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CONTEXT 
 
ABSTRACT:  
Dub poetry, or reggae poetry, developed in the 1970s as a synthesis of oral, musical, and 
dramatic traditions practiced in Jamaica. Scholars have focused attention on the published 
texts and the public performances, the creative fruits, of the genre’s pioneering poets. 
Dub poetry’s textual and performative components represent only two spheres in which 
poets’ creativity flourishes. Recently, scholars have called for a deeper exploration of the 
creative processes, the creative roots, associated with verbal, musical, and dramatic 
traditions. This dissertation focuses on the creative processes, of two dub poets, Cherry 
Natural (b. 1960) and Mbala (b. 1953), as practiced in the non-public “preperformance” 
realm.  

During my 1996 and 2001 fieldwork sessions I mapped the geography of two of 
these non-public realms—what I refer to jointly as creative interiors. Observation of the 
poets’ workscapes, specially engineered spaces for creating, revealed that “poeming” 
(poem-making) is intimately linked with the patterns and practices of everyday life. The 
poets rely on their workscapes for inspiration as well as for supplying resources that are 
commonly used in the creating, editing, and maintaining of poems. Analysis of the 
Jamaicans’ creative process narratives revealed the existence of unique poemscapes, 
tangible patterns associated with the life-cycles and development of poems. By exploring 
these two creative interiors it was possible to document key dimensions of the poets’ 
creative processes, their relationships with poems, and their patterns of daily life.   
 Part One contextualizes my research with the body of scholarship on reggae, 
Rastafari, and dub poetry. Part Two provides an historic overview of the notion of poetic 
composition and key processual models associated with the study of creativity. My 
methodological practices for “coaxing and capturing” creativity are also described. Part 
Three documents Cherry and Mbala’s workscape environments and the daily routines 
they follow. Part Four examines the ways in which the Jamaicans speak of the 
progressive cycles of birthing, building, editing, working/driving, and parking poems. I 
conclude by suggesting that the field of “preperformance studies,” should play a vital role 
in making linkages between the creative processes and the creative products associated 
with verbal, musical, and dramatic genres.  
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INTRODUCTION: 
POETRY, MUSIC, CREATIVITY, AND EVERYDAY LIFE IN JAMAICA 
 

 
how to poem 
 
tek some 
ordinary 
words 
english or patwa  
nuh matta 
tap dem ping dem 
wid yu fingernail 
or a silva hamma 
till dem 
resonate 
carefully / carelessly 
position dem 
pan di paper 
or inna yu hed 
toss dem like dice 
mek dem 
tumble into place 
many images 
many meanings 
echoing 
into a poem  
—Mbala 
 

 
Pickney Poems 
 
...Woman mysticism strong, hard fi understand.  
Bleedin with di moon.  
I always know, blood and creativity flow. 
Ink an paper unite pon many a full moon night,  
givin birth to some lickle naked rebellious pickney poems  
weh come fi plague earth jus like dem muma. 
No have no respect fi skin colour,  
is blood dem live inna... 
—Cherry Natural  
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“How to Poem” and “Pickney Poem” are truly metapoems—poems about poems. They 

call attention to key aspects of the creative process—practices referred to by the dub 

poets I interviewed as the “birthing” and the “building” of poetry.  The poets responsible 

for the creation of these two poems, Mbala and Cherry Natural, fostered and supported 

one of the central revelations that guided my dissertation research. Simply put, Jamaican 

poets and musicians have a special way of integrating verbal and musical creativity with 

the events and the experiences of everyday life. Such experiences play a vital role in the 

ways in which poems “tumble into place,” as well as the ways in which poet, poem, and 

creativity flow “pon many a full moon night.” Over a period of years, I discovered that 

little published information existed on these topics in the dub poetry context. 

Documenting the ways in which Jamaican dub poets talk about the patterns and 

experiences associated with creating, maintaining, and sharing poems—what I term 

creative process narratives—and the special places they fashion for creative activity, 

what I term workscapes, has helped me map key features of otherwise hidden dimensions 

of the creative processes they practice.  

I describe each of these hidden dimensions as creative interiors—fertile, non-

public (or semi-private), “off-stage,” and underappreciated epicenters of creative activity. 

The creative interiors I explored are more than mental and more than metaphor. They are 

occupied, modified, and consciously arranged spaces—spaces that one may be 

purposefully invited to enter and to experience. My understanding of these highly 

creative spaces was influenced by Elizabeth Alexander’s notion of the “black interior.”  

In The Black Interior (2004) Alexander argues for a greater appreciation of the, often 

private, mental and physical environments where an array of African American cultural 
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production takes place.  In her words, a black interior is “an inner space in which black 

artists have found selves that go far, far beyond the limited expectations and definitions 

of what black is, isn’t, or should be” (Alexander 2004:5). 

 The creative interiors dub poets create and maintain are influenced by a wide 

range of experiences—including the experience of public performance. At its core dub 

poetry is a performance-oriented genre. Not surprisingly, the extant body of dub poetry 

scholarship provides significant information with regard to the dynamics of the 

performance context. The specific types of verbal, musical, and kinetic features 

commonly associated with dub poets’ live performances are documented in detail in the 

writings of such scholars as Carolyn Cooper (1995), Christian Habekost (1993), and 

Mervyn Morris (1990).1 Nonetheless, for a number of years I have been more intrigued 

by the roots of poets’ creativity rather than the fruits of their creative labor that are shared 

in public or in print. My fieldwork revealed that the majority of a dub poet’s creative 

work takes place outside the context of public performance. The work of gathering and 

interpreting the necessary scholarly and localized perspectives for mapping creative 

interiors outside of performance events has itself been an unfolding creative endeavor. It 

was a rather slow process, guided by many experiences and grounded in many theoretical 

perspectives. Critical stages in the evolution of my dissertation are introduced below and 

throughout Part I and II of the dissertation.2  

                                                
1 Chapter Four of Habekost’s book, Verbal Riddim, provides an especially rich analysis (1993:91-
112).  
2 An earlier draft of this dissertation included two additional chapters. One focused on scholarship 
that had helped shift my attention from cultural products to cultural processes. Some of the reflections I 
share in Appendix 2 are drawn from this now omitted chapter. The second omitted chapter included 
detailed overviews of studies by folklorists, ethnomusicologist, and anthropologists, that emphasized a 
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Thesis Statement and Theoretical Orientation 
 
The intent of this dissertation is to identify key dimensions of the creative practices 

associated with two well-established Jamaican dub poets, Cherry Natural (Marcia Alrica 

Wedderburn, b. 1960) and Mbala (Michael Anthony George Bailey, b. 1953). Rather than 

focus on the fruits of their poetic labor, I explore some of the internal and external roots 

of their poetic activity. I analyze the ways in which they describe creating poems and the 

subsequent patterns of interaction between poet and poem, what I refer to as poemscapes. 

I also document the physical places, the workscapes, they have constructed to support 

and enhance various forms of creative activity. The exploration and documentation of 

each of these two creative interiors revealed otherwise hidden insights into the creative 

processes they employ and the life cycles of their poetry and music. My participant 

observation in 2001 solidified my understanding that the Jamaicans’ workscapes were 

vital resources for enhancing and facilitating creativity. The individualized workscapes 

serve as tangible primary resource during key stages of the creative process. However, 

public access to these two creative interiors, the poemscapes and the workscapes, is 

normally limited. They are quite literally private, guarded, spaces. My close relationship 

with Cherry and Mbala facilitated my access to the Jamaicans’ creative interiors as well 

as supported in-depth interviewing and long-term participant observation. In turn, my 

fieldwork experiences allowed me to map the non-public, non-visible, dimensions 

associated with the Jamaicans’ work. Documenting the geography of Cherry and Mbala’s 

                                                                                                           
concern with the processes and patterns through which distinct forms of expressive culture are crafted and 
edited prior to public performance. References to a number of these studies are made in Part I and II of the 
dissertation.  
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creative interiors was essential in developing a deeper understanding of the types of 

creative activity that flourish outside the context of their public performances. Indeed, the 

majority of the Jamaicans’ creative activity takes place in what I term the 

preperformance realm—the places and spaces, outside of the context of public 

performance, where a myriad of purposeful and processual activities leading to the 

production of expressive culture take place. 

My excursions into these preperformance realms, these creative interiors, 

confirmed that dub poets strive to negotiate life as they live art. In other words, for dub 

poets poetry and music making, what I will refer to throughout as poeming and musicing, 

are processual activities integrated with both a way of living and a way of creating.  

Poeming is not an isolated mode of behavior. Ethnomusicologist/musicologist 

Christopher Small advocates the idea of “musicking” in his book Musicking: The 

Meanings of Performance and Listening (1997). He writes, ". . . music is not an object at 

all, or even a collection of objects, but an activity [musicking]" (1987:13). The concept of 

“poeming” emerged from multiple discussions with Mbala between 1999-2001.3 As with 

the idea of musicing, I utilize the term poeming to stress the action-oriented dimensions 

of poem making. This perspective is very much in line with the Jamaicans’ own 

conceptions since they commonly refer to "building" and “birthing” poems or the 

“building” of musical riddims (rhythms). After the initial poem-building and the poem-

birthing activities the relationship between a poem and its creator continue.  
                                                
3 I do not claim to have coined the term “poeming.” It is quite likely that it has appeared in 
scholarship, or been previously used in other contexts. Such action-oriented terminology is not surprising 
since the Greek word poiesis may be translated as “making” (The New Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry 
and Poetics: 1993). It would appear that a primary emphasis within poetics has been the analysis and 
assessment of the poem as an object, not the making of the poem as a type of creative process.  
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Cognitive perspectives gleaned from the collection of the Jamaicans’ creative 

process narratives, along with detailed observations in the field, revealed that Jamaican 

poets and musicians create, shape, and share poetry and music through a series of 

identifiable stages—stages associated with Cherry and Mbala’s daily patterns and 

everyday experiences. Distinct modes of behavior, gathered resources, and individualized 

conceptualizations are associated with each stage of the Jamaicans’ creative process. Dub 

poems are “born” and mature in a pattern of creative stages. No singular creative act 

exists—a series of creative acts is undertaken. Every stage in the life-cycle of a poem is 

characterized by editorial moments where creative decision making—some conscious 

and some unconscious—occurs. The idealized five-stage cycle I contextualize and 

document in Chapter Four includes the activities of: “birthing,” “building” (editing), 

“working/driving” (performing), “parking,” and archiving poems.  

 With these foundational ideas in mind, it is my thesis that in the dub poetry 

context, poeming is an individualized, processual activity integrated with a way of living 

and facilitated by specially engineered spaces for creating. Key dimensions of the 

creative processes associated with poeming can be described and identified through the 

collection of narrative and through observation. Attempting to document the complete set 

of interrelations between poeming and daily life is well beyond the scope of this 

dissertation. Scholars from distinct disciplines have focused on biological, sociocultural, 

phenomenological, traditional, or environmental factors alone. Each of these dimensions 

contributes to what psychologists studying creativity refer to commonly as the creative 

domain—“the set of practices associated with an area of knowledge” (Gardner 
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1994:152).4 Moreover, this dissertation is not intended as a step-by-step “how to” guide 

for creating, editing, and maintaining dub poetry. (The parameters of my research 

methodology will be discussed in detail in Chapter Three.) The two case studies at the 

heart of the dissertation, Chapters Four and Five, focus explicitly on documenting Cherry 

and Mbala’s individualized workscapes and poemscapes. 

My research is unified by three significant questions. Where do the creative 

sparks that result in the birth of a poem, or for that matter piece of music, come from?  

How and where are poems and music creatively birthed, shaped, re-shaped, and 

otherwise creatively manipulated and maintained? What can be said about the cyclical 

nature of poetry and music as living, creative entities in the Jamaican dub poetry context?  

My interdisciplinary approach focuses attention on the ways in which Cherry and Mbala's 

life experiences are integrated with three crucial areas: the compositional contexts they 

work in, the creative routines they practice, and the life cycles of poetry they described in 

their own narratives. The metaphors of rock-stone labyrinth and concrete love bank are 

emphasized in the first case study. For Mbala, the rock-stone labyrinth represents creative 

pathways—choices that involve interaction with, and manipulation of, rocks, dirt, wood, 

fruits, instruments, and individuals. For Cherry, the Love Bank is a physical and 

metaphysical creation—an inspirational refuge where “investments” are deposited and a 

place where word-sounds, poems and people are nurtured.  

                                                
4 With regard to human creativity psychologist Howard Gardner makes the distinction between the 
domain and the field as such: “The domain is a set of practices associated with an area of knowledge; the 
field consists of the individuals and institutions that render judgments about work in the domain” (Gardner 
1994:152).   
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A Glimpse at the Jamaicans’ Workscape and Poemscape Environments 
 
As I have already indicated, the perspectives of a number of scholars helped me in 

mapping of the metaphorical and the physical contours of the Jamaicans’ workscape and 

poemscape environments. My use of the term workscape itself was modeled directly after 

Arjun Appadurai's concept of ethnoscapes (Appadurai 1990).5 The identifiable and 

observable places/spaces were poets carry out the activities of birthing, building, and 

editing, and archiving poems are in fact workscapes. For the purposes of this study I 

formally define workscape as: a specially designed, semi-private, locality where creative 

actions commonly take place. Included in the workscape realm are the physical facilities, 

resources, tools, supplies, and other objects that are selected, gathered, and purposefully 

arranged by the creator. As we shall see in Chapter Four, the objects in question include 

much more than the materials needed for the act of writing and editing poems on paper. 

Much of Cherry’s creative action, outside of the context of public performance, takes 

place at her home in the Norman Gardens neighborhood of Kingston. Likewise, many of 

Mbala’s creative work is done in his home studio below the town of Stony Hill. It is 

within the confines of these spaces that observable manifestations of Cherry and Mbala’s 

creativity flourishes. They have each gone to great efforts to furnish and design spaces 

that accommodate their various creative needs. 

                                                
5 Arjun Appadurai's concepts of ethnoscapes, mediascapes, technoscapes, financescapes, and 
ideoscapes are introduced in his article, “Disjuncture and Difference in the Global Cultural Economy” 
(Appadurai 1990:6-7). Here he defines ethnoscape as: “the landscape of persons who constitute the shifting 
world in which we live: tourists, immigrants, refugees, exiles, guestworkers and other moving groups and 
persons constitute an essential feature of the world and appear to affect the politics of (and between) 
nations to a hitherto unprecedented degree” (7).  
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In contrast to the more tangible nature the workscape environments the Jamaicans 

inhabit, the poemscapes intimately associated with Cherry and Mbala are less readily 

accessible. Only a fraction of the geography of the Jamaicans’ poemscapes can be 

documented through observational practices alone. My definition of poemscape consists 

of two fundamental components. The first refers to the private inner cognitive space 

wherein the ideas for a new poem, a fragment of a poem, or the memory of a completed 

poem resides. The second component consists of the publicly available representations of 

a poet’s poems in mediated (commercialized) forms—including written and recorded 

media. Dub poetry audiences and individual consumers have access to such materials.6 

As publicly accessible materials, books and commercial recordings of poems are open to 

sophisticated critical analysis. These commodified/commercialized dimensions of a 

poet’s work are an integral part of the poemscape environment. They do not, however, 

serve as receptacles for the living poem. Furthermore, the life of a poem does not usually 

begin with its live public performance and it does it end after such a performance.  

