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Greetings Alumni, Family, and Friends:
In a world where Black people are often denied the right to narrate their own
stories, Black playwrights and musical composers have consistently used the theater
medium to highlight the beauty and diversity of the Black experience. Whether it is
Lorraine Hansberry’s Raisin in the Sun or Ntozake Shange’s for colored girls who have
considered suicide/when the rainbow is enuf, Black theater has never failed to serve
as an outlet for the creativity and artistry of a people who have been tried and tested
but never defeated.
Historically, black people have had a complicated relationship to the stage, particularly
in America. Popularized during the mid-nineteenth century, blackface minstrel shows
were built upon problematic, stereotype-ridden conceptions of blackness. These
theatrical productions, which consistently portrayed blacks as lazy, buffoonish, and
stupid, were unabashed tools of white supremacy. But just as the theater genre was
used to showcase propagandic art that bolstered America’s system of racial injustice,
it has also been weaponized in the struggle for black liberation. From William Wells
Brown’s The Escape; or, A Leap For Freedom (the first play officially published by
an African-American) to Berry Gordy’s Motown: The Musical, the theater venue has
consistently been a space of celebration and a site of collective healing for black people.
(Continued on the next page)
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The stories we have told on stages across the country and around the world have helped us process our pain and
better understand our humanity—in all its messy, complicated glory.
Throughout tonight’s concert, “Théȃtre Noir: A Tribute to Black Theater,” you heard and experienced music and
readings drawn from plays and musicals written and composed by black people. While we are well aware that
black stories have been beautifully narrated in theater productions outside of the realm of “Black theater,” we truly
believe that black stories told by black people possess a power that is simply unmatched. The theater shows we paid
tribute to tonight dealt with a wide range of issues, but the underlying thread running throughout them all was
their unapologetic celebration of the beauty, resilience, and sheer strength of black people. For so long, they have
tried to stop us. They have enslaved us, beat us, raped us, killed us—all in hopes that we would give up and accept a
subjugated position in society. But we haven’t stopped. We haven’t given up. Why? We can’t. We’re much too good at
surviving to do that.
Thank you so much joining us in celebrating the rich artistic heritage of Black theater—and for being a part of yet
another amazing year of Kuumba. Serving as president of this remarkable organization has truly been the greatest
honor of my life. I will truly miss you all!
All the best,
Marcus Granderson, Class of 2018
President of the Kuumba Singers of Harvard College
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Kuumbabe Reflections
Cambridge Beating Response
Ruva Chigwedere '21
An unarmed black man, naked, under the influence,
Was brought to the ground by Police and Repeatedly
Beaten until a pool of his blood drowned the sidewalk
Red.
I walk into my room after midnight, after crying and lamenting
All day, after getting through work, smiling through game night,
Convincing myself that I forgot the fear. I think I am okay.
But I cannot turn the light off. I cannot bring myself to
Breathe until I’ve checked under the bed, in the closet, by the
Blindspot of my 4th floor window for somebody, anybody,
A policeman trying to hurt me, and even then breath is shallow.
The cop lights paint the white canvas of my knuckles red and blue,
My grip, on the steering wheel tight, on reality tepid. My heart stops
Halfway as I reach for my wallet. Fuck! I am going to die because
I forgot the number one rule: announce your actions. Survival instinct
Kicks in. Talk white. Act white. Be white. I overexplain, overnarrate,
Overshare so that the cop can detect my high-pitched, not-threatening
Tone, so he can see that I am a good black. I talk away the black on my
Skin, I talk away the the black and blue, talk away the blue and red lights
Flashing away. But the black and blue and red and black still suffocate
My lungs.
The faces flash by me as I walk through campus; they’re unassuming
Unaffected, unafraid, unafflicted by the curse of this skin. I am
Afraid, but no one else is. I am in danger, but they aren’t paying
Attention. My blood is screaming inside me, but they aren’t listening.
His blood is screaming “JESUS!” but they don’t care.
“I’m sorry.” I apologize to the concerned barista who stares as
I break down at the counter of a coffee shop. “Bad PMS. I’m sorry.”
I’m sorry.
I’m sorry.
I’m sorry that they cannot see you. I’m sorry that only we can.
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We

