Kwanzaa celebration, they asked, they asked me to, if 

the band could play for the Kwanzaa celebration.  I was like, “Well, you know, 

these guys kinda mercenary.  You know they kinda halfway hit the big time, and 

they like to make money.”  “Well, we don’t have any money.”  I said, “Okay, 

well, let me see what I can do.”  So, I convinced them to play.  Right, but in one 

of the meetings, right, we discussed some budgetary issues and what not, ah, ah 

the sista who was going to do the catering came in with an eight hundred dollar 

budget, most of which was going to be spent at Winn-Dixie.  ‘I wish I was in the 

land of cotton, [inaudible], hm, hm.’ [laughter] You know what I mean, just the 

word Dixie that makes my flesh crawl, right.  Ah, I was like, we gone give Winn-

Dixie eight hundred dollars?  Then there was a sista who, who was a grad student 

at FSU who knew Freddie Grooms.  I don’t know if you know who Freddie 

Grooms is.  I’m not even sure if she still works there, I don’t know, but Freddie 

Grooms used to be – President Sligher, was president, she was like, the highest 

ranking Black at FSU.  She was like, the administrative assistant to the president 

and [inaudible].  She, she had an office in the Westcott Building. [inaudible]  So 

anyway, this sista approached Freddie Grooms about purchasing an ad in the 

Kwanzaa program.  Freddie said, “No, problem.”  She said, “I got some 

discretionary funds here.  I’ll buy the back cover.”  You know, the highest, 

highest priced ad on the thing, right.  So okay.  She gives the young lady a check.  

Sista brings the check to the meeting.  You know what I’m saying, the committee 

says, “Well, no, thank you.  Ah, we don’t want FSU running our Kwanzaa 

program.”  I said, “How, how is something on the back that says FSU wishes the 

Kwanzaa committee a ‘Happy Kwanzaa’ – how is that running our Kwanzaa 

program?  You say you got a budget deficit.  You got little jars up in all the Black 

businesses, ain’t nobody puttin’ nothing in there.  ‘Cause, ‘cause the community 
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still need education, educating about Kwanzaa.  They’re not into that, to the 

extent that we need to be, right.  So you got just a small cadre of people who you 

can’t, can’t expect to support that.  You know, I mean, I say all the time about 

when I was playing in the band.  I said, “Well, if, if we play somewhere and the 

only people that show up are our personal friends, we ain’t, we not doing 

anything.”  You know, I wanna, I wanna see – I don’t care if my friends never 

come, ‘cause I can’t expect them to be shellin’ it out all the time and half the time, 

when they come, they wanna get in free anyway. 

LB  Right, anyway and get a drink, right. [laughter]  

OW  Right, so I’m like, I wanna see some strange people out there that I’ve never seen 

before, you know.  Ah, so anyway, you know, I’m saying, well now, this is, this is 

getting to be problematic because you, you know, you not putting your money 

where it needs to go.  Right, so then they asked me about, um, about using my 

band’s sound system all day [laughter] ‘cause they needed sound amplification, 

right.  And I said, “Wait a minute.”  I said, “Now you, you, you know, you’ve 

taken it up a notch because that means that I’m gone have to stay there to run it.”  

Yeah, I said, “Now, that’s a different issue.”  I said, “The band will play for free, 

but you’re going to have to rent the sound system.”  You know, I said, “’Cause 

that’s taking up my whole day.  You know, I gotta do all that, you know, once the 

band has gone, who, who gets to pack that stuff up?  And some of that stuff is 

heavy.  You know, I know how to move it, just ‘cause I’ve done it so long and I 

know a little bit about the physics of moving stuff, but still, you know, I’m the 

oldest member of the band.  I don’t need to be busting my chops – 

LB     Right, nobody needs to be moving that stuff by themselves. [inaudible] 

OW   Yeah, you know I’m almost sixty, you know? 

LB   Uh uh. 

OW   I turned – last Thursday was my birthday.  I turned fifty-eight. 

LB   Are you serious?  Happy birthday.  Well, good, good. 

OW   I’m not lying.  [inaudible] I said that just to say, I’m not trying to be lifting and 

carrying everything all the time, right.  So, you know, I mean, they, they coped an 

attitude with me about that and all, right.  “Brother you not, you not dedicated to 
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the community.”  So, it just so happened that same, that same Kwanzaa 

celebration, every night, they have somebody to speak on the different principles.  

The person who was gonna speak on cooperative economics couldn’t show up 

and they asked me to speak on cooperative economics.  Well, I took the 

opportunity to let loose on some things, you know what I mean.  I said, “I can’t 

believe that they asked me to do that, [laughter] but since they did –” 

LB   Right, I don’t blame you.  Right, right they should have known better.   Right, 

right I’m gone take advantage. 

OW   I said, “Well now, you know, if you people really understood this concept, all of 

you would have bought my CD, my band CD.  You know, I mean, some of you 

have it because I gave it to you.  I said, but if you were really, you know, 

practicing what these principles represent, you would have bought it.  Every one 

of you in here would have bought it, you know, just to support the cause.  You 

know, I said because this is what I do, this is my job.  My job is playing music.  

That’s what I do.  As a matter of fact, that’s what we had developed that thing to 

the point that that’s – everybody had quit their job and that’s what we did.  We 

made enough money from that, you know, from touring.  I mean, we didn’t make 

it all in Tallahassee.  We had to leave town a lot, but basically, who was hiring 

us?  You know, there was one – it was a Black guy in Albany, Georgia who had a 

club in the airport.  They call it ‘Hangers,’ real nice, nice place, really nice.  We 

used to like going up there.  But it’s – that’s, and then there was a Jamaican guy in 

Dallas, Texas that had a club down in a little trendy section of Dallas that’s called  

‘Deep Ella’ [inaudible], but everywhere else, club’s owned by white people.  We 

played at a place in Little Rock, Arkansas.  We walked in the place, man, it was 

country heaven.  They had a, they had the front end of an eighteen-wheeler truck 

mounted in the wall, like it was coming through the wall.  Right, then they had a 

little lounge off to the side which is where we played.  And inside this great big 

hall, they had the truck coming out of the wall, it was country line dancing, right.  

The guy that own the place put us up in a hotel.  The day after the show, he took 

us to eat in a restaurant that he had in downtown Little Rock.  Totally different 

vibe.  It was like some place outta New York or Manhattan.  The guy was from 



     
 

160 

New York.  I said, “Man, you, you got it going on ‘cause you know what these 

people like.  And you provided that for them, and then you got this real nice little, 

upper crust thing happening over here.  I said, you know, this, this is tight.  Right, 

but you know, ah we played a place in, ah – what is it?  ah, ah, ah Knox – not 

Knoxville, um what’s East Tennessee?  No, not Chattanooga, Nash – eh, no, 

Knoxville, Knoxville, because I was thinking Nashville, but Knoxville.  Yeah, we 

used to go to Knoxville once a month to a place called – what was it, ‘Bull Frogs’ 

or something, down in the little tourist part of Knoxville.  White folks own that.  

You know, we did a lot of festivals.  Ah, we did a prison tour stuff like that, but 

you know, if the community doesn’t support it, you know, and, and its back to the 

question we asked the other time about ethnicity.  You know, if you the artist and 

you trying to survive on your art, you gotta, you gotta go to where the patrons are.  

You gotta go to whose patronizing, you know, and until Black people learn that 

they have to patronize, you know, then they’re going to always get the, the 

response to that question, that, you know, what are you talking about?  You know, 

how are you gone tell me who to sell my art to, because you ain’t buying it? 

LB   You not buying it.  Right, I understand as a musician, too.  I really understand.  

Whew, um, let me get a little bit on the ACDT ah, ensemble.  How, in any way, 

has it affected the larger Tallahassee community? 

OW   Oh, it’s a, it’s a resource.  It’s a, it’s a – I mean, the African Dance Festival in and 

of itself is a cultural resource that Tallahassee is becoming known for.  You know, 

people, people come here – you know, it’s interesting because a lot of people that 

are, that are on the outside of it don’t really understand a lot of the dynamics that 

are involved.  Like, there’s a law in the state of Florida, Florida, this thing the call 

the bed tax in the hotels.  Right, it’s tied to tourism, right.  So when people come 

to town and they stay in a hotel, right, everybody’s looking at that.  So when the 

Florida African Dance Festival happens, they’re looking at how many hotel rooms 

get filled up.  See, people in the community, they don’t think about, about that.  