To understand Cherry and Mbala’s creative experiences outside of the 

performance and printed contexts, as well as the nature of their relationship with their 

poems, long-term ethnographic work was necessary. The collection and analysis of their 

creative process narratives, experientially-centered stories that emphasized the stages 

and cycles associated with their creativity, provided key insights into their poeming and 

musicing processes. The narrative methodology I developed for the 2001 interview 

sessions involved a structured, multistage process. Information regarding creativity was 

                                                
6 This is not to say such materials are available without restrictions. I discuss this issue in my 
master’s thesis (Galuska 2000:57-73).  
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“coaxed” to the forefront of discussion and then “captured” on tape. My notion of 

coaxing owes much to the work of folklorist John McDowell and his research on 

Mexican ballads.7 The narratives that were coaxed and captured in the sessions helped me 

identify interrelations between poeming and everyday activity. The sessions were rich 

and provocative; they helped document dimensions of the Cherry and Mbala’s creative 

processes that could be described but not necessarily observed outright. We choose to 

describe our interview sessions as innerviews—interpersonal dialogue structured with the 

explicit intent of surveying, examining, and evaluating an individual’s core beliefs and 

personal experiences. (Additional information on the creative process narratives and the 

processes through which they were coaxed and captured will be described in Chapter 

Three.)  

 
The Notions of "Inner Plantation” and “Backstage Region” 

Recently, scholars have expressed a growing concern with documenting the modes and 

localities, the creative roots, associated with the production of African American, 

Caribbean, and Latin American verbal and musical genres (see Berliner 1995; Bauman 

and Ritch 1994; Monson 1996; Stolzoff 2000). More specifically, an emphasis on the 

social and aesthetic significance of rehearsal sessions is found in all of these studies.8 My 

interest in understanding and mapping Cherry and Mbala’s workscapes and poemscapes 

                                                
7 My concept of “coaxing creativity” was inspired by John McDowell’s use of the term “coaxing 
the corrido.” The process by which corridos, living Mexican ballads, are brought into existence during 
public performances is the subject of an unpublished paper Dr. McDowell presented at the annual 
American Folklore Society (AFS) meeting in Eugene, Oregon (1993).  
8 For example, Berlin (1994) and Monson (1996) explore the interpersonal nature of “jam sessions” 
from the perspective of jazz improvisation. Bauman and Ritch (1994) study the manner in which the 
dramatic dress rehearsals leading to coloquios (annual nativity plays) influence actors’ memorization of 
lines.  
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was powerfully influenced by this growing body of interdisciplinary research. The earlier 

work of the respected Caribbean historian/poet Edward Kamau Brathwaite was also 

provocative. In 1975 Brathwaite argued that Caribbean studies, and “plantation studies” 

more specifically, were inadequate for a primary reason: the plantation formulation “does 

not account for the non-plantation areas of the Caribbean/Third World” (1975:3). In other 

words, it is not enough to understand the historical significance of plantation life, its 

structure, or its products. In his article, “Caribbean Man in Space and Time,” Brathwaite 

calls for a shift in focus form the “outer plantation emphasis” to an exploration of the 

“inner plantation” realm—an area of inquiry that he believed had been almost entirely 

suppressed.  

His logic for bringing the inner plantation to the forefront of Caribbean 

scholarship is stated as such:    

The plantation, as we observed earlier, does not contain all that is planted. Therefore 
it is essential that our concepts and models, when made and applied, should be 
applied not only to the outer field or reality, but to our inscapes equally; that not only 
academics but artists and other kinds of intellectuals should have access to them for 
test of sense. Second, we must remember that models appear at the abstract zone of 
our spectrum/continuum; that if they do not change, the reality they seek to ‘explain’ 
nevertheless changes around them. . . in the final analysis, the model/system must 
contain or live with people (Ibid:4). 

 
The true significance of the mental, social, political, commercial, and residential 

dynamics of slave life away from the plantation had been neglected; the study of the 

“core estate,” or outer plantation, had overshadowed the vital area of the “provisional 

grounds” (Henke 1996:59). Mapping the inner plantation, therefore, was a project 

requiring the study of the institutions, the art forms, and the cultural processes practiced 

by slaves in their life away from the plantation proper. At the center of Brathwaite’s inner 
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plantation realm were the actions, the speech, and the creativity of Afro-Caribbean 

people.9 

I was attracted to Brathwaite’s conceptualization of the inner plantation troupe 

because I believed it could bring greater unification to the study of the physical and the 

cognitive geographies of associated with creativity in the Caribbean. For the purposes of 

my study, the inner plantation may in fact be conceptualized as the symbolic interface of 

the localized poemscape and workscape geographies. Again, this semi-private terrain 

encompasses mental and physical dimensions of creative cultural production—it is a 

domain where creators and creation intimately interact. Brathwaite’s inner plantation 

troupe is, therefore, quite similar both to my use of the term creative interior and to 

Alexander’s conceptualization of the black interior (see Diagram 1 below).10 

                                                
9 Holger Henke’s essay, “Mapping the ‘Inner Plantation’: A Cultural Exploration of the Origins of 
Caribbean Local Discourse” (1996), is a response to Brathwaite’s perspective. The study provides historical 
information on the dynamics of daily life characterizing the provision grounds. More importantly, Henke 
argues that the movement up to and down from the provision grounds to the plantation estate characterized 
a symbolic “journey from Africa to the Caribbean, from freedom to slavery” (62). The provision grounds 
were also vital places for such activities as cultural, biological, verbal, and musical production. For 
example, the agricultural labor of slaves on the provision grounds yielded commodities that were sold at the 
“Sunday markets” (65-69). 
10 I discovered Alexander’s collection of essays in 2004 by chance, years after I had become familiar 
with Brathwaite’s essay.   
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Diagram 1:  
The Inner Plantation as the Interface of the Individual Poet and the Poemscape 

& Workscape Environments 
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1) Indoor Facilities: 
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2) Outdoor Facilities: 

front yard & back yard areas 
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Water, electricity, telephone & internet 

 
4) Gathered Tools: 

* writing tools & supplies  
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Poemscape Environment 
1)  Mental (Private) Components: 

* Ideas for poems 
* Fragments & drafts of poems 
* Memories of completed poems 

 
2) Written (Non-public) Manuscripts: 

* Ideas for poems 
* Drafts & fragments of poems  

 
3) Mediated (Public) Components: 

* Published & recorded poems 
* Critical Analysis of published & recorded 
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Individual Poet 
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In other words, the symbolic and physical geography of the inner plantation would be an 

ideal place to explore and to gather detailed information on the creative processes 

associated with the composition, the “localized production,” of dub poetry.  

 Like their Afro-Jamaican ancestors Cherry and Mbala engage in a variety of 

productive and performative activities. Although the Jamaicans are especially visible 

while in the sphere/mode of public performance, their “presentation of self in everyday 

life” is a markedly more private sphere (Goffman 1959). As I’ve stressed, the majority of 

poeming and musicing activities take place in the workscape and poemscape 

environments—creative interiors that are both literally and figuratively guarded. 

Although the dub poet is quite open to experiencing the ongoing public events that shape 

society, and indeed develops a public persona through the means of repeated 

performances, the poet is not entirely “open” and “available” to the public in all regards. 

There are literal and figurative walls that separate the dub poet from the public. The 

poet’s personal residence and the physical workscape they fashion are not regions that are 

generally open to the public. Friends, writers, researchers, and others may though be 

given access (sanctioned personal “invitations”) to such residential and compositional 

areas. Yet, many features of the poet’s domestic work environment, the workscape, 

remain restricted.11  

Because of my close professional and personal relationships with Cherry, Mbala, 

and other poets and musicians in Kingston, I had already gained a good degree of access 

                                                
11 The idea of private residential space I am advocating here is applicable to the Jamaican population 
at large. In this case, the common residential unit is the yaad. The yaad may be contrasted with the 
uninhabited "bush." Bush refers not only to foliage such as a branch or bunch of leaves, but to: "wild or 
uncleared woodland and thickets; hence, a place of refuge for runaways; also contrasted with settled places 
(Cassidy and Le Page 1992 [1967]:83).  
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to these preperformance activities and semi-private environments. What I had not 

managed to accomplish, prior to my dissertation research, was a formal analysis of these 

activities and areas. It increasingly became my belief that what happens in these spaces 

and in the “in between time” from one performance to another should not be ignored. My 

reading of Irving Goffman’s The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1959) helped 

solidify my viewpoint. More specifically, Goffman linked an individual’s public 

“performance” with “front” and “back” (or “backstage”) regions:    

 I have been using the term “performance” to refer to all the activity of an 
individual which occurs during a period marked by his continuous presence 
before a particular set of observers and which has some influence on the 
observers. It will be convenient to label as “front” that part of the individual’s 
performance which regularly functions in a general and fixed fashion to define the 
situation for those who observe the performance. Front, then, is the expressive 
equipment of a standard kind intentionally or unwittingly employed by the 
individual during his performance (1959:22).  
 

Later Goffman more formally defines his concept of the “backstage” region:   
 
It was suggested earlier that when one’s activity occurs in the presence of 

other persons, some aspects of the activity are expressively accentuated and other 
aspects, which might discredit the fostered impression, are suppressed. It is clear 
that accentuated facts make their appearance in what I have called a front region; 
it should be just as clear that there may be another region—a “back region” or 
“backstage”—where the suppressed facts make an appearance.  
 A back region or backstage may be defined as a place, relative to a given 
performance, where the impression fostered by the performance is knowingly 
contradicted as a matter of course. There are, of course, many characteristic 
functions of such places. It is here that the capacity of a performance to express 
something beyond itself may be painstakingly fabricated; it is here that illusions 
and impressions are openly constructed. Here stage props and items of personal 
front can be stored in a kind of compact collapsing of whole repertoires of actions 
and character (1959:111-112). 

 
 I found Goffman’s concepts of “front” and “back,” albeit with a crucial 

recalibration, especially beneficial to the study of the creative processes associated with 

dub poetry. Unlike the individual (social) actor described in Goffman’s work, it can be 



 30 
argued that the dub poet’s front and back are intended to be one and the same. In the dub 

poetry context, poeming is intimately linked with the day-to-day realities of everyday 

life. The act of performing live in public is, of course, set apart as a special event. 

However, the dub poet, as a performer, is meant not to be “putting on” an “act.” 

Performances are conceptualized as verbal commentary on real life experiences; 

performances are experiential reflections on the social/cultural reality a poet hears, sees, 

and lives on a day-to-day basis.12 In other words, in its most traditional form, the 

production of dub poetry flows, at least in part, from reflection(s) on the state of social 

life at a given moment. Local and national events are particularly important in this regard, 

although regional and international events may capture the poet’s attention. The 

performance of poems—and the performance experience itself—is meant to usher in 

personal as well as social transformation.  

 To better understand the nature of the dub poets I encountered and the manner in 

which my interest in mapping the geography of Jamaicans’ creative interiors developed, I 

must share a number of additional “stories” and theoretical “voices.” These stories and 

voices were encountered at distinct stages in my research process—both before and after 

my 1996 and 2001 fieldwork sessions. Together, they helped me develop new 

understandings of human creativity outside of performance settings.  

 

 

                                                
12  Brenda Carr’s 1998 article on Jamaican-Canadian dub poet Lillian Allen gives vivid examples of 
the ways in which Allen worked as a "community witness" and as a force of "social agency" in Toronto 
communities. Such insights affirm that the work of the dub poet is “deeply community-rooted and 
[socially] accountable” (1998:7). 
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Ricketts, Rastafari, and Livity  

My earliest interactions with poets and with musicians based in Kingston took place 

approximately fifteen years ago. At the time I was participating in a program sponsored 

by the International Partnership for Service-Learning (New York), and the College of 

Arts Science and Technology (Kingston).13 I was greatly impressed not only by the 

diversity of talent I observed, but by the ways in which creative expression was 

integrated into the very fabric of daily life. Poetry and music related activities were 

tended to and cultivated throughout the day in multiple contexts—public and private, 

external and internal. As I indicated, bits and pieces of this revelation emerged over an 

extended period of time. My encounters and activities in Kingston altered the course of 

my personal and scholarly life. Over the years my relationships with individual poets and 

the scope of my research has indeed grown. I have matured as a scholar and the creativity 

of my Jamaican friends has never stopped developing. Nonetheless, the initial fieldwork 

experiences set in motion—or set the stage if you will—a fundamental research trajectory 

I am still pursuing today. The first story I’d like to share concerns a philosophy native to 

Jamaica—one that invited me to reconfigure my view of the place of poetry and music in 

everyday life. The story begins with one of my earliest encounters with a charismatic 

multitalented artist in Kingston.  

 In the spring of 1992 I had a number of encounters and memorable conversations 

with charismatic, multitalented artists in Kingston. One such artist was Tommy Ricketts 

(b. 1963).  Tommy is a respected poet, musician, graphic artist, businessman, and the 

President of the Poetry Society of Jamaica. The Poetry Society, formed in May of 1989, 
                                                
13 The Partnership for Service-Learning (now the International Partnership for Service-Learning) is 
based in New York and offers a number of programs for American students interested in studying abroad 
(www.ipsl.org). As part of the service-learning program in Jamaica I attended sociology, literature, and 
history classes (Fall 1991). The majority of my fieldwork took place during the spring of 1992 (February 
through April). By the mid 1990s C.A.S.T. was granted a new official status as it became the University of 
Technology.   
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and its members had become the focus of my anthropology research in 1992.14 I first met 

Tommy in 1991 at a monthly Poetry Society “fellowship” meeting. At the time I had 

trouble arranging a formal interview with him. (In fact, we never completed a one-on-one 

recorded interview until July 4th of 1996.) The informal discussions and the interactions I 

did have with Tommy in 1992 proved, nonetheless, to be crucial ideological landmarks in 

my research. A handful of these discussions took place in Tommy’s car as he was 

“carrying” me home from Poetry Society meetings at the Jamaica School of Drama.15 

Other conversations took place as we drove through the streets of Kingston in search of 

individual street vendors selling fresh fruits. One of the longest discussions took place in 

a grocery store parking lot near the town of Liguanea. On the surface, the individual 

topics of dialogue appeared to be quite mundane: we discussed the dynamics and 

achievements of the Poetry Society; we discussed Tommy’s vision for new recording 

projects and performances featuring poets and musicians; we discussed the significance 

of his particular vegetarian lifestyle (Tommy became a strict vegetarian in the 1980s). 

 Only after I had returned from my dissertation fieldwork in March 2001, and 

spent time reflecting on my earlier fieldwork experiences, did I realize the true 

significance of my early interactions with Tommy and other Jamaican artists. Indeed, the 

Jamaicans had made a deep impact on the development of my theoretical perspectives on 

the verbal and musical creative processes. Tommy’s particular contributions to our 1992 

conversation in Liguanea revealed fragments of a unique, Jamaican-grown, philosophy of 
                                                
14  The Poetry Society was started by a group of poets and musicians in Kingston. The Poetry Society 
was an offshoot of the work that had been set in motion by the respected, poetic-musical performance 
group Poets in Unity, which had formed in July of 1979. For additional information on the formation of the 
Poets in Unity and the Poetry Society see Galuska (2001:10-14) and Habekost (1993:23-24). 
15 The Jamaica School of Drama is part of the Edna Manley Centre for the Visual and Performing 
Arts, formally the Cultural Training Centre, which also includes the School of Music, the School of Dance, 
and the School of Visual Art. The Centre was established in 1975. The facilities at the School of Drama 
include: two outdoor amphitheaters (one constructed of stone in the front of the school and one constructed 
on a hill in the rear); a series of indoor classrooms rooms and offices; and an indoor theater with access to a 
large outdoor concrete stage. 
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life. The philosophy was genuinely new to me and quite intriguing. Slowly, over a period 

of years, I had come to realize that the majority of the dub poets and musicians I 

encountered viewed the practice of living and creating holistically. This was in sharp 

contrast to the rather fragmented and compartmentalized view of daily life I had grown 

up with in the suburbs of Chicago. The Jamaican perspective was distinct from a 

classification scheme that relegated common day-to-day activities and specialized 

creative activities into distinct categories. The origins of this creative philosophy stem 

from the blending of the personal experiences of individual poets with the historic 

experiences of indigenous spiritual, social, and artistic groups within Jamaica.16 

 Tommy’s philosophy of living appeared to extend (almost) seamlessly to a 

philosophy of artistic creation. The narratives I collected in subsequent years (1996, 

1999, and 2001) from Cherry and Mbala and other poets invoked related notions of such 

a deep interconnectedness between life and art; my fieldwork and my observations 

confirmed its existence both in belief and in praxis. Instead of distinguishing between 

daily activities—such as preparing and eating food, traveling in and out of town, washing 

clothes, exercising and meditating, conversing on the street and on the phone—and 

artistic activities—including birthing and building poems/music, editing, rehearsing, and 

performing poetry/music, mask-making, leading creative writing or self-defense 

workshops—all the activities of any given day were intimately interrelated. The 

philosophy was not limited to a small, or select generation of dub poets and reggae 

musicians. Rather, the belief and the practice had widespread cultural, social, and 

personal roots. Such a foundation included ideological roots embedded in the rich vibrant 

                                                
16 It is interesting to note that the Jamaican perspective also conforms to those of a number of 
African cultures wherein distinctions between poem-making and other forms of creative expression are not 
emphasized or do not exist. In contrast, a commonly held belief in Western European cultures is that the 
ability and capacity to make art is limited to a select few possessing special talent. The roots of this specific 
notion have been traced back to the fifteenth century (Becker 1982:14-16).   
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Rastafarian concepts of ital food and livity (total) living and phenomenological roots 

anchored in the lives of individual creators.  

