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DIVERSITY

ow many times have you gone to a poetry spot

and the house was packed with faces of diversity?

You know.... the Black, the White, the Red and

the Brown, etc... Well, we often do not

experience diversity within the poetry
community, unless you are going to the National Poetry
Slams, or perhaps going to a few spots in NYC. To talk
about what we feel is a serious topic in the world of poetry,
we contacted four poets from different backgrounds to get
their opinion on this situation. We contacted spoken soul duo
Mahogany Dust (DNA and Gi-Twice), two time HBO Def
Poet Steve Connell, South Asian Canadian poet Sheniz
Janmohamed, and Founder of Spoken Soul Festival Deborah
Magdalena. These poets are amazing. LetOs bnd out about

their experiences and their thoughts on DIVERSITY.
Interviewed by Floyd Boykin Jr.

SV: How long have you been SHENIZ JANMOHAMED: Ten

performing poetry? years. | started in high school drama
class and haven't stopped since!

STEVE CONNELL: My earliest
memories of performing my poetry are MAHOGANY DUST: (DNA)

1994 or so. | graduated UCLA in 2000 Almost 13 years now(Gi-Twice)l've
and following a performance of my been singing since age 3 and writing

poetry | went to New York to work on since 8 or 9years old."
my one man show O40 Days.O There |

performed at and won my prst slam at SV: How important is it to you having
the Nuyorican Poets CafZ. a very diverse audience?

DEBORAH MAGDALENA: SINCE DEBORAH MAGDALENA:

2001 Extremely. | want my work, my
words, my poetry, to speak
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DIVERSITY

to your soul regardless of where you a mixed crowd, and people's reactions

are from, your sexual preference or  depend on their own personal
gender. Love is love. Healing is experiences and cultural backgrounds.

healing. It's an incredible experience to perform

Olt's an incredible experience to perform in front of
diverse audiences because it proves how universal
poetry can be-- the same poem can resonate very
differently depending on where it is recited, and
who it is recited to.O - Sheniz Janmohamed

in front of diverse audiences because it

STEVE CONNELL: [1tOs important to proves how universal poetry can be--
me that the work is heard and felt by the same poem can resonate very

those who hear it. It is a point of pride differently depending on where it is
to feel that as a general rule my work recited, and who it is recited to. It is

connects with everyone regardless of humbling-- it is a reminds us that
background. What | write is very much despite our differences, we are all

my experience and point of view but I human, and we share similar concerns.
write in the hopes it resonates with you I'm also exposed to different

regardless of your experience or communities and cultures, which is

background, and for the most partit  important because it allows me to learn

seems to. more about the global society we live
in.

SHENIZ JANMOHAMED: Living
in the multicultural city of Toronto, it's SV: How does your culture impact

impossible not to have a diverse your art form?

audience. One week I'm performing in

a church where the attendees are MAHOGANY DUST (DNA): It
mostly African Canadian Christians  4\ides meaningful content to write

and the next week I'm performing for  apout. | feel great when I'm healing,
an audience of Pakistani Muslim especially my culture.

immigrants. Oftentimes the audience is
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MAHOGANY DUST (G-TWICE): |

agree with DNA. | also feel our mu
IS universal so having a dive

audience will prove that messag
being hear

DEBORAH MAGDALENA: It

debnitely gives it a special [3are
Ravor. | am a proud Puerto Rit

woman. There is no denying tha
walk it, talk it, dance it, eat it, and li

it. Itiswholam. | donOtsee it
separate thing. ItOs just me.

naturally itOs all over my wa

SHENIZ JANMOHAMED: It
depends on the intention of the pie

my culture and identity is [3ul
Sometimes my poems address

nationality or faith, sometimes tr
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address my Kenyan heritage. It cc

be a combination of all my identiti
or just one: being human. My wc

tries to address this dichotomy-- t
does one remain grounded in hume

while staying rooted in their traditic
culture/ancestry/faith? The fact is,

don't have to choose. Identit
simultaneou:

STEVE CONNELL: My work is ar

extension of me and as such who |
affects my work. | believe that

writers, our job is to access our tr
and to let the experiences and pe

that have shaped us, shape our v
As such, who | am, where | come fr¢

what | was given and deprived,
family and friends all make an imp

on the work | create. That said, wht
think about my Nana, it is her cook

and her songs that | am consciou
and not her homeland. My mothe

liberal and was raised Catholic ¢
those factors, along with her work e

and her temper are more signibcal
who | am then the fact she is wh

SV: What techniques do you use
your poetry to break racial barrie

SHENIZ JANMOHAMED:
Speaking from the heart and be

honest with my expression. Audien
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and readers can identify with

authenticity, despite their racial
differences. When it comes to content,

| don't shy away from that which | see
as injustice. | address it and call it out.