But how many hotel rooms get filled up?  So, when people come here from – 

even if they coming from inside Florida, it’s still hotel rooms filled up in 
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Tallahassee.  You know, or wherever they come from.  You know, and it’s, it’s a 

head count thing.  It’s a cattle call thing –  

LB   And it feeds back into how they get money back from [inaudible] non-profit 

organizations. 

OW   Exactly, exactly, and if you at any of the materials that they print, you know, 

when they look at funding sources, you know, the Arts Council whoever, the 

tourism, the Board of Tourism is on there.  You know, and that’s, you know, so 

that’s, that’s an economic factor, an economic resource in, in Tallahassee.  My, 

my band was like that.  We used to play a gig at The Mill, and they expanded the 

facility to accommodate all the people that we brought up in there.  The place next 

door hired a extra security guard.  And I said, wait a minute.  I’m, I’m not just up 

here having a good time for my own benefit, I’m, I’m, you know, I made it 

possible for somebody to have a job.  You know, and it’s the same thing with, 

with ACDT.  You know, if that can continue, then that’s a, that’s a economic – 

something that draws people to Tallahassee.  The, ah Caribbean carnival does 

same thing, same thing.  Can we get some bodies into these hotel rooms?  You 

know, and that’s, that’s what gets you, you know, that’s what makes the city like 

you [laughter], you know – 

LB   Right, for sure.  And get feedback into you and support you, yeah. 

OW   Exactly and so yeah, it’s a definite – and then, it’s also a resource on another level 

in the Black community because a lot of people like to have Afrocentric-type 

functions.  And so, let’s say somebody gets married.  We’re going to do an 

African wedding.  Well, it may not be ACDT per se, who performs there, but I 

guarantee you anybody dancing at that wedding is probably somebody who came 

through Marcus’ class, who learned how to do those dances in his class.  You 

know, so it’s, so there’s another, there’s another level of function inside the, the 

African-American community that’s a little different from what it represents to 

the larger community. 

LB   Okay, as far as traditional African culture and cultural expressions of dance and 

music, I know that the performance of them here in Tallahassee is expressing an 

Africanism.  Um, is it in anyway expressing an Americanism? 
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OW   Yeah, because, because, well, one of the arguments I get in rebuttal to, you know, 

the white guy being in the dance and people saying this is not traditional African 

dance.  Of course it’s not.  It’s done on stage, [laughter] you know, with lights, 

you know, there’s somebody, stage managers, you know calling things.  You 

know, that’s not traditional.  You know, how, how many people in the dance 

speak the language from the society that the dance comes from?  You know, so, 

no, it’s not traditional in, in that sense, but, in terms of how, how we use it or how 

we create ways to use it for ourselves, it makes it traditional for us.  You know, 

ah, even though the context in which we do it is not the same as where it came 

from. 

LB   What are the uses you mean by, by that makes it traditional? 

OW   Well, to the extent that we understand what these dances are for.  You know, you 

know, why people dance, say, say, Lamba for instance.  Ah, when I first heard 

about Lamba, they said it was healing dance.  So if somebody was sick, we 

danced Lamba for them.  You know, then we found out that there’s one you do 

for weddings.  Oh, you go to somebody’s wedding, throw down a Lamba, you 

know, and then after the wedding, Manjané, because that’s the, that’s the happy 

dance, the party dance.  You know, so as, as we come to understand what the, 

what the functions of these things are in their traditional settings, we try to 

transfer to that function to our traditional settings. 

LB   Um, I had another [inaudible].  It was just, um, it just, it just – I had something on 

my mind I was gone say and it went away.  I’m so excited about what you just 

said. [laughter] I’m like, yes.  Um, okay, well, I know that ACDT in itself is a, a 

real historical, um, thing for the Tallahassee community and I think for the larger 

American society, it’s pretty historical.  Do you think that, in any way, um, it is 

creating history now in other ways?  Aside from just being ACDT, just having 

started in this community.  I’m thinking ways, things it’s expressing about the 

culture in which it was ah, created.  Can you think of any things that are –? 

OW   Well, I mean, I mean, yeah, the cultural dynamics of Tallahassee has been 

impacted profoundly by, by ACDT. 

LB   How so? 
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OW   Um, well, I, I was talking to a, to a girl who teaches dance with, with ADARC, 

and I ah, I was saying, “Well, you know, since all the drummers are leaving town, 

maybe, maybe you betta get a, a CD player.”  And she barked.  She was just like, 

“No!”  You know, and I said, “Well, you don’t understand how it is in some other 

communities.  There are places that have never had live drumming, you know, 

and they just listen to it on recording.”  You know, I said, “Tallahassee has been 

blessed in that we’ve always had live drumming.  We’ve never been confronted 

with that situation where we haven’t had drummers, you know.  And like to think 

we’re going to get there in a minute, but, but, people just can’t – people in 

Tallahassee, they can’t see that.  That’s like outside their world view.  You know, 

what are you talking about, no drummers, you know.  Uh, so in, in that sense, I 

mean there’s a level of drumming that is developed here that is, that is unusual for 

a city of this size, you know.  When you think of Atlanta or Chicago, New York 

or something like that.  But, we got it like that here in lil’ old Tallahassee, you 

know, so, so yeah, there’s an impact here that’s, that’s profound.  Ah, in terms of 

when people think about what they, things they wanna do for celebrations or for 

ceremony, or something like that, this is something they think about.  You know, 

whereas if it wasn’t here, they couldn’t – that, that wouldn’t be a possibility for 

them to consider.  They say, “Oh, well we could have this.”  You know, yes, you 

can, ‘cause it’s here.  You know, ah, so, so, you know, people are thinking more 

on, on an, on an African level.  You know, they don’t have to have Chuckee 

Cheese.  They got ACDT.  You know, they don’t have to have Bozo the Clown.  

You can get Baba Segun, the storyteller, you know, or something like that.  You 

know, so it’s, it’s, in terms of what possibilities people have for how they want to 

conduct their lives.  This is, they have an option now that they would not have had 

if it wasn’t here. 

LB   Um, what do you think has been [inaudible] – how do you think performance 

with these African ensembles in Tallahassee is affecting self-image for the youth? 

OW   Oh, I’m glad you asked that.  I’m so glad you asked that, because some of those 

people dancing with Marcus, started when they were little.  And some of them 

have – we have teenagers now, in college.  And I remember, one girl I’m thinking 
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of in particular.  She’s a student at FAMU now.  She’s started, I mean, when she 

was six-years-old.  Right, and sometimes I sit in class and I look at these kids, you 

know, and I said, you know, if it wasn’t for this thing right here, about half of 

these girls in here would be teenage mothers.  You know, some of these guys 

running around here trying to play drums, they’d be caught up in juvenile justice 

somehow.  You know, so it’s a – yeah. [laughter] It’s definitely a, a, a deterrent, 

you know, it’s a – I guess it’s like any other thing that young people get involved 

in, you know, that helps set them on, on the right path.  This is just, you know, a 

more Afrocentric path, one that, one that, I guess, we think should feel good to 

these young people because it’s, it’s about them.  You know, and we always stress 

that this is your heritage, you know, this is, – you know, this ain’t ‘The 

Nutcracker Suite’ and all of that.  It’s nothing wrong with that, you know, you can 

do that too, but this right here is you so you need to, you need to embrace this and 

own it.  Claim it as your own, and you know, I mean, we got a lot of issues.  Ah, 

we always hearing about self-esteem issues that young people have and this is a 

way to, to, you know, deal with all of this. 

LB   What – you’re saying, like you’re saying about this was something that was our 

own that we need to embrace it as a part of our own culture and encouraging 

children especially to do that.  I’m wondering if you think that there are any issues 

of a cultural or a collective memory that are at work that’s making this connect so 

well with us? 