 Two concise definitions for ital and livity are found in the glossary of Chanting 

Down Babylon: The Rastafari Reader (Murrell et. al. 1998):  
 

ITAL LIVING: Rastas’ “natural living,” demonstrated in the use of organic, 
locally grown foods (from the ground) and certain dietary restrictions and 
practices that reflect a consciousness of and care for the environment and one’s 
personal health (448).  
 
LIVITY: The strict Rastafarian lifestyle based on an adherence to certain dietary 
practices aimed at healthy living and the preservation of the environment; also 
entails ritualistic, ceremonial practices and doctrinal teachings (448). 

 
The ital and livity concepts represent core components of the Rasta worldview. Central 

too is the belief in the divinity of Ethiopian Emperor Haile Selassie.17 Ethnographic 

studies conducted by George E. Simpson in the mid 1950s documented the social origins 

of the Rastafari Movement and traced the evolution of Selassie’s ascribed divinity. 

Simpson’s work opened the door for an array of contemporary researchers who have 

studied Jamaica’s dynamic folk religions. For instance, in Rastafari: Roots and Ideology 

(1994), Barry Chevannes contextualizes the development of Rastafari within long-

standing Jamaican folk religions as well as forms of indigenous resistance on the island. 

By the 1970s the concepts of ital food and communal livity were commonly ascribed to 

                                                
17  While Haile Selassie was still alive, a movement was born in Jamaica, glorifying him as God. His 
Majesty agreed that his position as the emperor of Ethiopia was divinely sanctioned. However, he was 
somewhat surprised by the news that the Rastafarians of Jamaica regarded him as the black man's messiah. 
In the 1920s, before Ras Tafari was crowned, Marcus Garvey is said to have made a cryptic prophecy to the 
displaced black Africans of the Western world. In 1927 in a church in Kingston, he is reported to have 
prophesied, "Look to Africa, where a black king shall be crowned, for the day of deliverance is here." Haile 
Selassie was crowned emperor in 1930; thus was born the messianic movement of Rastafarians (Jacobs 
1985:77). 
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Rastafari groups living on the island.18 Moreover, public knowledge of the Rasta’s belief 

in the biblically sanctified ritualistic use of ganja (marijuana) and the growth of 

dreadlocks had spread outernationally (internationally). The relatively informal social 

structure of the movement, its Afrocentric anti-colonial orientation, its high degree of 

resiliency in the face of oppression, and its powerful artistic responses to perceived social 

injustices within Jamaican society held widespread public appeal (Chevannes ([1995] 

1998). Like the island’s Maroon populations, Rastafari, was quite literally born out of 

resistance (Bilby 1995).   

As the number of Rastafari breddrin (brothers) and sistrin (sisters) grew so did 

public knowledge of Rastafari. Through print and broadcast media a fundamental—

though sometimes distorted—understanding of the movement was presented to all strata 

of Jamaican society.19 The popularity of “roots reggae” music in the 1970s helped 

globalize Rastafari worldviews and practices (see Bilby 1977; Savishinsky 1993; Yawney 

1995). For example, the international musical achievements of Bob Marley and the 

Wailers in this regard are very well-documented. In the local Jamaican context, the 

fundamental tenets of Rastafari had a remarkably fertile influence on the creative work of 

Jamaican writers, poets, musicians, and painters, and sculptors. Generations of artists 

have incorporated Rasta imagery, symbolism, language (“dread-talk”) and other 

dimension of Rasta life into their creative expression. In turn, the consumption and 

                                                
18 The social significance of the livity worldview is discussed at length in John P. Homiak’s essay, 
“Dub History: Soundings of Rastafari Livity and Language” (Homiak [1995] 1998). 
19 The popularity of Jamaican expressive forms outside local contexts has both promoted distorted 
elements of Jamaican culture. With the commercialization of reggae music, stereotypes about Rastas and 
reggae musicians have developed. For instance, iconic images of Bob Marley preparing a huge ganja spliff 
(marijuana cigarette) promoted the idea that all Rastas smoke ganja. This is simply not true.  
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interpretation of such art forms, expressions, and beliefs became tightly infused with the 

everyday lives of the Jamaican massive (masses). The political turmoil facing Jamaicans 

in the 1970s was also intertwined with Rastafari. Politicians like Michael Manley (1924-

1997) and Edward Seaga appropriated both reggae music and Rasta symbolism and 

rhetoric in their campaigns of the 1970s and 1980s. It was within this environment of 

social protest and cultural resistance that the genre of dub poetry materialized.   

 
Dub Poetry and the Dub Poet: Negotiating Life and Living Art 

Dub poetry, also known as "reggae poetry," emerged as a distinct genre in Jamaica and 

England in the late 1970s that combined verbal, musical, and dramatic components. The 

birth of the genre may be traced directly to the dub phenomena of the 1970s that 

captivated Jamaicans—especially those living in the Kingston metropolitan area. "Dub" 

or "instrumental" versions of hit reggae songs were recorded and sonically manipulated 

in studios by producers and released on the B-sides of records. These dub re-mixes were 

then played in “dancehalls” across the island. Reggae music was, and remains, the 

primary musical accompaniment to dub poetry. Nonetheless, many other traditional and 

popular musical styles have also been utilized over the last few decades in live 

performances and commercial recordings. In short, dub poetry’s verbal riddims are 

intimately linked with corresponding musical riddims (see Johnson 1976 and Habekost 

1993 for a complete discussion of this topic.) As dub recordings gained popularity a new 

breed of "lyrical DJ's" (Johnson 1976) and poets began singing, "toasting," and 

“chanting” their own words to the dub versions of hit songs (Habekost 1993:199). The 

Jamaican Orlando Wong  (now known as Oku Onuora) is commonly given credit for 
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coining the term "dub poetry" in 1978 to describe the process of chanting poems over dub 

versions of such songs.20  

 Like dub poetry’s symbiotic relationship with reggae music, the relationship 

between dub poetry and Rastafari is well documented. Reggae musicians have been 

characterized as musical and “cultural ambassadors” of the Jamaican people. Likewise, 

dub poets are frequently described as the “voice” of the Jamaican people. Since its formal 

emergence in the genre has consistently been linked to the social, historical, political, and 

religious lives of Jamaicans at home and throughout the Jamaican Diaspora. Dub poets, 

past and present, are keen observers of social life in Jamaica (see Angrosino 1993; 

DeCosmo 1995; Habekost 1986; Morris 1982). The dub poet’s social sensibility is 

highlighted even in short definitions of the genre:   

Dub-poetry. n. Lines meant to be spoken, generally to a two-beat rhythm, and 
dealing mostly with the life experience and/or point of view of Black people in or 
from the Caribbean (Allsopp 1996:206). 

 
For example, the poetry and the social commentary associated with the pioneering poets 

Oku Onuora and Mutabaruka reflects their individual beliefs as practicing Rastas, and 

their astute observations concerning the harsh realities of daily life on the island. For 

Cherry, herself a self-proclaimed Rasta woman, and a number of other dub poets, the call 

to embrace Rastafari and the call to poeming (poem-making) as vocation were bound 

together. Once accepted, the call to livity and the call to poetry were taken extremely 

                                                
20 Debate exists as to the true originator of the term "dub poetry." Orlando Wong (Oku Onuora) is 
often credited with coining the term. Some poets and scholars believe this type of poetry was coined 
simultaneously by Onuora and another practitioner, Linton Kwesi Johnson. By the late 1970's both men 
were actively involved in combining poetry with music.  However, Johnson referred to his work as "reggae 
poetry" not dub poetry.  Although important distinctions exist between the two styles, they both emerged at 
roughly the same time in Jamaica.  
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seriously. The idea of being a "part-time" poet was problematic, just as being a “part-

time” Rasta was unfeasible. As Cherry explained in a 1996 interview session:  

CN: Poetry is my profession. I realize is not everyone tek poetry as a profession, a 
full-time ting. They av uder jobs. But becaw I don't have anything else…for my 
artistic development I av ta put a lot in it…I personally think ta be a poet yu have 
to av a conviction or else yu don't really would want tah call yourself a poet…Is 
like a mechanic—if yu say yu is a mechanic have to really be a mechanic. Yu 
cyaan go in der an fool around wid di person car. You'll make di man crash!  
JG: [laughing]. 
CN: So if yu's not a poet yu cyaan [can’t] be telling di society certain things. Yu 
have to ave dat conviction (1996). 
 

The legacy of the Rastafari’s influence continues today; it has a tremendously 

diverse and widespread influence on Jamaican society and beyond. The number of 

practicing Rastafarians worldwide is estimated to be well over one million.21 Of course, 

the Rastas’ holistic approach to daily life is not embraced by all strata of Jamaican 

society. Likewise, all dub poets are not Rastas. Both Tommy and Mbala, who practice a 

distinct, but related, holistic approach to life, have never been Rastas.22 Their own 

philosophies regarding the integration of poetry, music, and daily life were influenced by 

Rastafari, but also (more directly) by a variety of longstanding personal experiences. Of 

primary importance in this regard were years of interaction with other multitalented 

individuals working to make a living as artists—individuals committed to the artistic 

expression of collective joys, sorrows, and concerns characterizing Jamaican life, as well 

as individual’s driven to share personal reflections on what Mbala has repeatedly 

described as the “human condition.” For many, the work of creating was just as important 
                                                
21 Nathaniel S. Murrell cites a 1997 study that “puts the number of practicing Rastafarians 
worldwide at one million, with more than twice that number sympathizers and many million more reggae 
fans” (Murrell 1998:1).  
22 At the same time, this is not to say that Tommy and Mbala are not mistakenly identified as Rasta 
bredrin. It is commonly assumed that they are indeed Rastas.  
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as the creative product itself—the mental, social, and environmental conditions under 

which individual creators worked were inseparable from the poetry, music, and art he/she 

produced. (Cherry and Mbala’s conceptualizations of “working/driving” poems will be 

discussed in Chapter Four, the second case study.)  

From intimate interaction with fellow poets, musicians, dancers, actors, and other 

the systematic delineation between art forms broke down. From the perspective of these 

seasoned creators, poetry, music, dance, drama, and other forms of creative expression 

are interconnected with each other and tightly woven within everyday experience. For 

instance, during an especially busy time in Mbala's life between 1977 and 1978, he 

managed to balance an array of daily activities. In addition to working for the National 

Water Commission during the day, he took art, drama, and music classes at the Cultural 

Training Centre at night, completed silkscreen and graphic arts projects, and rehearsed 

and performed with Self Theatrical Movement as needed. In his words:    

…I started goin to Art School. Yu know—part time—dis was all part time 
because I was workin. I started going ta Art School I did—I was doin silkscreen, 
an graphics in general. Den, at di same time, I started doin a little bit a drummin at 
Music School wid Marjorie Whylie [1978]. In fact, I rememba der was times 
when it was like, I'd hav fi leave work early, ta get to a class at, a drummin class 
at music school fi like 4 o'clock or 5 o'clock or sumpin. An as soon as dat class 
finish, it would be di time when anudder class at Art School would be startin. So 
I'd av ta rush out ta Art School. An when dat class finish, it would be exactly di 
time when di class at Drama School would be startin. So rush out ta Drama 
School, and I run up an down lika mad ants yu know. It was all one whole jumble 
really [laughing] (1996). 

 
Mbala's experiences at the Cultural Training Centre were not unique. It was there that he 

interacted with other pioneering dub poets like Mikey Smith (1954-1983), Jean “Binta” 
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Breeze, and Oku Onuora.23 It was at the Centre that Mbala, Mikey, Jean, and Oku all 

received interdisciplinary training in the arts.   

Years of interaction and observation with Cherry, Mbala, and other dub poets and 

musicians has consistently given credence to the notion that the daily experiences of life 

are connected, not disconnected, with verbal and musical creative processes. For this 

reason it is problematic to make clear cut distinctions between daily and creative actions. 

Paying utility bills, resolving a family crisis, hailing up (greeting) a neighbor, servicing 

the car, feeding the pet fish or the family’s dogs, are not isolated experiences distinct 

from the making of poetry and music. When Mbala checks his P.O. box at the Stony Hill 

post office, or stops at the bank, there is always the possibility of bucking up (coming 

across) a fellow poet or musician and discussing an idea for a future artistic collaboration. 

When Cherry, rides a minibus or drives on the road there is always the very real 

possibility of seeing something or someone that triggers a new poem. Moreover, for both 

Cherry and Mbala, the ritual of finding, preparing, and eating carefully chosen fruits and 

vegetables is a vital part of the creative process. Food gives sustenance and the energy to 

the body engaged in the act of creation. There are, of course, special periods within the 

day when creative work receives more focused attention and directed energy. Cherry 

often writes on the steps of her front porch in the early morning. Mbala, frequently works 

in his studio late at night. During such periods, Cherry and Mbala attend to multiple 

creative goals and engage in multiple creative tasks. Taking a pause in writing to get up 
                                                
23 The notion of the integration of the arts is instilled in the students studying at the Cultural Training 
Centre. Students are required to develop talents and a degree of proficiency in graphic, dramatic, musical, 
and kinetic creative forms. Like Mbala, Mikey was enrolled in classes part-time. Between 1975-78 the two 
were in some of the same drama classes. Mikey graduated from the School of Drama in 1980. Jean 
attended drama classes in 1978 and Oku took a year of classes beginning in 1977. 
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and water plants with the rising sun is not an “interruption” but part of Cherry’s 

composition process. Walking outside to “attend” to a full moon in the night sky serves to 

recharge Mbala’s creativity. Daily phone calls from friends and fellow performers are not 

idle or unwanted distractions for the Jamaicans. Conversation reinforces vital creative 

networks as well as the living presence of poems or other new artistic projects.  