Elijah Christopher De’Vaughn, II '21

“We hold these truths to be self-evident,” proclaimed the Declaration of Independence. “We, the
people,” read the United States Constitution. The former, a document that served as the impetus for the creation
of a new nation, and the latter, a document that served to delineate how this new nation would be governed, both
putting great emphasis on the notion of ‘We’. With this single-syllable, seemingly trivial pronoun, the leaders of
our nation said so much: the founders proclaimed that the United States would be a land rooted in collectivism,
focused on brotherhood, prophesizing that comradery was the highest maxim. Yet there was another clause in the
United States Constitution that worked to divide rather than unify: “ ‘For both taxes and representation, five free
persons were to be counted as equivalent to three other persons’” (Fields 99). Regardless of what the euphemisms
“free persons” and “other persons” described, this very clause in the Constitution illumined that the United States
would not be the collective it claimed to be: that there was not a collectively free people, but rather free people
and other persons. Time would soon tell that Blacks would not be included in the ‘We’ that prefaced United States’
civilization. Blacks were the “other” who had an origin dissimilar to their European masters. In this new nation,
“White men held these truths to be self-evident that all white men were created equal.” White men were the ‘We’
to which the founding documents of our nation referred, Blacks, as dehumanized slaves, were reduced to “they.”
A fundamental truth of life is that one cannot do it alone. The premise of the individual is oxymoronic
in nature, for one cannot be an individual without a community. By speaking about one’s past experiences, one’s
present emotions, and one’s future desires with another human being, he grants himself the opportunity to wear the
experiences, emotions, and desires of his spirit on his sleeve—to speak the inner workings of his soul into existence,
affirming his humanity and his life. The function of slavery was to desocialize the black man, ripping him away from
community and thereby rendering him to “social death” (Brown 1233). Yet Blacks refused to be alienated. They
developed their own ‘We.’ They created fragile families, makeshift churches, unique dances, Negro spirituals,
and even their own revolutions. And all of these things worked to create a ‘We’ stronger than any seen before:
“Because of [slaves’] formal isolation and liminality, they were acutely sensitive to the
reality of community” (Brown 1248). In this vein, Blacks of the early United States developed a
collective identity that allowed for each slave to manifest his own individuality: some slaves were
preachers, others singers, some the “mother who cared for everyone,” few the revered sages. The
predicament experienced by blacks did not render them socially dead, but stirred within them the upmost life.
The ‘We’ Blacks like Sojourner Truth, Fredrick Douglass, Nat Turner, and so many more created has
beat on throughout history. The ‘We’ from the plantations of 1850 is the same ‘We’ from 1960 that charged the
march on Selma, the freedom rides in Birmingham, and even the first sit-in at Woolworth department store.
There is a through line in history that cannot be ignored: Blacks have forever been entangled in stories of
slavery and freedom, so often being enslaved in the American ‘We’ and finding freedom in the ‘We’ they create.
Of course, I would be remiss if I did not acknowledge the progress the nation has made. There is no
de jure dehumanization, subjugation, or marginalization: the ‘We’ prophesized in our founding documents
seems to emphasize an all-inclusive, national community. But perhaps Blacks are simply excluded from
the United States in more discrete, de facto ways: Ed Johnson, L.D. Nelson, Elias Clayton, Cordie Cheek,
Maceo Snipes, Lamar Smith, black men who died from inhumane lynches, can be seen in Trayvon
Martin, Mike Brown, Sandra Bland, Eric Garner, Walter Scott, and Freddie Gray, black men and women who
died from extreme police brutality. The only difference between the #BlackLivesMatter movement and Bacon’s
Rebellion is the year they began. There still might be two different conceptions of ‘We’ in the United States;
there still might be a difference between free persons and others, between lives that matter and lives that don’t.
Once I was discussing the journey of African people to America, and in talking about the African
people, I said, “When we came over––.” Yet I quickly stopped and corrected myself saying, “When they came over
to America.” But I now realize that I retracted my statement in vain. As I walk through the hallowed grounds of
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We (cont'd.)
Harvard, I walk by residential houses named after men who enslaved my forefathers. I walk into yards named after
men who contrived the theory of polygenesis. In Cambridge commons, I walk the same path my forefathers Titus
and Venus walked before they were burned alive. The ‘We’ Blacks created then is the very reason why I can walk the
path I do today: their refusing to be alienated and focus on community allowed their great great great great great great
grandchildren the opportunity to have the privileges that “slaves” were not worthy of. Any instance when I call my
ancestors “they” I fall into the hellish mindset of those that tried so hard to exclude my people from “We, the people.”
So, from this point forward, I will always say “We” when discussing my
forefathers. For in doing so, I acknowledge how their resilience allowed me to live the life I am
leading. More importantly, however, when I utter the word ‘We,’ I give my ancestors a chance
to vicariously live a life that is freer than theirs was—that they fought so hard for me to have.