OW   Yeah, how, how – it’d have to be.  I don’t know, I don’t know when, when you 

say a cultural memory, it’s not a conscious memory.  You know, because like 

things that like happen in the Black church and all of that.  It’s a lot of 

Africanisms there that if you told the people that’s what it was, they’d, they’d 

done cuss you out.  They would not know what you’re talking about.  Uh, you 

know, so yeah, for sure.  For sure, and its, I mean, you know, I guess it’s, it’s 

maybe the, the movement or the rhythms or whatever.  We just, we feel that, you 

know.  Ah, and, and, and it seems to be – it’s not that difficult for us to get.  You 

know, some, some, some people takes longer than others, but, but just, you know, 

when you a sista just got that stuff down, you know, and you see them enjoying 
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themselves so much, smiling when they come across the floor, then you know it’s 

right, you know. 

LB   And how does that play into, ah, that sense of cultural memory, the possibility of 

building community? 

OW   Um, I, I think the potential is great.  I don’t know, I don’t think we’ve realized it 

yet.  And, I mean that in both senses of the word.  We haven’t got there and in a 

lot of cases, we don’t know that that’s what will get us there.  You know, you see 

what I’m saying.  Well, because, you know, it’s like, um, you get, you may have 

this idealistic image that, well, if it’s African, it’s got to be the best.  It’s got to be 

the right thing, the good thing to do.  But you know, it’s problems on that level 

too, and so you know, a lot of people get alienated sometimes.  And I know 

people that have.  They, they make this approach, you know, start out into an 

African-centered framework or spirituality or whatever, and as soon as they hit a 

bump in the road, they’re like, “Oops, nah, nah, must, must not be the thing.  Let 

me go on back where I was at.”  You know, but there’s bumps over there too.  So, 

we have to – as soon as we understand that, you know, no matter, what kind of 

system you trying to operate in, there’s gone be controversy, conflict, you know, 

road blocks, whatever there is, but you know, it’s the overall, framework or the 

world view, you know that, that gives you the, the methodology for coping with 

all that.  And so, as long as you hold on to it and say, well, you know, whatever 

the obstacle is, this is my methodology for challenging that.  You know and 

finding – but we haven’t really, not, you know, there’s a, there’s a small group, 

you know, like that group that you met on Sunday.  Right, they understand that 

for the most part.   You know, for the people who are running it, understand that.  

That this is, this is our methodology for doing whatever it is that we have to cope 

with.  Right, and as that begins to spread out – and even that is an unusual thing 

for a place like Tallahassee, you know. 

LB   Tallahassee.  Right, right this community has not, never cease to amaze me with, 

with [inaudible]. 
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OW  But, but, but I’m gone tell you.  I take everything right back to Nia.  Because if it 

wasn’t for the African dance, you see that’s the thing that’s so visible and the 

thing that is the magnet. If it wasn’t for the African Caribbean Dance Theatre, or 

dance in general, the branches of traditional African religions and the African 

consciousness that is a part of so many of our lives wouldn’t be here. Because of 

dances visibility, power, and energy people are drawn in.  A lot of times people 

don’t even understand what our power is or why they are so pulled to us.  But this 

is their starting point into a whole ’nother realm of existence.  From the moment 

they walk into a rehearsal, performance, or any gathering they’re hooked. You 

know, that’s the magnet, and people say, “Oh, they got that thing going on?  Let 

me go down there and see what that is.”  And then, you know, somebody who is 

attracted by the dance who had some knowledge about this other thing.  When 

they see the dance happening, they say, “Oh, I can go down there and expose 

people to that to because the people seem to be open minded.”  You know, they 

embraced that, maybe – okay, you know and then –   

LB   Yeah, that’s really important.  I’m really glad you said that.  That’s really 

important. 

OW    Yeah, if the dance is – because of the visibility of it, and the and the power and 

the energy of it.  I mean a room full of Djembés.  I mean, we’ve gone places and 

played for people who didn’t have a clue what we were doing, never seen 

anything like that before.  And they just, they’d be like, “Wow, what was that?”  

You know, they don’t know, but they know that it touched them somehow, yeah. 

LB  Right, right, right and that’s where that unconscious memory comes into play. 

OW   Yeah, yeah, they were like, “That was something. [laughter] You know, ya’ll 

people got it going on.”  I’m talking about some old people.  “Ya’ll youngsters 

doing that thing,” you know. 

LB    Right, yeah, definitely.  Can you tell me a little bit before, um, I think this is 

probably about it.  If there’s something else really, really interesting, I appreciate 

you so much talking to me.  Can you  just tell me a little bit about how music has 

played a role in your journey of self-identity and helped, um, awakening kinda the 

cultural memory and being connected with you African self? 
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OW   What, what are you psychic or something, man?  [laughter] You all in my stuff.  

How – ?  When I was six years old, my parents enrolled me in piano lessons.  I 

hated piano lessons.  I quit.  And people told me, they said, well, you know, “One 

day, you gone wish you could play the piano.”  And they were right.  [laughter]  

It took me forty years to figure it out, but they were right.  Um, I was supposed to 

have been a number of things.  I should have been a doctor.  If not a doctor, a 

clinical psychologist.  If not a clinical psychologist, an experimental psychologist 

or something, [laughter] right.  Ah, after I got out of the military, people started 

talking to me about the possibility of becoming the mayor of Miami.  They 

wanted to groom me to run for mayor or something.  I was like, I don’t think so.  

You know, ah, then ah – because right after I got out of the service, I got involved 

in community theater, which is, and it’s funny – you talk about, you know, where, 

where your inspiration or motivation comes from and that’s not something I ever 

wanted to pursue.  I ran away from theater.  My, my stepmother was in charge of 

the drama club in my high school.  Asked me did I want to participate.  I was like, 

no.  Said, you know, I’ll do something backstage, you know, carry me some props 

[inaudible].  I’ll do that, but I, I, right.  Ran away from it that time.  Get into 

college, one of my running partners was a theater major.  And ah, the ah, the ah, 

drama department was about to do a production of, of ah ‘MacBeth.’  Well they 

had got Diana Sands – I don’t know if you know who Diana Sands is.  She is a 

serious Hollywood actress.  Did movies with Lou Gossett and Bo Bridges and 

people like that.  Diana Sands.  Superstar back in the 60’s.  They got Diana Sands 

to come down and play Lady MacBeth.  So this friend of mine says, he says, 

“Man, you gotta come audition for a part in this play.  Man, we got Diana Sands 

coming down here.”  I was like, I don’t think so.  I’m not into, I’m not into that.  I 

don’t do that, you know.  He said, “Well just come and be, just be an extra like a 

guard standing at the gate holding a sword or something like that, you know.  You 

don’t have to say nothing.  Just – but this is Diana Sands, man!”  Right, so I’m 

like, naw.  I said, “I’m gone be in the audience,” you know, “and that’s it.”  I ran 

away from it that time.  Get out of the military, and I’m working for one of these 

– I don’t know, I don’t know if you remember poverty programs.  Um, what they 
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used to call Model Cities.  And every, every city that basically had riot during the 

60’s, ah, when Lyndon Johnson started his war on poverty, they threw money at 

the cities, Detroit, L.A., Miami, Atlanta, Philly, New York, all the cities that they 

had were called Model City programs, which were basically, ah, things dealing 

with economic development and job training skills and what not.  So I got out of 

the military, and I got a job with one of these agencies.  So I, I got a job at one of 

these agencies called Youth Industries.  I was a job developer.  Ah, Youth 

Industries worked with high school drop-outs and you know, we looked at ah, 

employment possibilities, job training, or you know, doing some kind of 

alternative education.  And my job was to go out and find these things for people.  

So, in the course of doing that, I would always [?] scout the other agencies in the 

Model Cities program.  I went by to this economic development office, Martin 

Luther King Boulevard Economic Development Office.  I met a guy named Ted 

Cooper.  He started talking to me about how he was getting ready to leave that job 

and he was going to grad school at the University of Miami to get a, a masters of 

fine arts in theater.  I said, “theater?”  He said, “Yeah.”  He said, “I wanna start a 

community theater company.”  I said, okay, three strikes and you’re out, okay.  I 

said, “All right, when you get ready to do that,” I said, “here’s my number, give 

me a call, and I’ll, I’ll help you some kind of way.”  He called me, right.  The 

theater company I was talking about that I said I had helped found, that’s, that’s it.  