This dissertation is nothing less than my formal response to Cherry and Mbala’s 

practice of negotiating life and living art in the Jamaican context. My experiences with 

Cherry, Mbala, and other dub poets challenged me to reevaluate my own conceptions of 

poetry and music and to contemplate the significance of my own personal experiences as 

a poet and musician. In tandem with such experiences, my training as a folklorist, 

ethnomusicologist, and anthropologist, fostered a wide variety of powerful new 

conceptions regarding creative expression—traditional and otherwise. While I maintained 

a desire to study creativity as it emerged in the context of public verbal and musical 

performances, much of my attention shifted to the study of creative behavior as practiced 

offstage—long before performance ever takes place. It was the preperformance realm that 

increasingly captured my attention. Since my 1996 fieldwork and the completion of my 

master’s thesis in 2000 two challenging questions emerged. First, how best might I 

document the livity, “creativity as way of life,” philosophy I encountered and 

experienced so vividly in Jamaica? Second, how might I integrate and articulate the 

significance of the first-hand observations I made with the theoretical orientations I had 

adopted as a scholar?  
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Master’s Thesis Groundwork 

A number of the ideas I explore in this dissertation were first introduced in my master 

thesis, “Guerrilla Queens and Percussive Poets There Where Our Paths Cross: In Search 

of Dub Poetry Scholarship and Practitioners” (Galuska 2000).  In addition to celebrating 

the artistic histories of individual dub poets and musicians, my earlier research was a 

response to the extant body of dub poetry scholarship. Dub poetry scholarship includes 

the written work of scholars and journalists primarily from Jamaica, England, Germany, 

Canada, and the United States. The (printed) work of these scholars and journalists 

provided the original foundation on which I based my earliest research in Jamaica; their 

work made it possible to begin exploring new textual and intellectual terrain and expand 

the range of scholarship on the genre. As I have already alluded to, from my first 

fieldwork experience in Kingston (1991) I was more interested in the performer and the 

performer’s life than the poem and more intrigued by the creative process than the 

creative product. These two inclinations set my research apart from that of the majority of 

scholars and writers who took an interest in dub poetry, although I was unable to fully 

articulate my standpoint until much later.24 I first formally wrote about this particular 

distinction as a graduate student preparing for a 1996 fieldwork session in Jamaica. The 

results of that fieldwork, and a more fully articulated position on the centrality of creative 

process, were formally presented in my master’s thesis (Galuska 2000).  

                                                
24  A similar perspective is stated in Howard Becker’s, Art Worlds, when he explains: “I have treated 
art as the work some people do, and have been more concerned with the patterns of cooperation among the 
people who make the works than with the works themselves or with those conventionally defined as their 
creators” (1982:ix). Becker’s notion of an art world included “the network of people whose cooperative 
activity, organized via their joint knowledge of conventional means of doing things,” characterize and 
support an art form (Ibid:ix-x). 
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My own fieldwork and research in the early 1990s revealed that alongside the 

pioneering figures of the dub poetry movement an array of talented, less internationally 

recognized poets existed. The primary thrust of my 1996 research session in Jamaica was 

to expand the body of knowledge on dub poetry practitioners; the central methodology I 

used to do so was the collection and analysis of narratives. I conducted multiple 

interviews with thirteen poets who were largely unrepresented or underrepresented in dub 

poetry scholarship. “Guerrilla Queens and Percussive Poets There Where Our Paths 

Cross” provided a critical examination of dub poetry scholarship and formalized a 

research methodology to document the artistic histories of a wider range of dub poetry 

practitioners. Through the collection and analysis of the artistic history narratives of 

Cherry and Mbala, I was able to document (chronologically) the major achievements of 

their creative careers.25 In addition to documenting the career trajectories, or the "creative 

pathways" they have traveled over time, glimpses into the ways in which Cherry and 

Mbala went about constructing and shaping poetry and music were presented.  

The master’s thesis and case studies did not, however, delve deeply into the 

patterns or nature of the creative processes practiced by the dub poets I interviewed 

between 1991-1996. In my Conclusion I summarized: 

From interaction and dialogue with poets in 1996 I did in fact learn specific 
information about individuals' constructive processes and creative influences. Yet, 
despite my interest in the concept of creative process, it did not emerge as the 
focus of my writing. As this thesis took shape, it became increasingly clear that 
background information on individual poets needed to be amassed before an 
analysis and description of the corresponding creative processes was attempted. In 

                                                
25  I choose the term artistic history narrative because it described the type of information I was 
seeking. Neither as complete as a full life history, nor as limited as a single personal experience narrative, 
the artistic history narrative “is a body of narratives regarding an individual’s creative influences, 
development, experiences, and (learned) expressive techniques over a given time frame (Galuska 2000:24).  
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short, before I could describe what poets did with word-sounds, verbal riddims, 
and music, I felt it essential to learn about how they had developed and been 
represented [in the writing and the media] as performers (Galuska 2000:128).  
 

The thesis raised crucial questions about the creative processes associated with dub poets 

and dub poetry as a genre. "How do poets go about constructing and memorizing their 

poetry? After a poem is created what can be said about the nature of the poetic 

presentation process?" (Ibid:128). In 1999 I began writing a final chapter for the thesis, 

“Poetry, Poetic Pathways, and Performance: Convergences and Divergences,” in which I 

planned to focus on such questions. During the final stages of writing I made the difficult 

but practical decision to omit the seventh chapter. It introduced too many new questions 

and ideas. My drive to document the ways in which Cherry and Mbala gave “birth” to 

poetry and their conceptualizations of verbal and musical creativity had to be temporarily 

postponed until my 2001 fieldwork sessions and subsequent dissertation research. Quite 

literally, this dissertation begins where the previously unfinished “Chapter Seven” left 

off. Much of the impetus for writing stems from the questions I raised earlier and my 

ongoing utilization of a narrative-centered methodology.26  

 
Overview of the Dissertation 

The dissertation consists of four primary sections: Part I: Roots & Fruits, Part II: Coaxing 

& Capturing, Part III: Labyrinths & Love Banks, and Part IV: Poeming & Processing. 

Chapter One describes fundamental issues of representation associated with the study of 

reggae and dub poetry scholarship. The Rasta concept of the “half not told” and the 

                                                
26 Because the two studies are closely related I encourage individuals to read the thesis. The 
document has been microfilmed and published by UMI Dissertation Services (UMI Number: 1397549) and 
is available for download or purchase. 
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nature of the dub poetry interview are presented as the crucial points of departure. 

Chapter Two formally defines human creativity and summarizes a variety of creative 

process models that have been proposed and adopted by scholars studying creativity. 

Such models provide tools for analyzing not only the “show” but what Richard 

Schechner had termed the “system” or “performance sequence”—the “seven part 

sequence of training, workshops, rehearsals, warm-ups, performance, cool-down, and 

aftermath” (1985:16). Chapter Three, the beginning of Part II, defines my term the 

creative process narrative, as well as describes the dynamics of the innerview sessions I 

conducted in Kingston. These sessions were structured with the explicit intent of 

soliciting dialogue regarding the Jamaicans’ core beliefs and personal experiences 

associated with creativity. The chapter also formally introduces the “coaxing” and 

“capturing” techniques I used in fieldwork, the strengths and limitations of my 

methodology, and the fieldwork equipment I used in documenting the Jamaicans’ 

creative interiors.  (Additional information on my recording and transcription processes is 

included in Appendix 4.) 

 Part III emphasizes key fieldwork observations and narrative passages from the 

innerview sessions I conducted. Chapter Four, the first comparative case study, begins 

with background information on Cherry and Mbala and their ongoing creative output. 

Their individualized workscapes are described and studied both from physical and 

metaphorical perspectives. First I introduce Mbala’s workscape on Stony Hill and the 

significance of the rock-stone labyrinth construction in his backyard. Interconnections 

between Mbala’s activities as a poet, musician, and mask-maker, and the resources found 

in his studio environment are documented. His narratives reveal well-refined patterns 
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associated with verbal as well as musical creativity. Next I introduce Cherry’s workscape 

at her home off Mountain View Avenue and the multifaceted functions of her Love Bank 

facility. Cherry’s conception of dub poetry, her beliefs concerning the roles of 

contemporary dub poetry practitioners, and her experiences both as a female performer 

and a martial artist are analyzed. Her narratives reveal a unique balance between the 

pragmatic and the spiritual realms, the physical and the metaphysical spheres. The 

chapter ends by taking the reader through a day-in-the-life of each of the Jamaicans and 

making some general comparisons between their daily routines.   

 Part IV provides a second comparative case study grounded in the Jamaicans’ 

creative process narratives. From their narratives a five-stage creative process model is 

described. Chapter Five starts with a detailed overview of the ways in which Cherry and 

Mbala describe the “birthing” and the “building” of poems. I discuss a number of 

compositional sparks and varied types of building patterns they utilize in the early stages 

of the poeming. Next, narratives are presented to identify the ways in which pickney 

(young) poems are entextualized (written down), memorized, refined (edited), and 

performed in live settings. The later stages of the five-stage poetic life-cycle are 

described in the final sections of the chapter. Specific examples are drawn from the 

Jamaicans’ reflections on poems in adolescent and elderly stages. It is in these stages of 

the cycle that poems are most heavily “worked/driven” (performed) and ultimately 

“parked” (retired) and archived. Again, comparisons are made between Cherry and 

Mbala’s individual conceptualizations. As well established poets certain creative patterns 

were predictable and repetitious. We were able to capture descriptions of such patterns on 

tape.  However, analysis also revealed a number of less tangible patterns concerning the 
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lives of poems. Some components of poeming included mystical, mental, and experiential 

factors that were more difficult for the Jamaicans to articulate.  

  I conclude the dissertation by suggesting that future studies of verbal and musical 

genres must more thoroughly emphasize both the roots and the fruits of creative 

activities. I call for the emergence of an interdisciplinary branch of scholarship focused 

on preperformance studies. The collection and the analysis of creative process narratives 

is an especially valuable resource for this task, applicable to both performance-oriented 

and product-oriented genres. Likewise, I argue that the study of everyday life and 

everyday activities must be given renewed attention as a crucial area of research. The 

first-hand experiences of cultural brokers and scholars working in the public sector with 

poets, musicians, painters, dancers, and other creators can aid in the study not only of the 

what constitutes the preperformance realm, but the everyday activities intimately 

associated with human creativity. The appendices provided at the end of the dissertation 

include: additional information related to my 1996 and 2001 fieldwork sessions 

(Appendices 1-4); a glossary of the Jamaican Creole vocabulary (Appendix 5); and a 

glossary of the key terms I utilize (Appendix 6). The complete texts of the poems I cite 

by Cherry and Mbala are also provided as a resource for readers (Appendix 7).  
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PART ONE:  
ROOTS & FRUITS 

 
CHAPTER 1: 
“THE HALF NEVER TOLD”: REGGAE, RASTAFARI, AND DUB POETRY 
SCHOLARSHIP 
 
With Jamaica’s independence officially granted in 1962 the island’s population—all 

people—gained a new national identity. The Jamaican national motto, “out of many one 

people,” is an invocation of cultural solidarity and, at the same time, a celebration of 

cultural diversity. In the forty plus years since independence the complex negotiation 

between solidarity and diversity continues to play out in Jamaican society.1 The 

population currently living on the island, roughly 2.8 million people, represent diverse 

economic, social, and cultural backgrounds. What it means to be a Jamaican remains 

open to interpretation and debate—interpretation and debate that manifests in a wide 

variety of public and private sectors. For instance, Jamaicans are avid newspaper readers 

and radio listeners. Newspaper articles, radio talk-shows, and other daily media stimulate 

passionate discussion of political, social, and religious events in public and private 

venues across the island.2 Since independence local and international broadcast media 

have also played an increasingly vital role in the consumption of popular music, music 

and arts related news, and cultural events. Jamaican musical genres and other forms 

                                                
1 Sherlock and Bennett’s The Story of the Jamaican People (1998), is an excellent resource for 
detailed information on the forces and the figures shaping Jamaica’s momentous transition to nationhood.  
2 For instance, the pioneering dub poet Mutabaruka is the host of the widely popular “Cutting Edge” 
radio talk show. The show is broadcast on IRIE F.M. and its topics often include controversial current 
events taking place in the Jamaica.  
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indigenous expressive culture are particularly powerful arenas in which issues of national 

and cultural identities are promoted, interpreted, debated, and otherwise shaped.  

 
The Study of Jamaican Music: the “Half Never Told” 

Considering the relatively small size of the island the cultural output and social influence 

of the nation is most impressive. In the case of music, journalists Steve Barrow and Peter 

Dalton have stressed:  

The island has produced some 100,000 records over the last 45 years—an 
extraordinary output for a population of little more than two million. Although 
few recordings have crossed over to audiences beyond the Jamaican community, 
it’s hard to think of any genre of popular music—other than blues—that has had a 
greater influence in the past couple of decades (Barrow and Dalton 2001:ix). 

  
This vast body of musical productivity has not gone unnoticed by ethnomusicologists—in 

the last three decades a wealth of scholarship has been amassed. As with the analysis of 

cultural identity, the study of musical culture can be approached from numerous 

perspectives. Jamaican ethnomusicologist Olive Lewin’s foundational research has 

focused attention on the origins, structure, and cultural significance of Jamaican folk 

musics like mento (see Lewin 1970, 1974, 1998, 2000).3 Jamaicans Verena Reckford and 

Garth White have analyzed the evolutionary stages of reggae and reggae-related genres 

(see Reckford 1977; White 1982, 1984). Like these scholars, music critics and journalists 

have repeatedly approached Jamaican music from the vantage point of its historical and 

evolutionary development (see Bradley 2000; Salewicz; Boot 2001). In this category are 

a number of guidebooks for individuals interested in building a collection of what may be 

termed “representative” reggae music. These books include CD recommendations for 
                                                
3 Lewin’s book, Rock It Come Over: The Folk Music of Jamaica (2000), presents her primary 
observations and research perspectives from over four decades of dedicated research and fieldwork.  
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individual performers/groups and general information on Jamaican popular music and 

culture (see Barrow and Dalton 1999; Bradley 1996; Foster 1999; Thompson 2002; 

Turner and Schoenfeld 2002). In fact, new books on Jamaican music are published on 

virtually an annual basis. The informational content presented in such publications varies 

widely and is directly linked with level of familiarity writers have with Jamaicans and 

Jamaican culture.4   

Despite the significant body of scholarship, and a growing arsenal of readily 

available reference materials on Jamaican musical culture, a convincing argument can be 

made that there is ample room for additional targeted research. Kenneth Bilby expresses 

this very view in Caribbean Currents: Caribbean Music from Rumba to Reggae when he 

states:   

The Rastafarian brethren have a saying: ‘The half has never been told.’ This 
seems particularly true of Jamaica’s musical history. Indeed, there is reason to 
believe that the story of Jamaican popular music will never be told in its entirety 
(Bilby 1995:151).  
 

Bilby’s research has itself played a key role in documenting Jamaica’s unique musical 

history. His early publications on the commodification of reggae music spurred interest in 

the “story” of Jamaican music in the United States (Bilby 1977). Throughout the late 

1970s and early 1990s the popularity of reggae experienced steady growth and attracted 

increased scholarly attention.5 During this time period a number of studies presented 

                                                
4  Stephen Foehr’s Jamaican Warriors: Reggae, Roots, & Culture (2000) presents one end of the 
spectrum. The information in the book was collected during the author’s first visit to the island. In contrast, 
Lloyd Bradley’s, This is Reggae Music: The Story of Jamaica’s Music (2000), contains perspectives that 
were developed over decades of first-hand experience with Jamaican musicians and music. 
5 The most popular sub-genre of reggae outside Jamaica was “roots reggae.” During the 1980s 
within Jamaica roots reggae experienced a decline in popularity. In the local context it was “dancehall,” or 
“raga,” music that gained a widespread following on the island.  
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correlations between the rapid spread of reggae internationally and the growth of 

Rastafari communities outside of Jamaica (see Bilby 1985; Hebdige 1976, 1979; Jones 

1988; Savishinsky 1994). Bilby’s more recent publications build on this particular body 

of research while at the same time argue that more focused attention must now be 

directed “…to the local traditional sources of Jamaican popular music—the ‘roots’ so 

often invoked symbolically yet seldom actually discussed in writings on reggae (Bilby 

1995:145).6  

Bilby’s statement is of great significance for contemporary scholars interested in 

Jamaican music and culture—it marks, in part, a necessary shift in attention from 

products “in motion” (Appadurai 1996) on the global stage, to the local environments 

where forms of expressive culture take root and are actively fashioned.7  In other words, 

global perspectives must be grounded with a solid foundation in the local dynamics from 

which cultural forms emerge. Not to be forgotten are individual creators—the local 

producers of culture and the domains these individual creators fashion/inhabit. Bilby’s 

cautionary advice is applicable to an array of research projects and has been clearly 

articulated by researchers (past and present) in related disciplines. A growing body of 
                                                
6 In a book review of the reference book Roots Knotty Roots (2002), Bilby expresses a similar 
sentiment. He applauds the editors Michael Turner and Robert Schoenfeld’s work as an “invaluable tool for 
serious research” (2003:67). Concerning its value he writes: “For those with a scholarly bent—or anyone 
who would like to plunge deeper into the mysteries of Jamaican music—there’s nothing like it. Stored 
within this immense catalogue are the signposts of a vibrant indigenous Jamaican “folk culture” still 
waiting to be given its due. That culture traveled to the city partly incognito, and remains largely 
unacknowledged and misunderstood by today’s cosmopolitan audiences. Here in abundance are the true 
deep “roots” that lie behind all the rhetoric of cultural reclamation voiced during the music’s more self-
consciously political moments (as when Bob Marley urged his countrymen, ‘children get your culture’—
the culture of ‘roots rock reggae’)”  (Ibid:67).  
7 Appadurai’s notion of a “world of flows” is formulated in Modernity at Large: Cultural 
Dimensions of Globalization (1996). This concept is revisited in the book Globalization (2001). Here he 
writes: “It has now become something of a truism that we are functioning in a world fundamentally 
characterized by objects in motion. These objects include ideas and ideologies, people and goods, images 
and messages, technologies and techniques” (2001:5).  
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anthropological and sociological research on “cultural producers” and the “production of 

culture” is already in place.8 Yet, cultural anthropologists interested in commoditization 

and the mass media have tended to place “less sustained analytical emphasis on the 

activities and ideologies of those who produce media and popular culture forms that 

others consume” (Mahon 2000:469). To understand more fully the considerable political, 

economic, social, and aesthetic issues involved with the global circulation of distinct 

cultural products, the ideologies and the actions of individuals and groups in local spheres 

cannot be ignored—a unification of approaches must be achieved. When no such 

synthesis is provided distinct crises of representation arise.  