The problem with racism today is that
it is often hidden, which makes it

harder to recognize.

MAHOGANY DUST: (DNA) | make
sure that my content applies to all

races. (Gi-Twice) ...and | try to tackle
concepts that affect us all as people.”

DEBORAH MAGDALENA: |am

bluntly honest and speak to and about

the human condition. Regardless of

where we are from or where we grew _ _
up, we all bleed the same, have the shocked to hear this and certainly

. . unsettled. Another poet, Sekou
same spiritual and physical needs. We _
are all connected somehow - we are all Andrews, who is black, and one of the

Percest and most highly respected poets

on the scene, as well as being one of

my closest friends, was called out for
esticking up for me, and supporting me.

His reasoning was that | was dope. He

human, so | relate to the heart.

STEVE CONNELL: | remember
being on tour years ago. | was the whit

guy and everyone else was black and | _
had been hired as the director. My argued that if | was a weak poet, then

understanding was and is that | got the Y°" could suggest | got the job because

job solely because the people who hired Was White. He said though that | was
me thought | was the best one for the one of the hottest poets on the tour, and

job. Along the way | discovered that some would argue the hottest, and as

several of the poets felt | had been put long as he felt certaln.that my tglent
in the position of power because | was ensured | was deserving of the job that

white. One told me so directly. | was was good enough for him.
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|IOve never consciously thought of innovative the creation will be. Instead

techniques to break racial barriers. But of having a showcase of diverse poets
as the story and many other experienceperforming individual sets, put a

have taught me, the surest way for me Spanish speaking poet with an English
to break racial barriers and win a crowd speaking poet and ask them to write

over is to blaze every time | hit the mic. and perform something together- see
In the rare times, 10ve felt like the what happens with the piece and how

crowd was against me because | was each can act as a "creative translator".
white, IOve also felt like they got over it

if | was dope. | put my energy daily DEBORAH MAGDALENA: Simply
into being a better writer and performer being and staying open. | just got back

and in the end that wins out. to Miami after being in NYC for 10

Ol want my work to always be able to hit a nerve or
speak to the soul of the woman from Kansas, as
well as the Japanese school teacher and young
single dad from harlem.O Deborah Magdalena

SV: What do you think could be done days. Although I grew up in NYC, |
differently to bridge the gap between never performed my poetry there. | am

different cultures in poetry? still buzzing with the energy | received
from all venues, hosts, poets and
MAHOGANY DUST: (DNA) By promoters. Yes, there is drama and

maybe having more interracial poetry differences everywhere, but their open

shows. (Gi-Twice) Yeah and maybe hearts allowed for me to share my work
creating more diversibed poetry groups and Kill it each time. There is enough

and slam teams showing there can be room for many poets to share the

unity when working together."” limelight, feature spot, and the mic! |
think the more welcoming and

SHENIZ JANMOHAMED: supportive we all are, the more we can

Collaborations. We really have to all get paid while positively impacting

engage with each other and understandour community.

each other. The more we know and
work together, the more nuanced and (continued on page 47)
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(continued from page 28)

SV: Do you feel that

there isnOt enough
diversity within our

craft?

STEVE CONNELL:
How can there not be?

Poetry is spoken the
world over. Poetry is our

voice. | think poetry is
one of the rare things

that is truly of us all.
Poetry and comedy and

DIVERSITY

craft. What | mean

by this is that we
have to expand the

opportunities for
spoken word artists

from diverse
backgrounds, as

well as perform in
more diverse

venues.

MAHOGANY
DUST: (Gi-Twice)

art in general, is where all of us turn | honestly feel that it is, we just don't
In our lowest or holiest moments. We see it, especially not in the media so

look to it to speak for us, when we  we may think it doesn't exigDNA)
canOt speak for ourselves. At funerald feel there isnOt enough diversity

and weddings. In times of love, war, because poetry has a unspoken

and politics, poetry is there. Our stereotype.
voice is something that no one but us
can take from us and it is when DEBORAH MAGDALENA:

someone tries to take our voice, that Spoken word is poetry meant to be
our voice is most often heard. | know spoken. Poetry is literature. So if

poets of every possible race, you think about it, the real craft we
background, color, religion, or point are talking about is literature, which |

of view. There may be many things do believe is very diverse and has a

lacking in poetry, but in my wide audience. Now if you are
experience diversity is not one of strictly speaking of spoken word, |
them. believe it is an acquired taste and a

stylized art form that many can not
SHENIZ JANMOHAMED: Idon't relate to. Like most things in life,