This is maybe thirty-three years later.  This was 1971, you know, the year I’m 

talking about, ah, so [laughter] that’s how I got into theater, right.  Ah, the music 

came to a small degree with the theater company just from doing percussion and 

what not and I decided, I always loved the flute.  I always liked the flute because I 

never could whistle very well.  Well, I said, the flute is close enough.  You know, 

I like that.  So I bought a flute at an art festival at the University of Miami.  It’s a 

handmade copper flute open [inaudible] and I started fooling around on that and 

learned how to play, you know, ‘Mary Had a Little Lamb’ and all that.  Um, 

started doing some little stuff with that, and ah, in 1984, I guess it was.  I, well, I 

eventually bought a concert flute, you know, and you know, started teaching 

myself how to play.  Took some lessons from professors at the junior college 
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where I [inaudible] played in the little flute ensemble for a little while.  Then, ah 

– where did I meet this guy?  Must have been at a Haitian carnival in Miami.  I 

meet this guy and he said he wanted to start a band.  I said, okay.  I said, I’m a go 

for it.  That sounds like something good.  So we started this band up and I played 

the flute.  And ah, we played for, ‘round Miami for a while.  I played with two 

bands down there, and then when I came here, ah, some guys had a band called 

‘Mystic Revelation’ ‘cause when I was a grad student at FSU, and I used to just 

go sit in with them as a way to get school off my mind.  And I wound up doing it 

so regularly, that even though I never was officially a member of the band, when, 

they started organizing stuff that included me, you know, in their arrangements; 

they would do solos and whatever, for me.  I was like, okay, that’s cool.  You 

know, so when that band broke up, me and the guy  Atiba, the drummer that I was 

talking about earlier, he, he and I decided to, and got with a guy who had just 

moved to town and who wanted to learn how to play bass.  So the three of us 

would get together at my house and just practice, and finally, one night, I said, 

“Look guys, you know, you know, there’s no, no reggae band, not since ‘Mystic 

Revelation’ broke up.  Why don’t we go for it?”  And that was how ‘Phoenix 

Uprising’ came to be.  And at that time, they suggested that I, this is where the – 

Okay, so anyway, the three of us got together and, you know, we just decided to 

put together another band.  It was a void in the, in the reggae music in 

Tallahassee, and uh, that band became very popular.  And we, at one time, we 

were the highest paid bank in Tallahassee. We, ah, that’s how we were all able to 

quit our jobs.  Well, I didn’t have a job to begin with. [laughter]  Everybody else 

quit doing what they were doing, and the band supported us, and, and, and not bad 

either. [inaudible] We were all right. 

LB   That’s good. 

OW   We were able to, um, we had our own vehicle.  We had our own trailer, own 

sound equipment, you know, and having – initially, we, we, ah, were renting a lot 

from U-Haul.  And ah, we were renting so much from U-Haul that the U-Haul 

guy – he had to attach the, the trailer hitch to the bumper of the car, he just let us 

keep that.  He just said, you know, “You can just keep that, because it’s too much 
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work to take that thing off and put it on all the time.  You just keep that, and when 

you come in, you know, just get the trailer when you need it.  Pay me later.”  You 

know, but um, we found out, we found out that we was spending, I don’t know, 

three hundred dollars a month on trailer rental.  So finally we, you know, I saw a 

place, uh, that’s right here on Crawfordville Highway that sells trailers.  So we 

went down and inquired about that and found – well, the smart thing to do was 

that we decided to operate as a legitimate business, so we got a tax i.d. number 

and a bank account.  And ah, so we inquired about the trailer.  The trailer was, ah, 

seventeen hundred dollars.  We went to the bank and asked for a loan.  The bank 

gave us a loan.  The payments were a hundred and sixty dollars a month.  I said, 

“Well, why don’t we just pay ‘em three hundred like we been doing and pay it off 

in six months instead of a year?”  Save, you know our, you know – and it’s ours 

and having that and the vehicle and our own sound equipment is what made it 

possible for us to do all the traveling that we did.  Because we could go to, you 

know, whatever, and we had our own hook-up and so we were self contained and 

we could do anything.  And that, that was, that was probably the smartest thing 

we ever did.  You know, we made a lot of money. [laughter] Yeah, we made a lot 

of money. 

LB   So, that was the beginning of, of your [inaudible] musical – 

OW   Yeah, I mean, that’s what, that’s what – yeah, was, was – go ‘head. 

LB   I was just gonna say, have you always been African-centered or had African 

orientation? 

OW   Um, I won’t say throughout my whole life, but since I’ve been involved in the 

arts, yes.  And that goes back to, to the 70’s, uh – it’s a funny thing about – that’s 

when I first heard about Kwanzaa.  It was in the [?] theater company, and it’s 

just, it seems that artists tend to be more on the edge of things, and they, and they, 

they may have a different perspective because they create, and it’s something 

about creating that’s – because, because when you create, you bring something 

into existence that never existed before.  And that’s, that’s, that’s different than 

just partaking in what’s already there.  You know, and so, it gives you a, a, a view 

on things that’s just little bit outside the box.  You know, ah, and so, plus I’m, 
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plus, I’m a child of the 60’s.  You know, ‘Black Power,’ ‘Black is Beautiful,’ and 

all of that so, so I came, I came up – my, my, my, ah – as I reached maturity, as I 

reached manhood, these were the issues that people were dealing with.  You 

know, what does it mean to be a Black person in America?  And, you know, 

people were, we were just beginning to try to reconnect with Africa and find out 

what, what this African thing that is in us is all about.  You know, uh, and so, you 

know, everybody was reading, trying to get up on some Kwamé Nkrumah, and 

some – find out what was going on with Patrice Lumumba and you know, the 

revolutionary movements in Africa and even the Cuban revolutionary was 

important Jake Cubara, people like that, so it was, you know, plus, ah, ah, 

Muhammed Ali, and he refused to fight in the, in the Vietnam War.  You know, 

ah, the Nation of Islam, Elijah Muhammed, things they were saying.  Stokely 

Carmichael and Rap Brown, these people were very outspoken during that time, 

so [inaudible] all of those things, yeah. 

LB   Well, I think that’s all that I wanted to ask.  I’m sure I have other questions.  Is it 

okay if I call you sometime? 

OW   You sure can.  Yeah. 

LB   That’s awesome.  You have no idea – 
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Interview with Brandy Tyler-McIntosh (BM),  9-30-04 

LB  Okay, today is September 30th, 2004.  This is a continuation of our earlier 

interview.  Brandy McIntosh.  Brandy Tyler-McIntosh.  Are you hyphenated or – 

?  You are?  Okay.  Brandy Tyler-McIntosh.  Cool, all right.  I just wanna briefly 

revisit some of the stuff we talked about.  I’m not gone try and take you through 

all of that, ‘cause luckily, I took notes last time on what we said, but, um, just to 

get a few restatements and this should be much shorter than last time.  Um, I 

wanted to revisit what you base your teaching method on.  I remember you saying 

that you do it basically, based on what you learned from Brother Marcus, how he 

taught it.  But I wanted you, if you could just restate the process, the steps you got 

through with explaining, um, the technique and the vocabulary and the 

fundamentals, all that. 

BM  Fundamentals, vocabulary, execution.  Fundamentals, you’re basically teaching 

people how to step to a beat, what those drums actually mean, how the flow of the 

class goes, you know, things to do and things not to do.  Once you get those 

characteristics or those fundamentals down, then you start learning the 

vocabulary.  What the drums are speaking, what it means when the rhythm may 

be off and how you could hurt yourself, or where the break is being played at the 

end of the sequence rather than in the beginning or in the middle, rather than in 

the end, you know what I mean.  It’s that kind of vocabulary that you start to 

develop once you learn the fundamentals, and once you get that vocabulary or 

once you start developing a vocabulary, that’s full execution.  You can execute 

anything at that point, and that’s how I teach dance.  That’s how I was taught 

dance from Brother Marcus.  You know, now, when he talks to me, it’s not 

fundamentals, fundamentals, fundamentals, fundamentals, fundamentals.  It’s 

“Brandy, it’s time to expound on your vocabulary.  You execute things well, now, 

but it’s time to enhance your vocabulary,” so, that’s how I approach teaching 

class. 