 
Individualized Perspectives and Issues of Representation 
 
There are a number of challenges associated with conducting research within the “local” 

realm. Some scholars (again, past and present) have stressed the conviction that 

individualized perspectives are especially vital in understanding the processes associated 

with human creativity and the modes of cultural production in local environments. For 

example, in The Hand-Made Object and Its Maker folklorist Michael Own Jones argued:  

Research into human behavior must begin as well as end with human beings and 
should focus on the individual, for an object cannot be fully understood or 
appreciated without knowledge of the man who made it, and the traits of one 
object cannot be explained by reference only to antecedent works of an earlier 
period from which later qualities allegedly evolved (Jones 1975:vii). 

 
Similarly, the pioneering psychologist Brewster Ghiselin argued:   
 

                                                
8 Diane Crane’s, The Production of Culture: Media and the Urban Arts (1992), provides a solid 
theoretical framework for research in this area. The articles in Cultural Producers in Perilous States 
(1997), edited by George Marcus, focus on the careers and the projects of individual cultural producers as 
well as “the turbulence and limitations of the everyday conditions in which they find themselves” 
(1997:10).  
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Besides a good deal of objective discussion of the creative process, a large 
amount of comment and description of individual processes and insights has 
accumulated, most of it fragmentary, some of it not perfectly reliable. Among 
these materials the most illuminating and entertaining are the more full and 
systematic descriptions of invention and the reflections upon it made by the men 
and women most in position to observe and understand, the thinkers and artists 
themselves (Ghiselin 1952:11). 

 
These researchers are in good company. Noted ethnomusicologists and anthropologists 

have made similar arguments.9 Nonetheless, the information gathered from tradition 

bearers at the local level may also be misinterpreted. (I will discuss some of my 

“interpretive filters” in Chapter Three.) In the case of Jamaica, Lewin has stressed: 

“When bearers of culture have imparted this knowledge, scholars—most of whom have 

been foreigners, unacquainted with the local language, speechways, and culture—have 

misunderstood or misinterpreted it” (Lewin 1999:912). Likewise, any in-depth analysis of 

the commodification and circulation of cultural products (musical, verbal or otherwise) 

demands striking a healthy balance between local and global perspectives. Understanding 

the conditions under which such items were produced and the dynamics of how they are 

consumed requires a variety of skills and tools.   

The studies that have managed to provide “new chapters” in the history and 

(ongoing) development of reggae music have been interdisciplinary in nature and 

ethnographically grounded. A striking example of this type of research was conducted in 

Jamaica by cultural anthropologist Norman Stolzoff. The findings of his study of  

“dancehall culture” are presented in Wake the Town and Tell the People: Dancehall 
                                                
9 Ethnomusicologist John Blacking was an advocate for this “idiographic approach.” In How 
Musical is Man (1973) he argues that: “Because music is humanly organized sound, it expresses aspects of 
the experience of individuals in society” (89). More recently, ethnomusicologist Timothy Rice has argued 
that musical experience might successfully be approached: “as the history of the individual’s encounter 
with the world of musical symbols in which he finds himself” (Rice 1994:6).  
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Culture in Jamaica (2000).10 Like dub poetry, the emergence of dancehall, or “ragga” (a 

sub-genre of reggae) may be traced back directly to the Jamaican mobile sound systems 

of the 1950s and the verbal artistry of the "lyrical DJs" mentioned in my introduction. 

After 1985 DJs increasingly made use of slackness (sexually explicit lyrics) and 

computer generated riddims (Stolzoff: 2000:106-114).11 Stolzoff’s in-depth interview 

sessions with musicians and his long-term fieldwork (eighteen months), each played key 

roles in enabling him to document the cultural processes associated with the production 

of dancehall music. The stories he documents, concern the study of dancehall music not 

only as a musical commodity, but as a sphere of cultural activity—a distinct and 

multifaceted mode of cultural production. In short, Stolzoff’s research was an attempt to 

more fully take into account “the way that dancehall is integrated into daily life and how 

the meanings of songs are contingent on historical, productive, and performative factors 

(Stolzoff  2000:18-19).12  

                                                
10 I first became aware of Stolzoff’s fieldwork/research while visiting Dr. Carolyn Cooper in 1999 at 
her home in Jamaica. Subsequently, I had the opportunity to review his book (Galuska 2002).  
11  Despite the widespread local popularity of dancehall music and fashion, the majority of reggae 
fans and journalists outside of Jamaica grew increasingly displeased with the lyrical and musical content of 
the recordings being released in the 1980s. Stolzoff’s book, and his earlier dissertation, were conceived 
from his belief that: “Dancehall was more than slackness, I suspected, yet these critics of Jamaican culture 
were limited by a perspective that uses records as its central interpretative framework and privileges the 
role of producers and musicians as autonomous creative artists…It is not surprising that foreign journalists 
would use this lens to interpret dancehall, because it is the way that they have come to know the music, that 
is, as consumers of records and concertgoers. I am not suggesting that we completely discount the 
perspective of foreign enthusiasts, who have been critical to the worldwide popularity of dancehall music, 
but that we become aware of dancehall’s global/local intersections. This perspective remains sensitive to 
both the Jamaican context of production, performance, and politics as well as the “foreign” (transnational) 
influences” (Stolzoff 2000:xxi). 
12 The rigorous study of the lyrical, social, and performative dynamics of dancehall music did not 
materialize till the 1990s. For groundbreaking research on the urban dynamics of Jamaican dancehall music 
see C. Cooper (1993, 1994, 1998), Devonish (1996, 1998), and Ross (1998). Cooper’s research played a 
leading role in legitimizing dancehall music and culture as a topic meriting serious scholarly attention. Her 
more recent book, Sound Clash: Jamaican Dancehall Culture at Large (2004) provides a wealth of 
perspectives on dancehall as well as other forms of Jamaican expressive culture.  
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Some of the most vivid ethnographic descriptions Stolzoff provides relate to the 

technical and creative processes through which Jamaican dancehall DJ’s “build” and 

perform songs in the public and non-public arenas. These new “chapters” include detailed 

information on contemporary DJs’ work patterns, the dynamics of “everyday laboring” in 

recording studios sessions, as well as the nature of DJs’ daily social interaction on the 

street and in other local environments (Ibid:17). As with the practicing dub poet, being a 

DJ is not a “9 to 5” profession. It is integrated with a lifestyle—a distinct way of being 

that cannot be comprehended through the analysis of live performances alone. The 

patterns and experiences associated with everyday life are vital to the creative processes 

characterizing each art form.13 

 
Dub Poetry Scholarship and the Limitations of the Dub Poetry Interview 
  
As with the study of reggae, written accounts of dub poetry provide key resources, 

reference points, and a foundational body of scholarship. There are, nonetheless, 

significant chapters of the dub poetry story that remain untold. The situation is further 

exacerbated by the fact that there are even fewer published studies on dub poetry as a 

genre than on either reggae (or Rastafari). Over the last thirty years journalists in Jamaica 

and abroad have documented dimensions of the genre in a variety of publications. The 

majority of these take the form of journal and newspaper articles. They include reviews 

of dub poetry books, commercial recordings, and live performances. An assortment of 

                                                
13 A related analogy, “jazz as a way of life,” is commonly made by jazz musicians: Concerning this 
Paul Berliner explains: “. . . jazz improvisation is not merely a process by which musicians create a record 
album or an evening’s performance. It is a particular artistic way of going through life. Seasoned 
improvisers commonly emphasize this point by advising listeners that they must “live the life of a jazz 
musician” in order to perform jazz” (Berliner 1994:486).  
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feature articles on the activities and achievements of the genre’s pioneering poets have 

also appeared in print. More recently, an increasing amount of information on the genre 

and its practitioners is being made available on the Internet.  The extant “local” literary 

criticism of dub poetry is represented by the research of such respected Jamaican scholars 

as Carolyn Cooper and Mervyn Morris. Morris and Cooper have written groundbreaking 

articles analyzing the work of Jean “Binta” Breeze, Linton Kwesi Johnson, Mutabaruka, 

Oku Onuora, and Michael “Mikey” Smith (see Cooper 1993; Morris 1990, 1996). In 

addition to rigorous textual analysis, Cooper and Morris have analyzed dub poetry from 

historical and social perspectives.   

Dissertations and books devoted to the history of the art form and the 

contributions of the genre’s pioneering figures are far less common. The first dub poetry 

dissertation, “Poetry as a Performing Art in the English-Speaking Caribbean,” was 

completed in 1985 by Julie Pearn in England. The first full-length book published on the 

genre, Verbal Riddim: The Politics and Aesthetics of African-Caribbean Dub Poetry 

(1993), was written by the German scholar/musician Christian Habekost. Habekost’s 

dissertation research built on previous Jamaican scholarship and fused textual analysis 

(analysis of poetry of “the page”) with a concern for in-depth documentation of the 

historical and aesthetic development of the art form. Like, Cooper, Morris, and Habekost, 

the majority of literary critics writing about dub poetry have focused on what Pearn terms 

“established” poets (Pearn 1985:2). In other words, throughout the 1980s and 1990s the 

primary point of departure for these publications was the published poetry of a small 

number of “better-known poets” (Chang 1988 and Habekost 1993). In some cases, 

criticism was further confined to a select cannon of representative poems from the 
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genre’s pioneers.14 Largely absent from this body of focused critical analysis and 

scholarly research are the creative achievements and personalized perspectives of “lesser 

known,” but increasingly active, dub poetry practitioners.15 “The primary weakness of 

written materials originating outside of Jamaica stems from writers’ limited exposure to 

practicing poets and a fixation on poetry products (Galuska 2000:64).16 

As I stressed in the Introduction, my engagement with the body of dub poetry 

scholarship, my scholarly training, and my fieldwork experiences in Kingston suggested 

new routes and pathways for investigating the dynamics of Jamaican cultural expression 

in the preperformance realm. As was the case with my master’s research, I was convinced 

that my dissertation fieldwork would benefit from a narrative-based methodology (see 

Appendix 2). I believed that Cherry and Mbala’s narratives would provide perspectives 

unavailable from any other source. Prior to my 2001 fieldwork, and before I shifted my 

attention to the challenge of documenting their creative patterns in the field, I made 

another concerted effort to review the body of dub poetry scholarship. This time I sought 

out printed references to the creative processes practiced by individual dub poets. I was 

interested specifically in accounts that provided “backstage,” or  “off stage,” insights. 

Published interviews were a logical place to turn. Interviews with dub poetry 

practitioners (in some cases selected interview segments) are found in newspapers, 
                                                
14 For example, Mutabaruka’s poem, “Revolutionary Poets” (composed circa 1979) has been cited in 
publications by Chamberlin (1993), Dawes (1999), and DeCosmo (1995). In addition to citing the poem, all 
three writers utilize it to illustrate the same point. This type of analysis suggests a marked degree of 
unfamiliarity with Mutabaruka’s recent and ongoing poetic activities.    
15 Those primarily interested in the poem itself may be satisfied with a brief biographical overview. 
On the other hand, for those scholars attempting to develop a broader understanding of a poet’s 
achievements and personal perspectives will not be satisfied with such a limited overview. 
16 Chapter Four of my Master’s Thesis, “‘Carry Go Bring Come’: The Mediaization of Dub Poetry,” 
provides a complete discussion of the proliferation of the dub poetry genre and its (re)presentation in 
various media.  
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magazines, academic journals, and poetry anthologies (see Hearne 1992; Palmer 1999; 

Stewart 1988; Van Pelt 1998; Waseme 1999; Wheeler 1993).  

In reading such interviews I familiarized myself with the types of interview 

questions others had asked dub poets. For example, interviewers commonly asked 

questions about: a poet’s childhood development, early experiences with poetry and other 

traditional forms of expressive culture, and the influence of key role models. Much may 

be gleaned from the poets’ answers to these questions—the transcribed interview texts 

contained references to poets’ backgrounds and gave heightened attention to poets’ 

personal thoughts on the genre itself. Repeatedly, interviews stressed that dub poets are 

the "voice of the people." These published interview narratives have functioned in a 

variety of ways. They have promoted a growing international interest in dub poetry, 

(occasionally) stirred waves of controversy, heralded significant developments in the art 

form, and even inspired additional research projects on the part of researchers (I myself 

fall into this later category). From the perspective of framing my dissertation research, it 

was the questions that interviewers did not commonly ask that most captured my 

attention. While poets sometimes referred to their creative processes in generic terms, 

only in a select number of interview text fragments was I able to uncover detailed 

narratives regarding poets’ creative processes. The body of dub poetry scholarship was, 

and still remains, chiefly silent on this issue.  

There are, of course, a few exceptions to this generalization. In 1983 one of dub 

poetry's most highly respected practitioners, Michael "Mikey" Smith (b. 1954), was 
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tragically killed.17 In the years after his death a number of articles and interviews were 

published (in some cases republished). During an interview in 1981 Mervyn Morris asked 

Mikey about his composition process: 

Now tell me something about the way in which you compose. How do you go 
about composing these poems? I'm talking now about the more or less physical 
process. What do you do? Do you make it up in your head and keep it for several 
days until you sort it out, or do you tend to write it down and change it up? How 
do you go about it? (Morris 1985:41).  
 

Mikey's response included information about where the ideas for his poems originated, as 

well as the ways in which he conceptualized the relationship of verbal and musical 

rhythmic components in dub poetry. More specifically, he discussed the creation process 

associated with his well-known poem “Me Cyaan Believe It”: 

An man seh, ‘Boy, me can’t believe it, that the thing gone up, you know.’ Me seh, 
‘Rathid, a it that, you know! We can’t believe it. And when you can’t believe it 
and you look and you see the things that you can’t believe it! And then me go 
home now and me seh, ‘Yeh. Poem now. I waan get a poem. “Cyaan Believe It.”  
That is the poem I want. And then it slowly evolve. It might work out. You might 
jot it down—line, piece a line—and you go weh and you leave it, and then you 
come back and you build on it. Or it might come “roops”, right out. The whole 
intensity just come right out and you just really—it release. Or sometimes a 
rhythm come to me first. You know, is a rhythm, and me seh, ‘Dah rhythm-ya 
feel nice, you know, feel nice. And then me try to remember the rhythm...and then 
build under that, build up under that. Build under that and catch me breaks and the 
bridges. Just like how a musician work out (1985:41).  