feel that there isn't enough diversity spoken word still has much more
within the craft, | think there aren't ~ room for growth. Strictly based on

enough diverse opportunities for the the poets | have seen perform, in
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my humble opinion, too many poets  market. If you want to expand then

have similar themes, and monotone, you may have to write differently.
staccato styles. It can even get old for (Gi-Twice) | agree, it depends on

me at times. Yet | am very hopeful your target market. If you choose to
that this is changing. There are poets write for one group only, it can be

that are such great performers they areseen as being boxed. At the end of the
beyond an open mic. There are day, it's what makes you comfortable

theater. If more spoken word artists as a performer."
expand their writing styles and topics,

perhaps even dare to take acting STEVE CONNELL: Nope. Everyone
classes, movement classes, MUSIC,  haaqs to have their voices, their

etc... it will give them more tools to heroes, the people who speak to them
enhance their writing skills and

Olf there is a gap between people, poetry is what
bridges it. Nothing brings us closer then poetry and
art.O - Steve Connell

performance skills. | still take various or for them when they cannot speak
workshops and | am always seeking tofor themselves. That said | think the

learn, grow and improve. Once all all most important thing for our work, is
of us spoken word artists collectively that itOs honest and writing for one

do this, | feel we will bnd more group all the time seems like writing

diversity. This art form is truly color  one style all the time, or one topic. |

blind and sexless. That is not the love to write love poems but |

issue. | think itOs the danger we face wouldnOt want to write only love

of monotony. poems. It feels limiting, or boring, and
| think as we are alive our voice is

SV: s there anything wrong with alive arld both things must evolve. |

writing primarily for a certain group think itOs far more likely though that

of people all the time? an artist writes from who they are and

what concerns them, and if they do

MAHOGANY DUST: (DNA) No it that, it will resonate with a group and
depends if you are comfortable in that in that way anthems and audiences
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are created. In addition, we canOt
control what happens to our work

after we release it to the public. As a
result work not written for a group,

can be embraced by a group, and
celebrated. For me | donOt write for a

certain group. | do hope and often
times expect that a certain piece will

resonate, and often times it does. If
anything, | suppose when there is a

thought of audience, it comes in the

DIVERSITY

but | was always taught to write prst

and think about audience/readership
afterwards. If you write with an

audience in mind, it can stil3e and
limit the creative process. That said,

there are people who will identify
with your work more than others, and

that will determine your primary
audience/readership. Some

performers/writers feel close to a
particular cause, which will move

them in the direction of performing
for a particular audience. | don't see

anything wrong with that. If,
however, you're writing to gain the

approval or support of a particular
audience, you're not being true to

your own expression. Part of being
true to your voice is to accept/

anticipate rejection.

DEBORAH MAGDALENA: No.
Not if your goal is to always speak

and touch a certain group of people.
There is nothing wrong with a choice

a person makes, if it is made from
their heart and with the intensions of

reverse, as in: Ol wonder which group positively empowering and impacting

will feel this poem. Which person will
claim this piece as his own? | canOt

wait to Pnd out for whom | wrote this
piece.O

SHENIZ JANMOHAMED: To
each their own audience/readership-
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a specibc community. Now if they do

it just because they are lazy and are
not serious about being a professional

artist, then that is different. Then in
that case... get off the mic and give

some other poet that slot!
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Ol actually feel more comfortable in front of a
cultural diverse group.O
- DNA from Mahogany Dust

Sheniz Janmohamed Performance Artist and Founder of
Booking Info: shenizpoetics@gmail.com Spoken Soul Festival. Coming soon....
To order Bleeding Light new album OFUNKDALENA: The

www.tsarbooks.com

Website: www.myspace.com/ Life and Times of a Poetry Diva.O
shenizpoetics Produced by The Brass King.

FB: Sheniz Janmohamed, Twitter: Photos by Susan Alvarezlatp://
sheniz Www.susanalvarez.com

Mahogany Dust Steven Connell

WWW.MAHOGANYDUST.NET
For booking info please call For booking:
404.997.2174%r visit our website. steve@stevenconnell.com

Website isvww.stevenconnell.com
Deborah Magdalena Both SteveOs book Better Bound and
www.deborahmagdalena.com CD Intimate Nature of Knife Fightre
Follow @DeborahMag available on his websité

bookings@deborahmagdalena.com
www.deborahmagdalena.com

www.twitter.com/deborahmag

Spoken Soul Festival 2012

SAVE THE DATE
March 30 - April 1 2012

Spoken Soul Festivals a 3 day festival that supports women artists to
transform them from novice to professional artist. The festival was inspire

WomenArts and their celebration of the international annual holiday SWA
Day (Support Women Artists NOW).

www.spokensoulfestival.com
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