LB   Um, where does cultural context come in within this process?  Where does, you 

know, this dance is represented like this.  It came from there people.  This is their 

lifestyle.  Where does that come in within that process? 
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BM   Ah, fundamentals. 

LB  Um hm.  From the very beginning. 

BM    From the very beginning, you are to understand where it comes from, why it’s 

done, why it’s done a certain way, ‘cause you know, as I told you before, before I 

was just executing everything, you know – 

LB   Um huh, um huh, attacking. 

BM   Attacking every dance I could get my hands on and it was until I was sat down 

and told this is an initiation dance for girls. [laughter] [inaudible] 

LB   [inaudible] Yeah, right, right.  You’re right. 

BM   You, you, you, you don’t perform or you don’t engage in a dance like that as you 

would with an initiation dance for boys becoming men.  Of course, that’s one that 

will symbolize strength and things of that nature, but as with women, it’s soft, it’s 

sensual, you know.  It’s that kind of stuff.  So, understanding and differentiating 

between what these dances mean, what people they came from, the purpose of 

them.  That definitely helps you understand basic fundamentals about African 

dance. 

LB  Now, I’m hearing you talk about the way you’re teaching and where you are in 

this process of learning also, as kinda being overlapping.  So can you talk a little 

bit about where you feel you are as a dancer? 

BM  Um, to be totally honest with you, in my eyes, I’m still a baby.  If I was to or if 

you were to ask someone else, they would not agree with me on that, and the only 

reason I feel that I’m still a baby in this is because there’s so much to learn, and I 

find myself constantly learning new things every day.  From any given moment in 

time, you realize, some of the same dances that you’ve been doing for the past six 

years, there are so many different variations of it.  The music – per example, a 

brother came here from Guinea and we were playing, we were playing Lamba.  

No, we were playing Dunemba.  Okay, now, we know that Dunemba represents – 

it’s a men’s dance.  It’s a men’s dance that’s done on numerous occasions.  It can 

be done during initiation.  It can be, it was done before the king.  You know, it 

was done, different variations.  What I didn’t know one, is that you have Bala, 

Bala.  I can spell it, but I can pronounce it.  I wanna say it’s [?] Balakumdembé.  
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Um, it’s one that starts with a ‘c.’ I wrote it down.  I can’t [?] pronounce – I can’t 

verbalize it now, but it was like, one, two, three, four different variations of the 

same dance. 

LB   But you didn’t realize prior to and you’ve been dancing – 

BM  I had no idea and I had been doing it, you know.  He did this step, this step, and 

he was like, “You see how the rhythm is played here?  That’s that rhythm.  Do 

you see how this, da, da, da?  That’s that rhythm.  Do you see how we come 

back?  Now that’s that rhythm.  Now the Dunemba you know, that’s this right 

here.  And the fact that you all are playing it the way that we played it twenty 

years ago means that ya’ll need to catch up.”  And he taught us the way that they 

play it now opposed to the way that they were playing it ten, fifteen years ago.  

They don’t play it like that anymore.  And we’re finding out, the more people 

come through, we’re hearing different variations.  “Oh no, we don’t play that that 

way anymore.  This is how we play it now.  No, we don’t play Lamba like that 

anymore.  This is how we play Lamba.  This is how we play Majan – that’s the, 

that’s the old way.  The rhythms have progressed and this is what they are now.”  

So even with that in mind, I’m not the only one that’s in a constant state of the 

learning process.  We all are, because we’re not in Africa so to speak, so when 

they’re coming over and they’ve been there and they know these rhythms in and 

out because it is a way of life for them, we’re constantly learning.  And imagine 

as a dancer knowing that you’re dancing – you’re used to dancing to the one and 

it’s not the one anymore.  It’s now the three and the people who are just starting, 

who are, are just getting used to hearing it on the one.  “I can’t hear it.  I don’t, I 

don’t, I don’t understand.”  So you find yourself stopping everything and going 

step by step [inaudible] the basic fundamentals to get them to understand the 

rhythm is still the same, it’s just a different variation and just as dance is 

changing, the rhythms are changing, so you know, we change with the times. 

LB  That’s interesting.  This whole idea of you still learning and the way that the 

tradition is changing, evolving, varying from how it once began.  We talked a lot 

about you perceiving yourself as an African in America last time we talked.  Um, 

what I’m interested in is, is, as you’re, as you’re evolving, as you’re learning, 
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you’re saying you’re still a baby in dance.  Is it possible for you to become 

bicultural, so to speak, be able to be a part of this African community in America 

as well as understanding fully the cultural context of music and dance? 

BM  Oh, of course, of course, of course. 

LB   How, how is that possible? 

BM  The reason it’s possible is because one, I do live in America. It is both possible 

and necessary that I be bicultural for lots of reasons.  One reason is that I live in 

America.  My community is not just, not the people who are within or are 

centered and focused on African culture.  My community, they are the people that 

look like me.  You know, everybody is at a different phase in their life and 

everybody comes from a different walk of life or different ideologies.  

Considering the massive pressure we have in this country to conform to certain 

aspects of culture, we have to be bicultural.  We have to understand how things 

work from both an African perspective and a European perspective in order to 

function here. Does that mean I shouldn’t embrace them because their ideologies 

or their world views on the world aren’t like mine?  No.  Does that mean I won’t 

try to educate them on what I know?  Well of course.  Now whether or not they 

embrace that and we more forward on it together, that’s a whole ‘nother issue.  

However, what I found profound, is that’s it’s easier to do that with children than 

it is with adults. 

LB  It’s easier you mean to help them to understand a cultural perspective and become 

Africans as you are. 

BM  Yeah, rather than adults, ‘cause most adults, they’re set in one way.  And most 

adults are elders to me so, they’re pretty much, “Hmm, I’m with you, but I’m at 

this point,” you know what I mean.  And that’s still my community and I still 

respect them as my community.  Whereas children who are more embracing, 

more eager to learn, who have no idea about who they are, they tend to take a 

different perspective on that and it’s, it’s a beautiful thing to see when they can 

regurgitate those very same ideologies and world views to you and walk with that 

everyday.  So, of course you have to be bicultural in America, because look at the 

state that we’re in.  We don’t rule the world. 
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LB  You mean we as in people who are African [inaudible] African-centered, 

African-minded. 

BM  African – yeah. 

LB  Okay, I wanna talk a little bit more about your walk in this life as an African 

woman and ACDT’s role in helping you develop that ideology. 

BM Um, I can remember when I started.  I always liked to dance.  I’ve always been a 

thickums. 

LB  Ah wait, explain that term. [laughter] 

BM  Thickums?  [laughter] Thick woman.  A healthy girl.  Always, been pretty 

healthy.  But I’ve always had a love for dance.  I would – whether it was in a club, 

at a party, street festival, whatever.  I always had that love that always wild and 

always had a love for dance.  Once I stepped into the Aakhet Center, I think that 

was one of the pivotal moments in my life, because I’ve never been surrounded 

by anything like that within a community. 

LB  Like, I need you just to – 

BM  An African-centered community.  You know, I’m from Miami.  We have 

different variations of an African community.  We have, excuse me, we have a 

Caribbean community.  We have a Cuban community.  You have this community.   

You have that community.  And they’re all Africans, but they’re all different 

variations of a whole, whereas here, it was just a straight African community and 

it was at that point that my whole process started to change.  What a woman is.  

What a role of a woman is.  What dance is.  How dance plays a part in not just my 

life as a woman, but in the collective whole as a people.  You know what I mean.  

How I should be walking opposed to how I was walking, you know.  How I 

should approach things as a woman opposed to how I was approaching things as a 

woman.  What America does is that it teaches us that we are all equal.  And that 

women should be just as independent as men.  In African culture, that’ not 

entirely true, because although women are just as important a men, there is a 

balance. The balance has to be maintained in order for any party to function.  

Whereas here, women are so independent now, that they don’t need men for 

anything.  And that’s not African culture.  You can not walk around and say, “I 
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don’t need a man for anything.”   That’s not balance.  You can not balance your 

life out if you don’t have the other part of you with you, walking with you 

everyday.  So, it’s being in this traditional – I mean, being a part and learning 

about African culture that has helped my own world views to be aligned and in 

sync with African culture and world views. 