Anonymous

Untitled.

My name is Mario and my life began with a twist. My mother, a woman who had been informed that
she could never have a natural birth, began feeling contractions on the way to her pre-scheduled C-section.
My father, a man who had never even earned a parking ticket, swerved into the 1989 Honda Accord in an
attempt to avoid a car accident that had just occurred. As my mother tried to stay calm, and my father failed
to stay calm, a stout man stepped outside of the other totaled car. Instead of berating my parents for their
driving or calling the police, he extended his hand and introduced himself. Dr. Andrews, was his name,
and he was a gynecologist that had just retired a mere five minutes before. According to my parents, he had
begun his day with the intention of never delivering another baby again. It was there, on the side of a busy
road that I was born. I fell into the arms of a retired doctor, in a car totaled by a careful driver, on a street
corner two minutes away from the hospital, to a mother who was supposed to be incapable of natural birth.
From that moment on I was a walking contradiction. I was nicknamed “Smalls” and grew to be 6 foot 8
inches. I failed tests in school that everyone aced and aced tests that everyone else failed. I grew a full beard one
full year before my voice dropped. I was the first to the finish line but always last to class. I loved the rain but hated
drizzle. My favorite month was December but my least favorite holiday was Christmas. With me, nothing was as
it seemed. Like my birth, every story I starred in had some sort of twist at the end. I was unique… Until I wasn’t.
That day, I was walking back to my house alone with my airpods nestled inside my ear. “Be Free” by
J.Cole had just come on when I saw the blue lights. Before I knew what was happening, the red and white
doors swung open and I was surrounded by four police officers. They shouted commands but all I could hear
were the lyrics about freedom. I copied the motions I had seen on TV as dozen times. I spread my legs apart,
I raised my hands over my head, and I bowed my head in submission. I could feel their stares on me. I was
experiencing the type of hypervisibility and invisibility that my black skin always brought. I was the
object of their anger, their hatred. But it wasn’t me they were really seeing. They weren’t seeing Mario Jackson,
the walking contraction. No. To them, I was not a person so much as a personification of their fear. I was a
6’ 8” black man. I fit the description. In the end there was nothing I could do. As they moved closer towards
me shouted louder I raised my hands higher and bowed my head lower. I tried to shrink myself, mold myself
into what they wanted to see. But once white people see you as one thing, it becomes your identity. In those
moments, I stopped being Mario and started being a threat.. The images of dead black bodies flashed across
my eyes and I began to realize that those bodies and mine looked awfully similar. I don’t know when I knew
what would happen to me. Maybe I alwaysknew. Being a black person in America comes with a lot of truths
that one learns sooner or later. That night I learned that my name was unimportant. I learned that, while my
birth began with a twist my life ended in the most typical way. I was an exception right until the first shot fired.
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The Jungle Where I'm From

I am African American
Wandering in this jungle of hypocrisy
Living to die
And dying to live
In a prison of disillusionment
Fearing the oh-so faultless, casualness of my walk
Rattled behind chains of misunderstandings and misinterpretations
And feeling the air tighten its grip on my freedom
and the ability to appreciate my graduation of the inexplicable oppression and frustrations of
my brothers and my sisters
I am African American
I embark in this jungle where free thoughts are mere conspiracies of race
Where free walks are deliberate acts of murder meditations
Where my cousins can be pinned down to a target of a sharp single shooter
Where we are walking casualties In a prejudiced open field
I am African American
I live in a jungle where the expense of my life is paid by a slogan... "Black Lives Matter"
Where the ticket of acceptability is 3 little words chanted by many
Where we're forced to protest and fight and stand and die
just to have the same liberties of the common white male
I am African American
Suppressed in this jungle where we are subjects to the subliminal, ideological, ill-painted lives of
our youth
Where it's easier to see a black male with sagging pants and a gun than it is with him holding 2
diplomas and a valedictorian chord to match
Where it's more accessible to shame the teenage black mother
than to uplift her from the misogynistic choke hold of society she has fallen victim to
I am African American
In this 21st century jungle where revolution HAS to be televised
Where anything secondary to revolutionary shall not exist
Where the bondage of a race has to be so close knit so that not even an eyelash can slip
through
Where a trending topic has way more relevance than a webster's dictionary in a national
semi-final spelling bee
Where social media defines our time of incarceration on our minds and there is an inevitable
defeat of the confined mentalities we shall suscept to extermination
It's the jungle where I'm from... Because I am African American
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I don't drink