An additional, albeit second-hand glimpse into Mikey's compositional process 

may be found in a 1984 interview segment with one of his teachers at the Jamaican 

School of Drama, Honor Ford Smith. When asked about Mikey's poetic preparation she 

responded: 
 

                                                
17 Smith was stoned to death in Stony Hill, Jamaica on August 17th, 1983. This tragic incident took 
place the day after making a verbal criticism of the Jamaican Labour Party (JLP) at a political rally (Pearn 
1984:13). Smith supported neither the JLP nor the Peoples National Party (PNP), and was adamantly 
opposed to the political violence taking place in Kingston after the 1980 election.   
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He [Mikey] would work hours and hours, sometimes the whole day, with his tape 
recorder which would have the backing tracks for the music, trying out different 
variations of rhythm. He was very very conscious of the variety that he could get 
in his voice. And you hear it in the voice, and you hear his consciousness of pace, 
when you listen to his recording, and when you hear him perform you would hear 
that he had worked for hours on the pacing of his poetry, you know. So it wasn't 
just something that he improvised when he got on stage (Morris [1986] 1989:10).   

 
These interview segments struck at the very heart of my own research interests; they have 

been in my thoughts for well over a decade. With Mikey's untimely death, the 

opportunity to seek out additional information on this topic—from his own personal 

perspective at least—has passed. There are, however, many additional voices to be 

heard.18 The collection and analysis of the narratives of living dub poets like Cherry and 

Mbala may be undertaken.  

 
The Scope and Key Objectives of My Dissertation Fieldwork 

As was the case with Stolzoff’s research, both my experience of long-term fieldwork and 

my utilization of a narrative-centered methodology were vital in providing significant 

breakthroughs in understanding. There were in fact my chief tools in addressing the 

issues of representation I discovered and my perceived limitations of the extant body dub 

poetry scholarship. The focused questions I asked the Jamaicans during the 1996 

interview sessions were an attempt to explicitly collect information about their 

compositional processes and to open dialogue and new lines of theoretical inquiry (see 

Appendix 1 for a complete summary of my 1996 questions). Not only had I been able to 

learn who had influenced Cherry and Mbala’s creative work, I was also able to ask 

specific questions about how they had been influenced by the individuals and groups they 
                                                
18 For a female perspective on the creative process associated with dub poetry see Brenda Carr’s 
article on Toronto-based dub poet Lillian Allen (Carr 1998).  
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had mentioned (Galuska 2000:17). In this critical sense, multiple interview sessions set 

my research experience apart from many of the interviews conducted by journalists with 

dub poets; repeated interview sessions allowed me to specific follow-up questions about 

their stages of development, their primary influences, and the “roots” (origins) of 

particular poems.  

I had a new, but distinctly interrelated set of objectives for the 2001 interviews. 

Fortunately, the act of scheduling my 2001 fieldwork with Cherry and Mbala was 

relatively straightforward. During the course of regular telephone conversations in late 

2000 we agreed on a set of March 2001 fieldwork dates. It was during these same 

conversations that we discussed the primary objectives of the latest research project. My 

plans were also formally declared to my committee members in my dissertation proposal 

hearing in February of 2001. I made it clear both to my committee members and to the 

Jamaicans that fieldwork would be focused on preperformance activities linked with 

poeming—activities that I believed I could prove were a regular part of everyday life. I 

argued that additional interviewing with the Jamaicans was necessary in order to 

document the life-cycles of their poeming and musicing. In my dissertation proposal I 

wrote that: “poets and musicians create, shape, and reshape poetry and music through 

identifiable creative processes that are the result of the interplay of biological, social, 

cultural, traditional, and environmental components” (Galuska 2001:4). This statement 

triggered discussion during the hearing with regard to the scope of my research project. 

Mainly, which components of the poeming process would be given most attention? It was 

felt that it would be difficult to thoroughly address the interplay of all five of the 
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components I had identified. I continued to weigh the implications of my committee’s 

advice after arriving in Jamaica the following month.  

The 2001 fieldwork itself took place in Kingston during an intensive two-week 

period from March 1-15. During this time I spent one week living with and 

“innerviewing” Mbala in Stony Hill and one with Cherry in Mountain View. We worked 

closely as narrator-collaborators, or co-creators. During this time a wide array of stories 

regarding the Jamaicans’ creative processes emerged. This was the fruit of approximately 

thirty hours of recorded audio dialogue and discussion. Portions of many sessions were 

also captured on videotape (approximately eighteen hours of video were recorded). (See 

Appendix 4 for a discussion of my audio and video recording processes). While in the 

field I found that the emphasis of the innverview sessions began narrowing. I realized 

that I was focusing on creative production primarily from two, rather than five, 

perspectives—two creative interiors linked with everyday thought and everyday life.  The 

first perspective was mental and took the form Cherry and Mbala’s narratives. These 

vocalized memories of creative experiences also highlighted specialized terminology, 

metaphors, and other perspectives associated with poeming and musicing. In my 

dissertation proposal hearing I was encouraged to seek out these very types of 

perspectives. The second perspective was environmental, in the shape of individually 

constructed workscapes. I had previously acknowledged this area as important, but had 

not fully realized its deeper significance.  

 Accordingly, during my fieldwork I directed my energies toward three primary 

objectives: first, discussing with the Jamaicans some of the recent theoretical perspectives 

I had discovered on preperformance and patterns of creativity; second, coaxing, 
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collecting, and capturing the Jamaicans’ creative process narratives; and third, 

documenting the individualized workscapes they had created and their everyday routines. 

The third objective was accomplished primarily through participant-observation and note 

taking, as well as photographing and videotaping the distinct physical features of each 

unique workscape setting. Metaphorical perspectives on these workscapes—the rock-

stone labyrinth and the concrete love-bank—were also explored in our conversations. 

(The symbolic nature of the workscapes will be explored in detail in the Chapter Four.) 

Three foundational beliefs gave credence to carrying out these objectives. First, I 

believed that the origins, the creative roots, and life-cycles of a poem deserve just as 

much scholarly attention as a poem’s performance.19 Second, I believed one could better 

understand the creative product (the creative fruit) if one is intimately familiar with the 

poet and the corresponding creative processes used in the poem’s production. 

Composition processes are at the heart of all creative acts whether one “does things” with 

words, with sound, or another form of expression (Austin [1962] 1975). Third, I believed 

that the creative process narratives, when coupled with participant observation, could 

provide valuable perspectives that were simply unavailable from any other source.  

I held true to these three perspectives and they served especially useful in guiding 

the coaxing and capturing, or “poking and prying,” I did in the field.  However, the work 

of analyzing and mapping Cherry and Mbala’s worksapes and poemscapes continued 
                                                
19 I am well aware that some audience members and some critics may not be all that excited about 
documenting the preperformance realm. Often, experiencing and critiquing the performance itself is the 
primary concern. There does appear, however, to be a growing interest on the part of scholars and audience 
members to go (to be taken or to be given access) to behind the scenes information on the origins of songs, 
paintings, movies, etc. At the same time, the researcher need not be limited to the exploration of origins. 
The life of a piece (or at least part of its life) may be traced through narrative. How has the creative product 
changed over time? Here again I would argue that the observations and ideas of the individual 
performer/creator are extremely valuable.  
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well after the fieldwork sessions were over. Before finalizing my interpretations of their 

creative process narratives and putting my findings in writing, I thought it wise to gather 

additional perspectives on human creativity and recent trends within the field of 

creatology—an emergent, cross-disciplinary science, able to synthesize divergent 

approaches to creativity and innovation (Magyari-Beck 1993).20 I felt the need to study 

the definitions psychologists had proposed for creativity and to explore the types of 

creative process models that had been proposed in past scholarship. My introduction to 

Schechner’s research on theater and drama helped stimulate my interest in studying 

multi-stage creative process models. In addition, I believed it would be useful to explore 

the types of questions writers and poets have been asked, or asked themselves, about the 

nature of poeming. The studies I share in the following chapter served as additional 

conceptual and theoretical landmarks.  

                                                
20 My graduate experiences as an anthropologist, folklorist, and ethnomusicologist exposed me to a 
wealth of perspectives on traditional and non-traditional genres of expressive culture. My formal 
(classroom) training with regard to the psychological dimensions of human creativity was, however, 
extremely limited. It was only during my dissertation research on the creative process that I found it 
necessary to begin a thorough exploration of the body of writings on creativity by psychologists. My 
research perspectives are, in this regard, still quite emergent. My mapping of the cognitive and the physical 
attributes associated with the Jamaicans’ creative efforts is intended to be exploratory.  
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PART TWO:  

QUESTIONING & COAXING 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 2:       
QUESTIONING AND DEFINING CREATIVITY: POETIC CURIOSITY AND 
CREATIVE PROCESS MODELS 

 
Research is formalized curiosity. It is poking and prying 
with a purpose. It is seeking that he who wishes may know 
the cosmic secrets of the world and they that dwell therein. 
—Zora Neale Hurston (1995:687) 

 

Poking and Prying With a Purpose 

Behind the Zora Neale Hurston quote are questions intimately linked with human 

curiosity. Hurston’s seeking of “cosmic secrets” flows from the curiosity of a 

researcher—curiosity that led to ethnographic fieldwork, “poking and prying with a 

purpose,” in several cultures. The primary task of this chapter is to further contextualize 

my dissertation fieldwork and subsequent narrative analysis—my own poking and prying 

into creative interiors. Many of the studies I cite below are drawn from an ever-growing 

body of psychological writings on human creativity. I begin the chapter by citing 

publications that focus attention directly on poetic curiosity—key questions raised by 

creative writers concerning the creative processes associated with poeming. Next, I 

present concise definitional and methodological perspectives from the works of 

established psychologists studying creativity. I devote the final sections of the chapter to 

summarizing of a number of multi-staged models of the creative process that have been 

proposed by psychologists and other researchers. My understanding of these models was 

directly shaped by Schechner’s concept of a seven-stage “system” (sequence of activities) 
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leading to dramatic performance (Schechner 1985). Components from each of these 

processual models ended up being represented in the idealized five-stage model I 

document in Chapter Five, the second case study.   

 
Creativity Questioned: Foundational Perspectives on Poetry and the Creative 
Process 
 
During the post-fieldwork phase of dissertation research I thought it wise to survey what 

creative writers had to say about the process of poetic composition. Most of my 

exploration in this area took place between 2001-2003. I discovered that fundamental 

questions concerning the dynamics of poetic composition had been raised by a variety of 

writers throughout the 20th century. Interestingly, many of the questions that were being 

asked were similar to ones I had raised. Most of the materials I encountered focused on 

the works of well-established (published) poets. Two central themes emerge in these 

writings. The first, reflected more of a methodological concern—how best to find/gather 

information on the creative process.  All of these publications argued that assessing 

individualized perspectives was an absolute necessity. The second theme, linked with 

broader theoretical and methodological concerns, reflected a debate as to what exactly 

poetry is and what dimensions of it can be adequately defined. Arthur H. R. Fairchild’s 

book, The Making of Poetry: A Critical Study of Its Nature and Value (1912), describes 

each of these topics. In Chapter One he writes:  

. . . in the attempt to determine the nature and function of poetry the only part 
about which definite and precise statements can safely be made is the material and 
the processes which go to make poetry what it is. . .the material and the processes, 
it may be truly said, can be described. Some account of the material out of which 
poetry is chiefly made can be given, and some description of the processes mainly 
involved in the making of poetry can be made. But, on this side of definiteness, 
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nothing more can be done. Only the describable element of poetry can ever be 
compressed into any exact account of what it is.  
 We have, then several rather specific questions to ask: 1. What is the material 
out of which poetry is really made? 2. What are the chief processes or kinds of 
activity involved in the making of it? 3. What, from this point of view, is the real 
nature of poetry? 4. What is the need, and what is the value of poetry? (1912:12-
13).  
 

It is not my objective to answer all four of the questions raised by Fairchild with 

regard to poetry in general or to dub poetry in particular. His questions about the “real 

nature” and “value” of poetry are extremely broad and merit in depth analysis in their 

own rite. What captivated me most about the Fairchild’s work was his stress on the 

centrality of the creative process itself. More specifically, it is his clearly expressed belief 

that observers/researchers can actually document the activities associated with poeming. 

The questions Fairchild broached in the early 1900s remained of interest to writers in the 

1950s. For example, three of the short essays included in The Creative Process (1952) are 

devoted to the creative processes linked with poetry.1 Book-length evidence of this 

thinking can be found in Melville Cane’s book, Making a Poem: An Inquiry Into the 

Creative Process (1953). Here Cane addresses the creative process from a more intimate 

perspective—his personal reflections about his work as a practicing poet. In this case, his 

interest in laying out the “step-by-step” processes involved in his own poeming was not 

inspired by a wish to define poetry. Rather, the book emerged out of his realization that: 

. . . a large general public existed which held itself aloof from poetry as something 
not to be comprehended or enjoyed by the average intelligence. As this realization 
sharpened I grew more willing to take the world into my confidence, to expose 
myself autobiographically by reporting so far as lay within my powers the step-
by-step, trial-and-error operations from the first tappings on the door of the 

                                                
1 See Amy Lowell’s “The Process of Making Poetry,” Stephen Spender’s “The Making of a Poem,” 
and Brewster Ghiselin’s “The Birth of a Poem.”  
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unconscious to the emergence of the final form, the completed expression. This I 
have sought to do honestly accurately, and faithfully. A retentive memory and my 
notes and worksheets have been of much help (1953:x). 

 
It is from this perspective that Making a Poem was intended to debunk long-entrenched 

notions about poets and the human capacity for creativity in general.  Cane writes that for 

most people “the nature of the creative act, the factors involved, remain a mystery too 

troublesome for investigation” (1953:3-4). In citing examples from his own work he 

attempts to illustrate that the “mystery” of composition—at least some components of 

it—can be accurately clearly described.  

 Cane’s work was inspired by questions readers of his poetry had personally asked 

him. He was also inspired by the reflections of other well-known creative writers. Cane 

cites Edgar Allan Poe’s 1846 essay, “The Philosophy of Composition,” as inspirational.2 

It was in this essay that Poe described in vivid detail the origins of his famous poem “The 

Raven” (1845). Like Cane, Poe was himself motivated by the urge to carry the reader 

through a step-by-step description of the poem and its creative construction. Poe’s focus 

is clear and direct. At the start of the essay he declares:  

I have often thought how interesting a magazine paper might be written by 
any author who would—that is to say who could—detail, step by step, the 
processes by which any one of his compositions attained its ultimate point of 
completion. Why such a paper has never been given to the world, I am much at a 
loss to say—but, perhaps, the authorial vanity has had more to do with the 
omission than any one other cause. Most writers—poets in especial—prefer 
having it understood that they compose by a species of fine frenzy—an ecstatic 
intuition—and would positively shudder at letting the public take a peep behind 
the scenes, at the elaborate and vacillating crudities of thought—at the true 
purposes seized only at the last moment—at the innumerable glimpses of idea that 
arrived not at the maturity of full view—at the fully matured fancies discarded in 

                                                
2 I was not familiar with Poe’s essay until I saw the reference in Cane’s book. In turn, reading Poe’s 
essay challenged me to see how far we had come since 1846. I wondered how much more we knew today 
about poetry and the creative processes associated with it.  
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despair as unmanageable—at cautious selections and rejections—at the painful 
erasures and interpolations. . . (Harrison 1965:194-195). 

 
Poe’s essay is historically significant because the questions he raises are still 

being studied today. The “modus operandi” associated with his own poetic creativity has 

ramifications for the study of creative endeavors in other areas for a variety of reasons. 

First, the essay gives explicit emphasis to the processual: the tasks, the choices, and the 

decision-making processes associated with the act of creative production—in this case 

poetic production. Second, the essay implies there is a kind of hesitancy, or resistance (on 

the part of the creator) to allowing access to the “crudities of thought” associated with 

particular moments of creation. In short, some creators are resistant to allowing access to 

their inner world—letting either scholars or the public “take a peep behind the scenes.”  