LB  Right, so you’re telling me that although ACDT was the beginning of this process 

in your life, it’s not the only source for you.  Now, some of the outside sources 

you’ve, you’ve utilized in order to develop your world view as an African person, 

um, were they in any, any way involved with ACDT community? 

BM  Well, of course.  The Aakhet – ACDT was housed at the Aakhet Center.  Um, 

many people have walked through those doors.  Many people I’ve met, um, 

master dance teachers, master drummers, masters of storytelling, masters of 

playing the  bylaphone, I mean, it’s, it’s just been an array, a plethora of people 

who I have been exposed to through ACDT that have really taught me what it 

truly means to be an African.  What those values are.  How those values are to be 

used.  It amazed me.  I went to a festival this summer and this guy from Guinea, 

Conakry, everybody bowed down to him, everybody, everybody.  I mean, people 

that I know to be famous master dancers bowed to this man apologetic about 

being five minutes late for a class, and I’m not talking about that, “Oh, you know, 

I’m sorry that I’m late,” blah, blah, blah.  No, I’m talking dropping down to the 

knees, grabbing the hand, putting his hand on their foreheads, very apologetic 

asking for forgiveness for being disrespectful for being five minutes late.  I had 

never seen anything like it.  Grown men acknowledging that another man was 

their elder and worthy of prostrating themselves before.  It was another lesson for 

me about this culture that I’m a part of.  And, I never would have learned this 

lesson, never would have even been at this conference if it weren’t for ACDT. 

Now imagine our, how we approach things with tardiness, and just how we 

approach the world. 

LB  Us as in the Black community in America? 

BM  Us as in the Black community in America.  Even with an elder, it would have 

been an apology would have been nice.  That would have been the right thing to 
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do, but you always, you’re not always going to get that.  But that’s that level of 

respect that they gave this one man.  It was, it was breath-taking.  It was, it really 

was.  Just to see one of the most famous master dancers in America bow down to 

another man, an elder, like that.  And when I tell you they all bowed, they all 

bowed.  And it was then that I, I, I got a clear picture of how Africans truly value 

elders and the level of respect that they do have for elders.  Not just because 

they’re an elder, but because that’s their rule.  That’s their law, you know what I 

mean.  That is what it is.  To be disrespectful for an elder is your own death wish, 

so to speak, you know what I mean, and I was just blown by that, just be exposed 

to that, to even sit down and talk to that brother.  Papa Sanu is his name.  For me, 

was just like. “Wow.”  You know, for him to even tell me, “You are a beautiful 

dancer.  You are a beautiful dancer.  If I could take you away from here right 

now, I would.”  I wanted to cry.  I mean, my eyes started welling up.  For 

someone, I mean, it’s just that level of – It’s that level of energy that that brother 

has with him that he walks with everyday that he’s worked for to get to the point 

where he is now.  It’s a beautiful thing to have.  You know what I mean, and to 

know that there are people who look like me who still have the level of respect, 

the values, and morale that they do.  That was beautiful and to be exposed to that, 

constantly, it seems like now, it’s what’s enabling me to learn more and to truly 

see what this tradition is about, African tradition [inaudible]. 

LB  Um hm, and could you have come to these types of realizations without being part 

of ACDT? 

BM  Uh uh.  Uh uh.  And the reason I say I don’t think I could have, because it’s 

because of ACDT that all of these other opportunities presented themselves so I 

can honestly say, it’s because of ACDT that I’m getting most of the exposure that 

I get now. 

LB  What has ACDT’s affect on your self image and your ethnic identity? 

BM  Hm, I’m not afraid to wear African clothes anymore.  I’m not afraid to have hair 

without chemicals in it.  I appreciate who I am, how I look, how I’m different, 

how I’m alike, the people I come from, the energy that I step with, the newfound 

family and community that I have.  It’s different.  I am not that same girl from 
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Miami who fried her hair every two weeks at the beauty parlor, was stuck on 

wearing Polo, Tommy, any name brand you can think of, trying to keep up with 

the Joneses.  All of those materialistic things that we are taught to, to actually 

mean what our self worth is [inaudible] – When I first stepped into the Aakhet 

Center (where classes used to be held), my process began.  I started to understand 

what it was to be a woman and the role that a woman plays in an African-centered 

community. I was a part of a collective whole, no longer able to function as an 

individual, the way that I was accustomed to. How I should be approaching things 

as a woman as opposed to how I was approaching things as a woman.  What 

America does, is that it teaches us that we are all equal, and that women who are 

smart do everything that men do.  In African culture, that’s not entirely true. 

Because although women are just as important as men, there is a balance.  The 

balance has to be maintained in order for any part of the whole to function.  Here, 

women are so independent that they don’t need men for anything anymore.  But 

that’s not African.  You can not walk around and say I don’t need a man for 

anything, because you do, and he needs you. 

LB  Wrapped up in American culture? 

BM  Yeah, completely.  It’s okay to be Black.  It’s all right to be African.  Just be who 

you are and understand who you are, and not try and be anyone anybody else 

wants you to be. 

LB  I’m hearing you express sentiments much like what I’ve heard my parents express 

with the whole Black movement in the 60’s as far as becoming aware of Black is 

beautiful and it’s okay to be Black and ‘Say it loud, I’m Black and I’m proud.’  

How can you parallel – are there any parallels, first of all, between this movement 

and that movement and can you tell me a little bit about what you think those 

parallels are? 

BM  Of course it is.  Of course it is.  Well, think about back in the day.  What were 

they fighting for?  They were fighting for the, having the ability to be who they 

are.  To have their own identity as a people, not the identity that America gave us, 

but to truly be the Africans that they were. 

LB  And that’s what you see as being the, the glue that binds this community? 
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BM  Yeah.  Yeah, definitely.  Definitely.  We’re in an era, where, I, I wanna say back 

in the 60’s and the 70’s when our parents were walking in those marches and 

fighting to be who they are, it was prevalent to our own history, but because we 

then turned to our generation and probably your sister’s and my brother’s 

generation, where it wasn’t completely upheld, that that same level of energy was 

passed down to now, my little sister’s generation – she’s 14, 15 years old, Pepsi 

generation, X – whatever they call ‘em these days, and it’s been lost, it’s truly 

been lost.  What’s amazing is, in our own convoluted, I wanna say distorted kind 

of way, we’re trying to get that back.  In Tallahassee, this is our way of getting 

that back, you know what I mean.  You go to other cities.  Different groups are 

doing different things to try and get that back.  So, are we lost forever?  I don’t 

think so.  Will it take some time and a lot of patience?  I totally agree with that, 

but, we’re trying to get back to the point where our parents were back in the 60’s.  

It’s just, they were so driven then, you know what I mean, and money drives us 

now.  And until we can get a balance with that, we’re gonna continue to fight the 

struggle that we’re dealing with now.  So it definitely parallels that.  Definitely, 

the difference is, they did it. 

LB  Uh huh, and we’re trying to do it. 

BM   We’re trying to do it.  They did it. 

LB  Right, I’m interested in this, this opens up a whole ‘nother can of worms, and I’ll 

try and deal with it briefly, because I know we’re doing this late at night and 

everything, but, you mentioned, excuse me, that this is what we’re doing in the 

Tallahassee area and other places are doing things to, to achieve these same kind 

of goals.  I’m wondering about what your idea is on whether or not ACDT can 

kinda of be used as a guide to gain that same level of cultural awareness in other 

places? 

BM  Oh definitely, and they have done that.  ACDT has traveled.  They have traveled.  

They have done workshops.  They have done seminars.  Excuse me, they’ve 

participated; excuse me, in a variety of things outside of the Tallahassee area.  I 

wanna say what the beauty of what they’ve done is that they set a trend or 

precedence for other people to try to do things in different cities.  It was one of the 
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first, if not the first, completely African company to put together an African dance 

festival, I wanna say in the United States the way that they have.  Don’t quote me 

on that, but I know they were one of the first, if not the first.  They were one of 

the first, if not the first.  But what you find now is, now they have a festival in 

Atlanta.  Now they have a festival in Miami.  Now they have a festival over in 

Texas.  Now they have one in Louisiana.  So it’s catching on in different areas 

around the country.  So of course.  Of course.  They’ve set the standard.  They’ve 

set a trend for other people, for groups, for people to see that African culture is 

not dead in the United States especially.  That it’s not dead, and there is a need for 

different venues across the country.  Can ACDT be in five places at one time?  