I don’t drink

When people have asked, I’ve come up with
A kaleidoscope of explanations,
A dizzying, rotating display of excuses.
“I hate the smell”
“I can have fun sober”
“I’m already a mess dry, it only gets worse from here”
But, really, the truth is
I don’t drink
Because I am already drunk
I don’t need beer to feel sick to my stomach, lightheaded and dizzy--the fear of seeing flashing
lights as I walk home alone without my ID does that
I don’t need Absolut to be worried that my English will slip up and I’ll end up handcuffed in a cell
I don’t need Grey Goose to wonder if I’ll wake up face down in a ditch
I don’t need Hennessy when the barrel of a policeman’s gun is already loaded and willing to give
me a shot
I don’t drink
Not due to any of the excuses I always have on hand
But because being black in America is its own kind of drunk

Chinaza Ochi '19

Stagnant

Stagnant. As her pen tapped the table in the tune of the clock she couldn’t help but think of how stagnant
her life had become. She had been so focused on one thing and one thing only, get in, get the degree,
get out, that she had neglected everything else. All around her people were developing from the messy,
awkward freshmen they had entered as to a less messy, if not put together, adult. They were
navigating the murky waters of life and redirecting the current into an ocean of possibilities. But she?
She was the exact same as she had been coming in, inexperienced, unexposed and still harboring
deeply-seethed wounds that she still found hard to express other than to stare critically, a challenge lost
on whoever noticed to dig deeper. Where was her coming of age? Where were the wild nights to look
back on with rose-colored nostalgia of the good times, a feeling of warmth for the colder nights? Instead
she had memorized the grooves in her desk, the way her chair was slightly imbalanced and the piles and
piles of paper and assignments that never seemed to end. She remembered the grades she had gotten,
many the cause of frustrated tears, but who was there to console her? Where was the lover that may have
later broke her heart but was the ray of sunshine, the fire that burned within her when things were good?
Outside of over-hammered equations, what wisdom would she take out of this place, what friends? Four
years and she still wasn’t quite sure who she was outside of school. She looked down noticing for the first
time she was wearing the same outfit from the first week of college except it didn’t quite fit the same,
her rolls pushing against the cotton confines, evidence of how she had also let her health deteriorate.
Her tapping had ceased unaware to her, her thoughts a temporary inhibition of motor functions. She
looked up to see she had missed a section of information that she probably wouldn’t need outside the next
exam, information that till now she had placed the upmost importance on. But what good was excelling
academically if she was failing in all other aspects of her life? She had spent her whole life
trying to stay afloat failing to realize that nothing great ever came from bobbing in stagnant waters.
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Excuse Me