Poe suggests it is for this very reason that the individual’s personal reflections on creative 

“preconsiderations” (Ibid:202) may not be documented.3 Third, “The Raven” includes a 

blend of traditional compositional practices and Poe’s own “originality” (Ibid:203). At 

least two fundamental questions flow from Poe’s essay. First, what constitutes 

originality? Second, how can original activities be described? Questions such as these 

have certainly not gone away. Within the selected context of poetry making, researchers 

long after Poe have attempted to “take a peep behind the scenes” of poetic creation.  

The final examples I will examine in this section are drawn from Alberta T. 

Turner’s research with contemporary poets. In the preface to her 1977 book, Fifty 

                                                
3 I would argue that Poe’s “preconsiderations” are similar in nature to the “editorial moments” and 
“interior dialogue” that Becker describes in Art Worlds. Such moments and dialogue involve aesthetic 
choices made at key junctures during the life cycle of a work of art. These include choices made during the 
work’s initial creation as well as choices made about the ways in which a completed creation will be 
preserved, transmitted, or otherwise shared/consumed in the public sphere (Becker 1982:198). 
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Contemporary Poets: The Creative Process, she briefly explains the rationale for her 

research and the nature of the interviews she conducted with poets: 

I asked over a hundred poets a question, a rude question, yet one that had to be 
asked. A poet is more concerned that a poem happen than how it happens. In fact 
in the poet’s role as maker this is all that matters. To be concerned with how a 
poem began, how it changed, why it took the form it did, how it compares with 
other poems he [the poet] has written, he has to exchange the role of maker for 
that of teacher. Poets play this role easily with the poetry of other poets but are 
often reluctant to play it with their own.  

Still it will be played. Any poem successful enough to be noticed will be 
analyzed, categorized, and explained—by those who had nothing to do with its 
making. In their struggle to take it and have it, they may ennoble or deform it . . . 
Granted, the poet may not know everything about his own poem, but he knows 
more about it than anyone else does, and a direct question to the poet will reveal 
more about some aspects of a poem than the most ingenious or educated guess by 
another—to say nothing of how much misdirected effort and outright 
misinterpretation it will save (1977:xv). 

 
A poet’s (possible) reluctance to speak aside, we again find ourselves pointed in the 

direction of a poem’s individual creator and the knowledge a poet carries internally. As 

Turner stresses, analysis apart from such insights may be “ingenious, may be “educated,” 

but ultimately may also be characterized as a misdirected (mis)interpretation.  

The five types of questions Turner asked individual poets about individual poems 

can be summarized as such: How does a poem start? By what principles or techniques 

does a poem change? For whom do you write? How would you help a novice read your 

poems? How has do you compare the poem in question with your earlier work? (Ibid:3-

19). The answers Turner received from her questionnaires and interviews with poets 

revealed a continuum of insights. For example, some poets had very little to say about the 

origins of a poem. Others provided “a date, place, [and] bit of experience that started him 

putting pencil to paper” (Ibid:3). In all cases, the experience of answering questions about 

individual poems prompted heightened self-reflexivity. After all, poets are both creators 
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of poetry and readers of poetry.4 As we shall see in the following chapter, the questions 

Turner asked are in fact quite similar to the types of questions I asked Cherry and Mbala 

in 2001—questions I had been curious about for years.  

The insights and narrative responses featured in Turner’s book provide “readers” 

of all sorts with more than poetic paraphrase.5 For example, a number of the poets Turner 

interviewed suggested “soak[ing] the learner in the elements of the experience that made 

a poem possible” would be most beneficial in helping to generate an understanding of 

individual poems (Ibid:17). “Rubbing” the reader’s nose “often enough and deeply 

enough” into the experience(s) from which a poem emerged fosters an internalization of 

the poem on the reader’s behalf.  Published information on these types of experiences, as 

well as unified analysis on the creative processes associated with poetic construction, 

were exactly the types of information I was after in the dub poetry context. Although, as 

both Turner and I had come to find, the “general poetic theory and habits” of individual 

contemporary poets and the nature of individual poems are “scattered in magazines and 

                                                
4 Turner writes: “In a sense, any readers who ask poets these questions about their poems are asking 
other readers. But they are asking readers who have read the poems more closely and earlier in their 
development and with greater funds of information about the author’s biographies, critical theories, and 
work habits than any other readers can have. This book has been written on the assumption that if one is to 
have a poem, one must know it in as many ways and with the help of as many kinds of readers as one can” 
(1977:19). 
5 Turner’s later publication, Poets Teaching: The Creative Process (1980), attempted to apply her 
ongoing research to classroom settings. Here she explores the issues involved with teaching creativity—
how can poets and other writers bolster students’ creative writing abilities? The book provides glimpses 
into the teaching and the creative processes associated with thirty some individual poems and a number of 
individual students.  
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anthologies” (Ibid:xvii).6 Assembling and analyzing these scattered pieces of information 

and insights can be a daunting task.  

The writings of Fairchild, Cane, Poe, and Turner (as well as the many of the 

perspectives I presented in the previous chapter) reveal that curiosity about creativity 

goes hand in hand with questioning its nature and understanding its dynamics. Curiosity 

with regard to human creativity (in general) has lead to a proliferation of scholarly and 

artistic perspectives. Yet for some, the conviction persists that specific dimensions of 

creativity and creative acts are in fact “hidden,” “obscured,” or in some cases ultimately 

“unknowable.” The true extent of the “obstacles” obscuring/hindering an understanding 

of creative activity and creative products must be explored on a case-by-case basis. 

Despite obstructions of varying degrees, the flow of scholarly interest in documenting, 

mapping, defining, and otherwise developing a broader understanding of human 

creativity has continued to broaden throughout the 1900s. Psychologists played an 

essential role in this regard. By the 1950s a number of definitional and processual models 

for creativity had been proposed by psychologists. The following sections present a 

number of such definitions and models.  

 
Creativity Defined: Definitional Considerations 

 
The creative work is a novel work that is accepted as 
tenable or useful or satisfying by a group in some point in 
time.  
—Stein (1953:311) 
 

                                                
6 It is interesting to note the existence of a book titled Fifty Caribbean Writers: A Bio-
Bibliographical Critical Source Book (1986). Here, editor Daryl C. Dance presents a collection of 
individual perspectives on creative writing in the Caribbean.  
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Creativity is the ability to come up with ideas or artefacts 
that are new, surprising, and valuable. 
—Boden (2004:1) 

 

Morris Stein’s definition of creativity, when read outside the context of the article in 

which it appeared, may seem quite vague on many counts. What is meant by “novel” and 

“useful”? What is meant by “group”? What specific temporal dimensions are envisioned? 

Nonetheless, most contemporary definitions of creativity—including Margaret Boden’s 

definition cited above—continue to draw from the basic definitional model Stein laid out 

in the 1950s. In defining creativity psychologists generally rely on two foundational 

premises. First, to be deemed creative an idea or an object must possess novelty or 

originality. In this case, “novel” implies that “the creative product did not exist 

previously in precisely the same form” (Stein 1953:311). Or, to put it another way, at its 

most basic level, the novelty associated with creativity involves the “making unfamiliar 

combinations of familiar ideas” (Boden 2004:3). Second, and for many researchers 

equally important, the novelty or “newness” associated with creativity is closely linked 

with a marked degree of social value. The social value of the creative idea/artifact may be 

accepted widely or embraced in a much more restricted fashion. Of course, what is 

deemed to be creative by one cultural group may not be celebrated as such by another 

group. Howard Gardner’s proposed definition of the creative individual hints at this 

distinction: “The creative individual is a person who regularly solves problems, fashions 

products, or defines new questions in a domain in a way that is initially considered novel 

but that ultimately becomes accepted in a particular setting” (Gardner 1993:35, emphasis 

mine).  
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 Psychologists continue to explore the complexities of the novelty and social 

acceptance constructs today. For example, Margaret Boden’s The Creative Mind: Myths 

and Mechanisms (2004) devotes significant attention to understanding the varying 

“magnitudes of creativity”—the “newness” associated with human creativity (Bowden 

2004). I found Boden’s notion of  “conceptual space,” or “structured styles of thought,” 

beneficial in developing my notion of creative interiors (Ibid:4). Boden summarizes a 

conceptual space as such: 

The dimensions of a conceptual space are the organizing principles that unify and 
give structure to a given domain of thinking. In other words, it is the generative 
system that underlies that domain and defines a certain range of possibilities. . .  
The limits, contours, pathways, and structure of a conceptual space can be 
mapped by mental representations of it (Boden 1994:79). 

 
Conceptual spaces “include ways of writing prose or poetry; styles of sculpture, painting 

or music; theories in chemistry or biology; fashions in couture or choreography. . . in 

short, any disciplined way of thinking that is familiar to (and valued by) a certain social 

group” (Ibid:4). Accordingly, Boden views conceptual spaces as broad ranging. She is 

convinced that the geographies of such spaces may be actively explored and mapped—by 

creators, by researchers, or by other individuals. Based on these perspectives, the genre of 

dub poetry may be viewed as a distinct conceptual space with distinct geographic features 

that should be “mapable.” As I have made quite clear, the features I was most interested 

in mapping were Cherry and Mbala’ workscapes and poemscapes.  

According to Boden and other psychologists the most radical type of creativity 

involves the transformation of an established conceptual space. In this case, an individual 

creator, having thoroughly mapped and explored the contours of a conceptual space, 

attempts to re-route or expand the limits of its borders. Some of these “tweaks” may be 
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deemed relatively minor in scope. The creator who truly (re)invents or revolutionizes a 

particular conceptual space contributes something more historically significant—he/she 

may be responsible for the emergence of an entirely new genre of creative expression.7 

The deepest cases of creativity [H-creativity] involve someone’s thinking 
something which, with respect to the conceptual spaces in their minds, they 
couldn’t have thought before. The supposedly impossible idea can come about 
only if the creator changes the pre-existing style in some way. It must be tweaked, 
or even radically transformed, so that thoughts are now possible which previously 
(within the untransformed space) were literally inconceivable (Ibid:5-6).  

 
It is the “literally inconceivable” dimension(s) of creativity that poets, philosophers and 

researchers have struggled to come to terms with. The surprise, the mystery, the 

(seemingly) unpredictability associated with the act of creation, presents an extremely 

challenging and seemingly insurmountable paradox. “If we take seriously the dictionary-

definition of creation, ‘to bring into being or form out of nothing’, creativity seems to be 

not only unintelligible but strictly impossible” (Ibid:11). 

 
Addressing the Puzzle of Creation: Interactive Models & Evolving Systems 
 
While no singular definitional formulation, theoretical perspective, or methodological 

tool can solve the “creativity puzzle,” a number of viable approaches have been 

suggested. Contemporary creativity research has relied heavily on the ground- breaking 

conceptualizations and methodologies introduced in the 1950s.8 However, a heightened 

                                                
7 Here Boden uses the analogy of building roadways. From a psychological perspective creative 
thinking can lead to the re-routing of old roads; it can also led to the building of entirely new roads: “Re-
routing the motorway (in ‘real life’ as in the mind) is the most difficult of all. The surprises that it would 
engender could be so great as to make the driver lose his bearings. He may wonder if he’s been magically 
transported to a different county, or even a different country. . . A given style of thinking, no less a road 
system, can render certain thoughts impossible—which is to say, unthinkable” (Bowden 2004:5).  
8 Two historically significant approaches from the 1950s include: the psychometric (with a focus on 
creativity testing) and the cognitive (emphasizing problem and solution space mapping). See Ghiselin 
(1952) for an example of papers presented at one of the first scholarly conferences devoted to the study of 
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sensitivity to the unique developmental patterns of individual creators and the evolving 

environmental contexts in which they work, are two components that set more recent 

approaches apart from past studies. Howard Gardner’s interactive model is a prime 

example of this (Gardner 1993:34-35). His model was an attempt to bring a greater 

unification to the study of the creative domains in which creators work and the creative 

fields in which creative objects/ideas are manifested, discussed, and interpreted. Put 

simply: “The domain is a set of practices associated with an area of knowledge; the field 

consists of the individuals and institutions that render judgments about the work in the 

domain” (Gardner 1994:152).9 (It should be apparent that Boden’s idea of conceptual 

space has an especially strong affinity with Gardner’s notion of creative domain. In fact, I 

see the two terms as being virtually interchangeable.) 

At the heart of Gardner’s analytical approach is an emphasis on three core 

elements: “a creating human being, an object or project on which that individual is 

working, and the other individuals who inhabit the world of the creative individual” 

(Gardner 1993:8).10 These three core elements may be explored in terms of the trajectory 

of what he terms each creator’s “life-course.” In turn, research into the life-course of 

                                                                                                           
human creativity. A third fruitful approach includes the study of creativity from the vantage point of 
personality traits and motivational perspectives. Included in this category are both psychoanalytic and 
behaviorist perspectives as well as the more recent “intrinsic motivation” model posed in the 1980s by 
Amabile (Amabile 1983).  
9 Gardner contends that creative activity can be categorized into five general types of creative 
domains: 1) The solution of a well-defined problem (the discovery of the double helix) 2 The devising of 
an encompassing theory (Freud’s study of the unconscious); 3) The creation of a “frozen work” (where 
distance between the creation and the encounter/evaluation of a work exists); 4) The performance of a 
ritualized work (performance of a dance by Martha Graham); and 5) a “high stakes” performance (Ghandi’s 
non-violent protests advocating social/political change) (Gardner 1994:150-151).  
10 Here Gardner draws on the work of his colleague Mihaly Csikszentmihaly (1988). Gardner applies 
this thee-pronged model in the greatest detail in his book, Creating Minds: An Anatomy of Creativity Seen 
Through the Lives of Freud, Einstein, Picasso, Stravinsky, Eliot, Graham, and Gandhi (1993). Creating 
Minds includes multiple levels of analysis regarding these seven historically significant creators. 
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individual creators can cast light on the manner in which significant “problem areas” 

within a domain were approached, as well as the nature of the “creative breakthroughs” 

(transformations) achieved (Gardner 1994). It is essential then to understand the 

multifaceted forms of interaction taking place between the creator and the creative 

domain(s) and the creative field(s) in which he/she works.  

The evolving systems approach of psychologist Howard Gruber places emphasis 

on two additional criteria to be considered in defining and studying creativity.  He argues 

that along with novelty and value, creative products are linked with both “purposeful 

behavior” and “continuance,” (Gruber1989:29). “When someone is ‘purposeful,’ we 

mean that he or she cannot easily be deflected from the pursuit of a chosen course” 

(Ibid:10). The creative individual makes unique and purposeful decisions about the 

projects he/she engages in, the resources drawn from, and the environmental conditions 

in which work is conducted. Moreover, while a particular project might be initiated with 

a flash of creativity—a powerful moment of insight—the overall life cycle of a project 

may be measured in months, years, or even decades (Ibid:14). (The idea of such “eureka 

moments” will be discussed in the next section.) It is because of such periods of duration 

that each singular creative project is often linked with a larger, ongoing, and constantly 

evolving body of creative work. Gruber describes such an integrated body of work as a 

“network of enterprise.” In short, the evolving systems approach Gruber advocates places 

emphasis on individuals, on networks of enterprise, and the question of “how creative 

work works” (Ibid:4). “What do people do when they are being creative? How does the 

creative person organize and deploy his or her resources to do what no other person has 

done? How do special organization and special set of tasks come about?” (Ibid:4).  
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In the introductory chapter to Creative People at Work: Twelve Cognitive Case 

Studies (1989), Gruber highlights five central “attitudes” central to the evolving systems 

approach. First, creative work is developmental and systemic—it evolves over long 

periods of time and involves interplay between purpose, play, and chance. Second, 

creative work is pluralistic—the creative individual employs a variety of insights, 

metaphors, relationships, and projects. Third, creative work is interactive—even when 

working in apparent isolation the creative individual is bound to historical and social 

contexts. Fourth, creative work is constructionist—the creator makes fundamental 

decisions about the tools, the surroundings, and the skills, and the needs of the work at 

hand in order to facilitate creative construction. Fifth, creative work is experientially 

sensitive (or phenomenologically aware)—the creator is both a doer of work and a person 

in the world who possess emotional and aesthetic feelings in relation to the needs and 

emotions of others.  