No, but does it help that different people are doing things very similar to what 

they’re doing in other areas?  Of course, the exposure is what’s important and if 

the exposure is there, then we’re definitely doing a deed for communities around 

the United States. 

LB  Good, well, on that note, one quick question, what do you think the greatest 

contribution to Tallahassee has been of ACDT? 

BM  Instilling African culture back in the community. 

LB  And for you? 

BM  Instilling African culture in me. [laughter] 

LB  Okay, okay, okay.  Talking about ACDT as a community, we touched on this the 

other day, but I wanna review a little bit with you your ideas of the role that 

ethnicity plays in ACDT.  How important is it – right – 

BM  [inaudible] one of those words.  Ethnicity. 

LB  Right, right.  How important is that in the ensemble? [inaudible] 

BM  It’s okay.  Okay.  ACDT is a community organization that can not turn people 

away, regardless of race, class, gender, and all of those other things.  I am not the 

founders.  I am not on the board.  I am merely a member, so the perspective that I 

speak from is my personal perspective.  Do Marcus and Jevelle Robinson feel this 

way?  No, I can not speak for Marcus and Jevelle Robinson.  I can only speak for 

myself.  So the things that I am about to say is Brandy Tyler-McIntosh’s 

perspective and not theirs.  White people don’t need to come to our class.  That’s 
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the bottom line.  And the reason I say that is, when we’re in class, there’s a certain 

vibe and a certain energy going on between the drummers and between the 

dancers and the class and those kinds of things.  White people, Anglo-Saxons, 

European-Americans, whatever you want to call them these days, they don’t have 

that kind of energy that we walk with and it’s only because they’re not Africans.  

They’re not in our culture, so, um, it’s different.  It’s very different.  And you can 

tell that it’s very different.  Does that mean that we tell white people, “Don’t 

come to the class?”  No.  Does that mean that I don’t dance next to the white 

people?  Yes, because when I’m vibing, I’m vibing, and I don’t vibe with that 

energy well.  And that’s real life, and what you’ll find, and this is real life, when 

Anglo-Saxon Americans learn about African culture, it’s from Africans who need 

money.  It’s not from Africans who just want to teach everybody what they know.  

It’s from Africans who need to feed their families and they need to make some 

money.  Okay.  So in understanding that, I don’t have a desire or need money, so I 

don’t have to teach them anything.  And considering the state that Black America 

is in due to the ancestors of whites, I think the best thing they could do is let us 

have our culture.  So, does that mean I hate white people?  No.  But what you 

have to understand is, this is a spiritual culture.  We don’t do things just for the 

sake of doing.  You will find some master drummers who refuse to play with 

white people.  It’s a sign of disrespect to our culture.  That would be just like if as 

a Black American in America; I walked around with a rebel flag in my car and a 

t-shirt on saying, ‘white power.’  Although I’m on their side, they wouldn’t like 

that.  Why?  Because that defeats the purpose of their culture.  And I would be 

disrespecting their culture.  So, that’s how I view the whole integration of African 

culture.  I think it’s disrespectful.  I think it’s completely disrespectful to want to 

insert yourself into a culture that’s not yours, and that’s what I find myself 

constantly up against.  A lot of white Americans want to be in African culture.  

What the desire is, I have no idea, but that’s what they want. The glue that binds 

this community and specifically ACDT is our ability to say as individuals and as a 

group that we are Africans and we’re okay with that realization in spite of White 

folks’ pressures to not associate with that identity or part of our history.  The 
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presence of people who cannot say that or who have not encouraged that type of 

sentiment among us, affect the vibe of this ensemble. 

LB  Um, we talked a little bit about, um, the ancestry, um, the, the cultural and ethnic 

ties that we have as Africans in America and how that works in ACDT and I was 

wondering if you could maybe expound a little bit on that.  You were talking 

about the reasons you dance and –   

BM  “Understand that there is a difference between dancing and dancing within a 

cultural context. I think that’s where people get confused.  Many people dance, 

and they’re good dancers, but they’re not dancing from their spirit and 

understanding the culture from which the dance comes from.  They are dancing 

for the sake of dancing or just to do the dance.  I don’t dance just because I want 

to dance; I dance because that is my link to understanding my own culture and 

spirit.  The energies that are constantly a part of my life are involved in my 

movement and dancing is part of my way of connecting with them when we 

dance, much of our ability to perform is based on the type of energy that we carry 

with us.  The source of that energy is our ancestors. I come here to celebrate their 

tradition and presence in my life. I respond to the voice of my ancestors when I’m 

dancing.  That’s why I question the intentions of people from other ethnicities 

coming to class.  How can they be responding to the voice of ancestors who tried 

to take these instruments and dances away from my ancestors? Now, if you are 

walking with an energy that has in some way contributed to the harm of the 

energy that I’m walking with, then those energies are still going to be in conflict 

today.  I’ve watched people come into our space, both white and black, with 

negative energy, and it’s caused problems for us. Perfect example, when we’re in 

a class, and this is what I mean by integrating the culture.  When we’re in class, 

when you dance down the line, after you’re done, you do what’s called, hm.  

When you go down the line, you touch the ground once the break is played.  One, 

you’re giving respect to the drummers, that you’re feeling everything that they’re 

doing.  You feel everything out of their space.  Two, you’re giving respect and 

reverence to your ancestors, excuse me, who have danced long before you and 

passed that tradition down to you.  Now, if that is the case and you are not a part 
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of an ethnic group or a part of African culture, how could you one, give respect to 

drummers that aren’t a part of your culture, drummers that aren’t a part of the 

energy that you are carrying and two, do you really think your ancestors passed 

this tradition down to you considering ancestors who have done this look like 

Black Americans, not the white ones?  Perfect example of integrating a culture 

that people don’t understand.  I, whenever I go down that line, my – always, 

putting my fingers to the ground and I’ll touch my heart first to make sure that my 

heart is still beating because of the energy that I share with those drummers and 

the energy that I share with my own ancestors.  Not the ancestors that could be 

brought about in that room, but just my own personal ancestors, so in 

understanding that, this is why I’m not one for integrating the cultures because 

it’s, it’s more than just entertainment.   It really is a spiritual experience.  It really 

is a profound experience in your own culture.  If you don’t understand that, then 

why are you there?  If you’re gonna disrespect that, then you shouldn’t be there 

anyway.  Our culture’s basic premise is ancestry.  You can go to any country in 

Africa and you will see anything about ancestors anywhere because that is a part 

of – they set the path for us to walk behind them, and even in understanding that, 

you would know that you should always be in sync and always think with a clear 

head that you have to give reverence to the people who came before you.  And 

that’s what African culture is.  That’s what dance is.  All of our ancestors danced.  

Whether we have two left feet now or not.  They all did it.  Whether they could, 

whether they had two left feet or not.  That’s a part of who we are.  And to 

disrespect that means you’re disrespecting us as a people.  So this is why I’m just 

not one for integrating.  The energy that comes along with those drums, as a 

woman, I can’t even explain it to you ‘cause there are certain drums that womens 

–  women are prohibited to play.  We can’t play Djembés.  That’s an American 

thing.  That’s an African needing to get over – money to send home to his family 

thing.  If you go to a traditional African group, you would never see a sista; never 

see a woman play the Djembé.  It’s disrespectful.  I’ve seen brothers play those 

drums so intensely.  Blood is coming from down in that area.  That’s a serious 

area down there where those drums sit between a brotha’s legs.  So if you do 
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anything to disrespect that energy that that drum is carrying, you can feel that.  

You can feel that.   I have seen some things happen with brothers and Djembés.  