“You are so beautiful. ‘Scuse me, ‘scuse me, ‘scuse me…”
This summer, I learned how to lift weights. Learned how to love the swell of my stomach because a
“tummy-firming diet” does not allow for honey in my tea or butter on my toast. Learned that color is
too heavy to carry, it must be worn.
When you called out to me across the Lowe’s parking lot, sitting next to your friend on the display
porch swing, shame scorched my bare shoulders. The spaghetti straps holding up my black dress disintegrated in the heat. I was naked.
I joked to my friend later, a frown on my face: “I should add more garbage bags to my wardrobe.”
I continued walking, defiance clothed in silence and a raised chin, my feet refusing to wait for the words
“bitch” or “whore” chomping at their heels. My arms ached with the bruises left by invisible hands
marking this object as possession, the label “FRAGILE: HANDLE WITH CARE” already ripped from
sensitive skin.
My mixed existence understands the necessity of solidarity. I’ve found belonging in the fight against its
absence. But when my head whips around in search of unfettered mouths and lustful eyes, I see brown
faces. The soldiers I drafted to protect me from inadvertent slights, from ignorant white, falter when
confronted with these old friends in enemy lines. They tell me, “These are our brothers.”
Fear censored my voice. Fear of expulsion from the resilient community of color I discovered sprouting
within concrete cracks. I am allowed to raise my hands in mock surrender as cities burn. I am allowed
to lie on church steps, my face angled at a broken sky.
I am not allowed to talk about this.
But I alone cannot shoulder a guilt shared by many women of color as I walk past brown faces, as I
tense under clothing that hugs this body I’ve learned to love. Because our teeth are bared at the hands
touching our hair without permission. Because our tears are reflected in the bullets piercing our skin.
Because we cannot accept the abuse of brown bodies no matter the color of the offender.
And this is my unsilencing.
You complicated my struggle to connect with the roots of generations that I traced in the wrinkles of
black hands. You shoved me deeper into a fissure forged by my own fear and vulnerability, trapped
between my cultural identity and those within it who push me away. We cry out, confronting a white
block of oppression, but refuse to acknowledge straining tensions among our people; it is dangerous to
turn around and reprimand our own. But I cannot ignore the brokenness at our backs as our collective
voice calls for deliverance.
Because right now, I hear your voice.
“You are so beautiful. ‘Scuse me, ‘scuse me, ‘scuse me…”
No, my brother, you are not excused.
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Miela Foster '21

Pretty, girl

Sweetheart you're pretty, girl
You're just not a pretty girl,
You're the one with beautiful personality
You're the one with the contagious smile,
No, not the girl on the magazine,
Not the blonde in every man's dream
Sweetheart you're smart, girl
You're just not a smart girl,
You're the one everyone questions
You're the girl who they assume to be the dumb one
No, not the perfect scorer,
Yes the passionate performer
Sweetheart you're nice, girl
You're just not a nice girl,
You're one oozing confidence
Not yes mam’, yes sir kinda girl
But girl who knows and who is aware
Yes, they'll be jealous of your diligent care
Sweetheart you're black, girl
See, you’re that one sun kissed pearl,
Bred from a simple grain of hope
You are the anointed earl
So tell me, how you gonna change the world?
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New Do

The other day, Facebook reminded me of a profile picture I set on September 27th, 2014. I sat crosslegged on a grassy spot between apple trees wearing pink shorts and a grey tank top with the Converse logo
across my chest. Consistent with this egregious free advertising, I sported my favorite every day grey
converse with bright blue laces. Patches of late summer sunlight squeezed between leaves to interrupt the
shade in which I sat. I grinned into the camera with my head tilting to one side. The occasion was an apple
picking outing with my dorm during which the apples themselves only served as half of the attraction. The
green backdrops still blessedly untouched by fall’s ruddying fingers were perfect for the profile pictures we
had set out to create.
When the picture first came up, I immediately recalled the circumstances surrounding its setup.
However, I had a hard time remembering whether this expedition had taken place in my sophomore or
junior year. My short, meticulously rounded afro pulled away from my face by a headband gave the answer.
On June 10th that summer, my father had clipped away years of relaxed hair, leaving me with barely a few
centimeters of fluffy natural growth. I hadn’t had such short hair since I was a baby. Why, then, had I
decided after a single year in the US that I unequivocally needed my hair cut? To remember, of course.
When I started my boarding school, my dark brown relaxed hair came just past my shoulders. I had
never put much effort into learning how to style it, so most days I wore it in a ponytail or loosely pulled
back with a headband. At some point in that first year, I found myself having to clarify to a non-black friend
that my hair didn’t just grow that way. They asked me what I did to make my hair as straight as it was and
I attempted to explain relaxer (colloquially called perm in my home country). I quickly came to realize
that had probably never discussed black hair before. Eventually, they asked why I bothered to relaxed my
hair anyway. To make it more manageable, of course. What was my natural hair like? I had no response. I
couldn’t remember.
Having used either texturizer or relaxer since I was ten years old, I had more or less completely
forgotten what it was like to have natural hair. I re-did my roots so religiously that I only just about had time
to notice their appearance before I chemically tamed them too. I couldn’t even fathom what it would feel
like to run my fingers through natural hair. What was my curl pattern? Did I even have one? The personal
questions that I couldn’t answer plagued me for only a short time. I decided to address my memory problem
by remembering. Photos of my younger self sporting long, fat plaits or voluminous puffs would not suffice.
The painful memory of getting my hair cornrowed every weekend for school would not suffice. In some
ways, I wanted more than to remember my natural hair. I wanted to experience it in the present. And so, I
stopped retouching my roots and fabricated a loose transitioning plan.
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New Do (cont'd)
Once I arrived home, my transitioning plan evaporated. Unwilling to navigate combing through a
mixture of natural and relaxed hair, I complained to my father. “Well, find me a scissors and I’ll cut it.” I had
known that cutting my hair would have to happen at some point. It followed logically that the straight ends
of my hair would have to go. And yet, I was still shocked when I felt my hair slide down my shoulders as my
father buzzed my head.
Since that afternoon where I lost most of my hair as I sat perched on a stool looking at the mango
trees in my backyard, I haven’t returned to the fat, lengthy plaits of my youth. However, I finally remember. I
live for watching freshly washed curls fall over my forehead. I get to tug my fingers through tangles that
appear after sleeping bareheaded on a cotton pillow. I’ve been learning how to cornrow tighter and neater.
I’ve worn braids a few times. Relaxed hair was fun while it lasted, but I’m happy for the new memories laid
down after my big chop.