Now, sistas can play the Dumbas.  They can play the Bottoms.  They can play the 

Sambas.  They can play the Kinkinees.  Those are drums women can play.  And 

you can vibe with brothas on those [?] Djembés, but that Djembé drum itself has 

a level of energy in it that’s not for women.  So that’s why we’re prohibiting in 

playing them. It’s characteristic for white people to think they can pick up a drum 

and think they know about African culture. And if you didn’t know the reasons its 

prohibited then this is what I mean by disrespecting the culture.  You see a drum, 

you’re taught how to play it.  We are in a world were everybody can play.  No, we 

are not the world, and no, everybody can’t play those drums.  But that’s what I 

see in America today.  Everybody plays the Djembé.  Women play the Djembé 

and that is so disrespectful in African culture, you know what I mean.  So if you 

don’t truly understand what you are doing, it is my recommendation that you 

don’t do it.  One, you could hurt yourself, and two, you’re disrespecting our 

culture.  And of all the things that we’ve been violated with in America, the least 

thing that can be done, the least they could do is let us have our culture. 

LB  Okay, um, I’m interested in – because it’s such a traditionally African group and 

it performs a lot of ways, I see that it’s still functioning in a traditional African 

context, but I’m interested in knowing from your perspective, how much if any 

has traditional African drumming changed as a result of being in America. 

BM  Um, well, I can only speak – no, well, I’m only going to speak from the 

perspective of ACDT and I’ll tell you the things that I’ve seen amongst different 

companies.  The one thing I can say about Marcus Robinson is that he doesn’t 

change.  What he said to me six years ago is the same thing he says to me today.  

The same mannerisms, the same attitude regarding certain things he said to me six 

years ago, he still says those things to me today.  He has not changed the 

perspective that he had when it comes to how ACDT will be represented.  Is he 

close-minded?  No.  Is he open to all new fresh ideas that we present to him?  

Yes.  But does it have to stay within the context of ACDT?  Of course.  And that’s 

always been his perspective.  I remember I presented something that I wanted to 
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do for the festival, and he said, “Brandy, that’s just not ACDT.”  Now, at the time, 

I’m thinking, “What are you talking about?” you know and I didn’t verbalize that, 

but that’s what I’m thinking.  What is he talking about this is not ACDT?  You 

know, what the – I don’t see anything wrong with this.  But as I looked at it, after 

we got past that point, I truly understood what he was said.  ACDT is a 

community organization.  ACDT carries itself in a certain way.  ACDT performs 

and they do things a certain way and that has not changed.  I’ve seen tapes from 

ten years ago.  Dancers got older.  Dancers got better, but everything remained the 

same.  The perspective has been the same.  He’s never changed and I can honestly 

say that I can appreciate that because in most organizations, nothing ever stays the 

same.  But in this one, the tradition has remained the same.  The dancers may 

change.  Rhythms may change, but the fundamentals are always the same.  And I 

can honestly say, I can appreciate that because it’s a certain quality you’re gonna 

always see with ACDT whether it was ten years ago or whether it was today, and 

that’s what I appreciate more than anything, that he has maintained that level of 

[laughter], that he has maintained that level consciousness and his will to be who 

he is and to maintain ACDT to be the organization that it is. 

LB  So you see it as pure in African tradition? 

BM  Yep.  A lot of other things.  A lot of other – yeah, and I guess if you’re not, if you 

don’t have any inkling about African tradition, some of those things can throw 

you off, but he has not – uh uh.   A lot of what we’re taught is true African 

tradition.  A lot of the things, even when he is grinding us into the ground and I 

mean that literally.  That is African tradition.  I’ll never forget, I was dancing 

under this teacher and after she yelled at us about five or six times about dancing 

like men, we went to go down the line again and she made us go back, and we 

went down again and she made us go back, and we went down again and she 

made us go back and it was then that I realized, she’s gonna continue to make us 

go down until we start dancing like women and stop dancing like men.  Soften up.  

And we softened up and went down that line.  And she said, “Ya’ll finally got it.”  

He is the same way.  Of course, does he treat all of us the same?  Well no, ‘cause 

you have children dancing and they have to learn, but if you know better, will you 
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have to go back and do it again?  Of course.  Will he stop the class and chew all 

of us out for being out of line and disrespectful?  Yes, but that’s African culture.  

The elders get on the children when they are out of line.  And we get out of line.  

And that is what he does.  So he maintains what we see from other people, and I 

guess it isn’t until you see it from other people that you truly appreciate what he 

does.  You know – [inaudible], yeah, and we’re thinking he’s just being a hard-

nose when in all actuality, that is reality and everybody does that. 

LB  Um, okay.  We’re doing good.  Ah, [inaudible] can you identify, can you think of 

any specific events in history that have led to the formation of ACDT? 

BM  I don’t know.  I never thought about it.  Hm.  Let’s see.  Any specific events in 

history, like in the history of Tallahassee or like history period, our history? 

LB  Period.  Both 

BM  Um, I want to say, okay – A specific event in history? [inaudible] 

LB   Even if not – [inaudible] Or can you think of any event in your personal history 

that has led you to the need to identify with ACDT? 

BM  With ACDT?  I mean, there are a number of events in history that you can 

correlate with ACDT.  I mean, you take a man who had a vision, I mean, how 

many elders or how many ancestors in history had a vision and made that vision 

become a reality?  Whether it was straight from King Shaka and the Zulu Nation, 

you know, to Malcolm X walking with the people to get them to become 

righteous.  I mean, it’s just, that’s where I saw it.  That’s where I see it.  A man 

had a vision and he made that vision a reality.  That’s pretty much our history.  

That’s how it goes with our people.  We see something and we let it manifest 

itself and it becomes reality for everybody.  So, that’s how I see Brother Marcus.  

He was a man with a vision.  He was a student who learned, he had a vision, and 

he made that vision a reality.  And that reality is ACDT. 

LB  What are some of your goals in performances?  What are the goals of ACDT in 

performances? 

BM  [laughter]  Ah hm, the goals of ATD – ACDT.  One, to enlighten, to education, to 

excite, to uplift, to praise, to make your stomach tingle, so to speak, with energy.  

You know, there are so many things that happen during a performance.  Whether 
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it’s the smallest performance where there are ten people or the large performance 

where there are five hundred people.  The point is the exposure.  You’re exposing 

people to something, excuse me that they’re only used to seeing in movies, or in 

documentary, but not in real life.  You’re looking at a group of people within a 

community.  Some are from Africa, some are not, but you’re looking at everyone 

conforming to the traditions of our history.  A history that most people don’t 

know, don’t understand and when they see it and experience it for the first time, 

it’s like, wow.  You know what I mean?  So, it’s, it’s, it’s, it’s exposure.  More 

than anything, it’s educating, it’s exposure, and it’s enlightening the people who 

have been sitting in the dark for a long time. 

LB  Okay, what do you think that you as an individual are contributing to ACDT? 

BM  My energy.  Um, my character.  Things that have been passed down to me, what 

I’ve learned.  Um, it’s interesting that people look at me and they figure that I’m 

not shy and I am.  Um, that Brother Marcus has taught me well and I still feel that 

I don’t know half the things that he knows.  That, um, he has faith in me and he 

seems to believe that I am ready to lead and I still think that I need to follow.  

Um, I am one of many that make up the whole.  I think my part is what it is.  It’s a 

part, it’s a piece.  Do I make up ACDT?  Uh uh.  Could I replace?  Uh uh.  Do I 

think that I am the master teacher?  Uh uh.  I still feel that I am a part of a 

community slash company and I bring my level of energy to everyone else’s 

energy and we just vibe off each other.  So I just figure, as a part of a family, I 

just bring what I have and it’s from there that everything else comes into play. 

LB  So you view ACDT as, as an extended family? 

BM  Pretty much.  I mean, they are. 

LB  Why? 

BM  Because, when I’m with them, what I’ve learned from them, and how I am 

embraced and treated, it’s like one of the family, and that’s how the community 

looks at each other, like, we don’t slap each other or shake each other’s hands.  

Instead, we’re hugging.  We’re joking.  We’re laughing, you know.  We’re having 

a good time.  We’re dancing and we’re vibing.  That’s what families do.  Every 
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Tuesday and Saturday.  So newcomers come.  It’s just like, you know, new parts 

of the whole.  New parts of the family. 

LB  I think that we’re done. 

BM  Really!  Hm. 

LB  I’m sure I’ll be calling you back with questions. 
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