The Fleeting Identity

Pamela Adaugo Nwakanma, PhD Candidate, Government
A lover of language
A believer in truths
A lover of culture
A believer in hope
A lover of life
A believer in love
I am Igbo
I am Nigerian
I am Black
I am Brown
I am Woman
I am Human
All of these despite being truths are fleeting
They even have the audacity to be contested
I am human until the day I die
The only aspect of my being that remains is my soul
I truly am the Soul that lives within
One might question the very foundation of identity
Another might answer that the only constant in life is change
But who is the creator of change?
My God is
Thus, the only constant is God
I am a child of God
I am a believer in that which remains
My soul is the divine creation of God
This, indeed, is the only truth of my being that remains eternally
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An open letter to the word “was”

You worm your way into our sentences,
Trying to fill the places where “is” used to be
But leaving us with an emptiness threatening to swallow us whole.
There is no beauty in death.
I find no solace in the pages of eulogies,
Or in the dirt of burial mounds.
When I cough out “was” in place “is”
Part of me understands what it’s like to vomit up a razor
and feel it hurt every inch of the way out—
Choking on blood, drowning in the knowledge that
so much life
flows through all of the wrong places.
When I say I’m slowly coming to grips with the knowledge
that I will outlive so many of the people I hold dear,
I mean, I am learning that
in death we forfeit all of the things we called our own in life.
When someone dies, their “is” Dr. Jekylls into “was”
Like, his name, was J****.
As if by dying, his name is somehow less worthy of being spoken
His name, no longer his.
The memories, no longer ours.
And yet…after you died.
We would sit there, groups of friends in the dining hall,
a handle of vodka, and a bottle of wine,
sampling the sweet taste of procrastination
until the sun was born from the horizon again—
My vision blurry, from alcohol, or fatigue, or both
None of us wanting to be the first to say goodbye,
As if by prolonging the inevitable
We could build our own eternity from the bodies of wasted extensions and overdue problem sets—
And besides,
we’ve said too many goodbyes already—
And again, you were there.
And we turned your “was”, back to “is”—
And you laughed with us.
And you drank with us.
And you reminded us, that in death, there is no “then.”
Only now.
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Remembrance

I only think sad thoughts
Even with a smile on my face, a pep in my step, all I can think of is sad thoughts
Bad thoughts
Thoughts that make me want to close my eyes
Shake my head
Scream
Anything to make them stop
I think God forgot something when he made me
He forgot to add the sugar to balance out the sour
He forgot to add the sweetness to balance out the bitter
He must have forgotten some thing
Because I don’t feel whole
I don’t feel complete
I don’t feel grounded
Even with the weight of the world on my shoulders I still float
Tethered to a fickle idea of what life could be
But those are on my bad days
It’s just that the bad days feel like every day now
And it drags on
And on
And on
Till I don’t think I can go on
Until I want to lie on the ground and beg God to take me some way somehow because I am not made for
this world
I cannot bear the pain
I cannot bear the burden
I no longer have the strength to pick myself up
But then something happens
God sends a sign
In the form of a song
A poem
A friend
A memory
A reminder that I am not supposed to be a perfect
That there’s beauty in the pain
The struggle
That falling builds callous skin
And that He hasn’t forgotten me
And no matter how long the bad days are, no matter how tormented my thoughts, I will continue to rise
As long as I believe
As long as I have hope
I shall not succumb to the waves
I will not drown
Not this time
I will survive
With all that my ancestors have been through
My parents,
The least I can do is survive
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Sisters (Forgive Yourself)

Forgive yourself. You didn’t know–
Or perhaps you forgot to remember that when
Another human holds your heart, they cannot
Feel the bruises that their fingers leave.
Forgive yourself, because you didn’t know that
Sisters can be just as careless as lovers. More careless.
A lover could never grab hold of your heart.
But sisters will ask to grab hold of your heart when
It’s heavy, and you will let them. And they will carry
When the load large and caress when the load is
Light as laughter. And you will let them keep and
Carry still. But sisters have to hold hearts of their own,
Hearts that you can carry at times, but hearts that also
Pull and beat and dream and fly the sisters away, leaving
Your heart unheld. Forgive yourself, Daughter of Pride,
For you learned that your heart is yours to carry.

Lauren Nicholson '18

"raingurl"

I can’t stand my feet being wet but I love being soaked by the rain.
Sometimes I sit,
Sometimes I run,
Sometimes I dance,
But whenever there’s a storm,
You can guarantee I’m outside basking in the beautiful chaos of it all
Getting a little lost in the loud swirling darkness I never learned to fear
So I giggle like a little girl with glee as I embrace the elements
And let the wildness of the wind, water, and thunder rival the force of my unrestrained spirit
And I laugh louder because I already know which one is winning
…
My spirit has yet to lose

Voices

Jaina Lane '18
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Confessions of an Ex-Spades Partner

Written after Kuumba’s spring break tour, during which many a game of Spades was played.
It’s not you
It’s me.
Hard to believe
That we could be
Anything
But Champions.
Trying to set our opponents
But really setting ourselves
Up for destruction.
I just never took the time to read
All of those books
I promised.
Flying high
Out of sight
Reaching for the sky…
It was like once you go blind
You never go—
In hindsight,
Terrified of
Talking Bored.
Not knowing what’s really
In your hand
Until you notice
The subtle cuts
I’ve inflicted
Upon you.
So many gashes
So many cuts
If Edward Scissorhands
Could play cards
He’d play like me.
I didn’t mean to hurt you.
Because after all
It’s more than just a game.
That maybe
Just maybe
Spades don’t always stick.
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Class of 2018 Reflections
Claire Townsend

Mirror

This is a poem for a young black girl who is still growing into herself and learning how to be comfortable in her own
skin. It’s something I imagine a mother might say to her teenage daughter. Growing up is hard, and growing up as an
African American is hard, but I think there is something especially difficult about growing up as an African
American woman. When I was growing up, there were so many messages thrown at me that told me why I was
different, why I didn’t fit in, why I was undesirable, etc. I used to think that my blackness was something that I had to
compensate for, and I never questioned that. But Kuumba has taught me that blackness is not something that needs
to be fixed or hidden; it deserves to be embraced and celebrated. Being a black woman in America is difficult, and it
hurts sometimes. But I think that beauty can be found in that suffering, and strength can be forged by that pain.
Skin.
Warm, brown, beautiful skin.
It glows when sunlight hits it, but it can blend into the darkness of night just as easily.
It’s soft, so soft, and it smells sweet, like cocoa butter, or coconut oil, or maybe both. And that’s exactly why it’s so soft.
Hair.
Black, curly, beautiful hair.
It grows upwards, towards the sky, floating, begging to be free.
It’s like clay. It can be molded into any shape.
It’s fluffy and unruly and moody and difficult and beautiful and carefree, like it’s supposed to be.
Eyes.
Dark, mysterious, beautiful eyes, the color of a forest at night.
When they cry, they shine like stars.
The world that they see is not the same as the one you see.
If you search hard enough, you might be able to catch a glimpse of the pain and anger that hide behind them.
That is, if you don’t get lost in them first.
Lips.
Full, plush, beautiful lips.
Words spill from them, as smooth and sweet as honey.
They speak uncomfortable truths that no one wants, but everyone needs.
They’re always singing, adding life to every note and every word.
You’ll never hear the same song twice.
Her.
Complicated, independent, beautiful her.
She is desired in pieces, but not as a whole.
She is often asked to listen, but rarely asked to speak.
She has been put into a box that she was never made to fit in.
She is full of too much strength, too much energy, too much beauty, and too much love, for someone so young.
She will not know the power that she has until she grows into it.
But one day, she will find it.
She will look into the mirror
And see it
The way I do.

Voices

17

Class of 2018 Reflections (cont'd)
Tania Fabo
Although I was a bit of a late bloomer when it came to joining the choir, being in Kuumba for the past
year and a half has significantly improved my quality of life. It has helped me form new friendships and
strengthen old ones. It has brought into my life people who could understand and appreciate (I think?)
my weird sense of humor. It has expanded my understanding and appreciation of Black music and art.
Kuumbabes are some of the kindest, most supportive, and most sincere people I have had the pleasure
of getting to know during my time in college, and I am so grateful to have been a part of this choir.

Lauren Nicholson
There are no words that could capture the past four years so I won’t try to recount all the laughs, late night talks with
Kuumbabes, memorable post *post* posts, tender hugs, and incredible concert moments. I couldn’t begin to convey
how the innumerable intimate moments I’ve shared with so many of you have turned this choir into my chosen family
& have been integral in making Harvard home to me. I can’t write about that because I’d cry too much & I’m not ready
to do that just yet. But I can write about some of the lessons I’ve learned. If I could talk to my freshman self I’d tell her:
Don’t waste time worrying whether or not you’re good enough. You should focus that energy into cultivating the
gifts you’ve been given so that you can pour them back into spaces that enabled you to grow. To sing, dance, write,
and rejoice with the people who helped you achieve that growth, while reveling in the freedom that comes from
being comfortable with this simple truth: you’re a work in progress. We’re all works in progress. Therefore not only
is it okay to make mistakes, it’s expected, & necessary. It’s part of the process to becoming good, which on the path
of becoming great. So if greatness is that to which you aspire, take risks. Try things that are right on the edge of your
comfort zone and continuously search for small opportunities that slowly push you towards one day leaving it altogether.
And when you fail (because you will), be gentle with yourself. Have your go-to playlist or
scripture or workout that you can run to when you need to pause and remind yourself that no
singular event is the end of the world - even if it feels like it is. Surround yourself with people who
remind you that you are important. That you are loved. That missteps don’t change those immutable truths.
When your body hurts don’t rush to take painkillers. It’s your body’s way of saying something’s wrong
- listen. When your spirit hurts don’t distract yourself with being unnaturally busy. It’s your soul’s
way of saying something’s wrong - listen. Sit in your distress and process. Give yourself space to heal.
Surround yourself with people who help you heal and are like salve to the mending soul. Yes, they exist. And
yes, you can trust them. Kuumba is full of them, so don’t take them or the beautiful space that is Kuumba for
granted because it is so rare on this campus (and it seems to me in this life) that there are spaces where we can come
entirely as we are. Where we are free to bring our tired, messy, complicated, ~real~ selves, and be held,
understood, and loved. To grow and make masterpieces from our messes, cultivate healing
despite the daily chaos of college, and to make family out of what used to be strangers in your section…
So soak it all in. And then pour back out as much love and kindness as your spirit can bear. If I’ve learned
anything, it’s that that’s the best way to leave every space you enter and every person you meet, better than
you found them, and there are few guiding principles by which to live your life that are better than that.
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Goodbye Class of 2018!

May you always leave spaces better than you
found them.

Voices
Don’t forget to pick up your stylish Kuumba casual attire!
Merchandise can be purchased at concerts.

T-Shirts (short and long-sleeve) available in
red and black and in new designs!
For more information please contact
Ayanna Dunmore at
publicity@kuumbasingers.org

We also sell:
DVDs
Water Bottles
BAF Bags
Sweatshirts
Sweatpants
&
CDs: Our Spirit Stands (2007)
One More River (2003)
Rooted in the Spirit (2001)
Merchandise Photos by Dawn Anderson
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Kuumba Singers of
Harvard College
SOCH Box # 66
59 Shepard Street
Cambridge, MA 02138

EThe Kuumba Singers’ ANNUAL
To donate, please
detach, fill out the
adjacent form, and
send it with your cash
or check to:
Kuumba Singers,
SOCH Box #66,
59 Shepard Street,
Cambridge, MA
02138.
Questions? Contact
Tania Fabo ’18,
Director of
Development, at
development@
kuumbasingers.org.

FUND