In Gruber’s view, research projects that incorporate these five attitudes and 

facilitate “prolonged attention to the individual” are capable of yielding insights into the 

stage-wise progression of creativity over a creator’s life-course. When considering 

creative individuals “the picture necessarily becomes more individualized, since we are 

not dealing with species-wide adaptations, but with unique and original patterns” (Gruber 

1989:21). In this sense there exists no singularly acceptable stage-wise progression for 

the development of the creative individual (human being). He concludes:   

But if we accept the idea that our starting point in the study of creativity must be 
the unique creative person at work, then we must look for the stages of 
development in the individual, and we must consider the personal developmental 
history as a whole. . . To understand the points of cleavage between stages, and 
the dynamics of movement from stage to stage, we must look ever more deeply at 
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the individual. And that is why the evolving systems approach is so intimately 
linked with the case study method (1989:21-22).  

 
 The models proposed by Gardner and Gruber had resonation with my Jamaican 

research for a number of reasons. I had looked quite closely at individuals as case studies 

with an emphasis on their personal development (life-courses) and their artistic histories; 

I had paid special attention to the sources that had influenced their creativity. Similarly, I 

had given a great deal of attention to the intentionality of their work over a period of 

decades. Finally, I had identified a number of ways in which they had purposefully made 

use of specific resources to enhance and support the range of creative projects they 

engage in. Documenting the key developmental stages of the Jamaicans had set the stage 

for mapping the creative processes and routines they practiced. The final sections of this 

chapter provide a brief survey of influential creative process models proposed by 

psychologists and the relationship of such models to my own research.  

 
Ethnographic Reflections and Significant Creative Process Models 
 
The earliest processual model I formulated to account for the “poetic production 

process,” what I now refer to as poeming, developed from my reflections on the phases of 

ethnographic inquiry. I had written about six particular phases in 1995 as part of my 

graduate coursework. (See Appendix 2 for a discussion of each of the ethnographic 

phases I identified.) It was from these phases that I had created a three-stage model 

related to: poetic production (creation), poetic presentation (sharing), and poetic 

transformation (response). Diagram 2 (below) highlights the three processes I formulated:  
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Diagram 2: 

Stages of Poetic Production, Presentation, and Transformation 

Stage One: Poetic Production Process 
  External influences & traditions & internal influences & creativity converge 

within an individual poet ⇒  
resulting in poetry  

 
Stage Two:  Poetic Presentation Process 

  Poetry & audience members & poet & situational context intermingle  
during a performance ⇒ 

 resulting in new individual social and creative experiences     
 

Stage Three: Poetic Transformation Process 
Performance experiences impact poet & audience members ⇒ 

 resulting in social change & new poetic influences  
 
 
I believed that the examination of these three processes would reveal information, not 

only on the creative context(s) in which dub poets practiced and performed their tradition, 

but on the ways in which dub poetry audiences, including scholars, interpreted the art 

form.  As it turns out, I became particularly interested in the sub-process associated with 

Stage One—describing the “birthing” and “building” processes associated with Cherry 

and Mbala’s creativity.   

About the same time I had conceived of these ideas, the chair of my master’s 

thesis committee, John Johnson, gave me a copy of Schechner’s book Between Theater 

and Anthropology (1985). I was fascinated in particular by one of Schechner’s 

introductory statements in the book:  

Generally, scholars have paid attention to the show, not the whole seven part 
sequence of training, workshops, rehearsals, warm-ups, performance, cool-down, 
and aftermath. Theater people have investigated training, rehearsals, and 
performances but have slighted workshops, warm-up, cool-down, and aftermath. 
Just as the phases of the public performance itself make a system, so the whole 
"performance sequence" makes a larger, more inclusive system. In some genres 
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and cultures, one or the other of the parts of the sequence is emphasized 
(1985:16). 

 
Schechner goes on to stress that a number of actions associated with performances are not 

observable “on stage”: 

In theaters around the world, performers after a show eat, drink, talk, and 
celebrate. A newcomer to actors wonders how so much energy is left for these 
after-the-theater bouts. But truly these activities don’t come “after” but are “part 
of” the performance and should be studied as such. In many cultures, taking food 
and drink, sharing memories of what happened, is either a concluding part of the 
performance or part of after-the-performance ceremonies. . . In limiting their 
investigations mostly to what happens during the performance itself, scholars are 
following modern Euro-American theatrical convention: You don’t go backstage 
unless you’re part of the show. The history of the development of the Western 
playhouse has been to reposition an event that was largely open, outdoors, and 
public into one that is closed, indoors, and private (1985:19). 

 
Schechner’s notions of the “seven part sequence” and “after-the-performance” activities 

had an immediate and profound resonance for my own research. Beyond a doubt, dub 

poetry scholarship and published materials on the genre have tended to emphasize “the 

show”—the published, recorded, or performed poem. In contrast, the "system,"—the 

activities and processes leading to the creation of a poem—were largely neglected topics. 

It became my desire to explore this “uncharted” territory.11 Schechner’s work also 

inspired me to see out additional creative process models for comparison.  

During my dissertation research I discovered a variety of classic observations on 

the processes and stages associated with the act(s) of creation. Again, psychologists were 

                                                
11 Of course, the emphasis on conducting research in such “back stage” regions is not limited in 
scope to “staged” public events. For example, Victor Turner’s idea of “social drama,” the processes and the 
phases by which individuals and social groups negotiate the resolution of conflict, was formulated in the 
1960s. The stages associated with the resolution of social drama are clearly presented in Turner's “Dramas, 
Fields, and Metaphors: Symbolic Action in Human Society” (1974:37-41). Turner’s theorizing was itself 
influenced by Arnold van Gennep’s notion of liminality and the associated rites of passage (Van Gennep 
1960). 
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particularly well-represented in this area. Many widely cited examples in literature 

include information on the “eureka moments” associated with historically significant 

scientific discoveries. For instance, Arthur Koestler’s groundbreaking The Act of 

Creation (1964), provides summaries of Archimedes’ discovery of water displacement 

(made while bathing) and Henri Poincaré’s formulation of the so-called “Fuchsian 

functions” and their axiomatic relations to non-Euclidean geometry (made while boarding 

a bus).12 Important questions about the meaningfulness of accounts like these have been 

raised repeatedly. “Although ‘sudden illumination’ may be a faithful description of how 

creativity appears to the creator, it cannot be the whole story. Intuition cannot consist 

merely in flashes of insight” (Boden 2004:28). When viewed in isolation an 

“inspirational approach” to creativity is severely lacking.  

First, the value of such anecdotes, even when documented in first-person narrative 

form, must be carefully analyzed and interpreted. (This and other narrative-related issues 

from my own fieldwork will be discussed fully in the next chapter.) Second, the 

unconscious does not work alone in the creative problem-solving process. As Boden 

stresses, Archimedes and Poincaré had “been thinking about their [particular] problem for 

many days” (Ibid:28). Third, analysis of an individual’s creative intuition in isolation—

whether he/she is a poet, painter, musician, mathematician, biologist, or physicist—often 

provides no concrete information on what Koestler termed creativity’s “invisible links.” 

These links play a key role in unifying the unconscious and the conscious processes 

                                                
12 These examples, as well as other vividly described “Eureka act” experiences from the lives of 
creative writers and musicians are cited in the chapter, “Moments of Truth.” See pages 105-106 for 
information on Archimedes and pages 114-116 for quotes from Poincaré. Poincaré’s quotes are drawn from 
his essay, “Mathematical Creation,” as included in Ghiselin’s The Creative Process (1952).  
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associated with creative problem-solving.13 Conducting multiple interviews with 

individual creators—as I did in my 2001 fieldwork sessions—is one possible way to 

identify, discuss, and analyze such invisible links.  

The well-known creative process models that were developed in the 1900s 

address these important issues with varying degrees of success. One of the best known 

models put forth came from Graham Wallas in the 1920s. It continues to command 

attention and inspire contemporary modeling efforts today. The individual stages Wallas 

described in, The Art of Thought (1926), include conscious and unconscious components 

and concern activities carried out over an extended time frame.14 In the initial stage, 

preparation, the creator investigates the nature of creative problem at hand. The 

information and/or materials deemed necessary for addressing the problem are gathered 

(Fleith et al. 2000/2001:63). The second stage, incubation, was characterized by Wallas 

as primarily unconscious in nature—the creator does not consciously think about the 

problem. Rather, he/she works on the problem at a subconscious level while engaged in a 

variety of other activities. The creator is often involved with a larger body of work—the 

“network of enterprise” Gruber later described. The duration of this phase varies greatly. 

Long-term periods of incubation may, on the surface, appear to be unproductive and 

induce heightened feelings of frustration for the creator (Boden 2004:30). The third stage 

                                                
13 Koestler writes: “The moment of truth, the sudden emergence of a new insight, in as act of 
intuition. Such intuitions give the appearance of miraculous flashes, or short-circuits of reasoning. In fact 
they may be likened to an immersed chain, of which only the beginning and the end are visible above the 
surface of consciousness. The diver vanishes at one end of the chain and comes up at the other end guides 
by invisible links” (1964:211).   
14 Wallas’ theorizing was itself inspired by the detailed observations Poincaré laid out in his 1908 
essay on the experience of discovering the Fuchsian Functions. Discussion of the basic four-stage model is 
included in the writings of: Boden (2004:29-33), Csikszentmihalyi (1996:79-106), Fleith et al. (2000:62), 
Guilford (1950:451), and Lubart (2000/2001:295-298).  



 84 
of the process is marked by a conscious and profound breakthrough—a moment of 

illumination in which the solution, or what Guilford termed the “semi-final” solution 

(Guilford 1952:451), becomes clear. Here, illumination corresponds directly to the 

Eureka moment concept described above. This phase is frequently characterized by 

heightened positive emotion. Graham’s model concludes with a phase of verification in 

which the creative solution is evaluated, elaborated, and improved upon  (Fleith et. al. 

2000:62).  

 A series of studies conducted by C. Patrick in the 1930s gave credence to this 

four-stage model (Patrick 1935, 1937, 1938).15 Nonetheless, in the 1950s and 1960s a 

number of questions and critiques related to Wallas’ model emerged. For example, Stein 

emphasized that: “The process of hypothesis formation in the creative person is not a 

haphazard nor rigid process” (Stein 1953:314). Creative individuals purposefully foster 

sensitivity to internal and external frames of reference. In this case, it is the permeable 

nature of “the boundaries that separate self from the environment and that separate some 

or all of the regions within the self” that creators actively rely upon—especially during 

the early stages of the creative process (Ibid:313). For this reason the relationship 

between the “inner personal region” as well as the external/environmental region must be 

accounted for. Psychologists like Ghiselin were also critical of Wallace’s model. 

Ghiselin’s research with novelists suggested that stage-based descriptions of the creative 

process were somewhat “superficial” in nature. Accordingly, he suggested that 

researchers develop more integrated theoretical approaches (Ghiselin 1963).  

                                                
15 See Lubart (2000:296-297) for a brief summary of Patrick’s research findings.  
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A number of more recent studies have noted that creative work does not unfold—

or more precisely is not, necessarily, executed—in a sequential order (Fleith et al. 

2000:62).16 Csikszentmihalyi’s research makes this point especially clear in Creativity: 

Flow and the Psychology of Discovery and Invention (1996). In discussing the issue he 

writes:  

. . . this classical analytic framework leading from preparation to elaboration gives 
a severely distorted picture of the creative process if it is to be taken literally. A 
person who makes a creative contribution never just slogs through the long last 
stage of elaboration. This part of the process is constantly interrupted by periods 
of incubation and is punctuated by small epiphanies. Many fresh insights emerge 
as one is presumable just putting finishing touches on the initial insight 
(Csikszentmihalyi 1996:80). 

 
It is for this very reason that Csikszentmihalyi stressed that all creative process models 

should include a marked degree of internal flexibility. In this case, Csikszentmihalyi 

“adds” a fifth stage to Wallas’ model by making a clear distinction between the periods 

of evaluation and elaboration. This so-called fifth component is highly significant 

because  “it is probably the one that takes up the most time and involves the hardest 

work” (Ibid:80).  

Since the 1980s, Boden, Gardner, Gruber, Csikszentmihaly, and other 

psychologists have continued to explore the social and the environmental components 

associated with creativity.17 It is clear that multi-stage processual models remain useful 

analytical tools. Taken together, the perspectives of these scholars provide solid 

                                                
16 This notion was included in Wallas’ 1926 model. However, recent research has focused in much 
more detail on the ramifications of the sequential ordering.  
17 The research of Teresa Amabile provides another cyclic model for the study of creativity.  The 
model she suggests in Creativity in Context (1996) includes the phases of: problem or task presentation, 
preparation, response generation, response validation, and outcome (1996:93-98). For additional examples 
of contemporary research on this issue see Lubart’s article, “Models of the Creative Process: Past, Present, 
and Future (2000/2001). 
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theoretical and methodological models for studying human creativity from historical, 

individual, and processual vantage points. They helped substantiate my claim that the 

roots as well as the fruits of expressive culture merit additional scholarly attention; they 

have argued that the perspectives of individual creators serve as essential points of 

reference; they provided a set of theoretical tools for analyzing the Jamaicans’ creative 

process narratives and processing my observations of their creative interiors. More than 

anything else though, it was Cherry and Mbala’s narratives that guided me to a more 

unified understanding of the dynamic relationship(s) between creator, creative process, 

creative environment, and creative object. Some patience, some persistence, and a 

specialized type of “coaxing” were also necessary in order to “capture” the narratives on 

tape. The following chapter documents my coaxing and capturing process, my 

conceptions of the creative process narrative, and the dynamics of my innerview sessions 

with the Jamaicans.  
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CHAPTER 3:  
COAXING AND CAPTURING CREATIVITY: THE CREATIVE PROCESS 
NARRATIVE AND THE “INNERVIEW” RESEARCH CONTEXT 
 

When people want to know more, sometimes you tell them 
more.  
—Mervyn Morris (1999:163) 

 

Biography Behind the Poems: Beyond Curiosity About Poetic Creativity 

The epigraph above is drawn from Morris’ “Behind the Poems” (1999). The essay is 

distinct from his publications on dub poets because, in this case, Morris is the object of 

inquiry. He writes as a well-respected, well-published poet. His personal reflections 

concern the origins and the subject matter of individual poems he has written and shared 

in public readings. The questions raised in his essay can be traced directly to curious 

readers/listeners who “want a look behind” particular poems (1999:162).1 Where did the 

idea(s) for a poem originate? What life event(s) or figure(s) inspired and shaped the 

poem? Having been repeatedly confronted with such common questions Morris suggests 

three important observations—observations that are quite similar to those issues raised by 

the creative writers and psychologists identified in the previous chapter. First, the 

inclination to ask questions about a poem, or poet’s background, appears to be common 

enough. Second, the act of making accurate connections between lived experience and 

poeming is not so common—not so simple a task. This observation is related to his third 

point: “In many poems, by many poets, there is a tension between disclosure and 

concealment” (Ibid:163). The reading/hearing of a particular poem may indeed reveal 
                                                
1 Morris cites the questions he has received about one of his best known poems, “The Day My 
Father Died” (1962), as an example of this tendency (1999:163). 
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much about the poet. Yet, there is much that cannot be learned from reading/hearing 

alone. In the case of living poets, interviews and other types of “off stage” interactions 

can serve a bridge between what is known and what is unknown. 

My curiosity, my “poking and prying” within the dub poetry genre, stemmed from 

my knowledge of areas I learned had remained undocumented. What I have not yet 

described in detail are the interactional dynamics of the innerview sessions and the 

specific ways in which conceptualizations of the creativity were coaxed (invoked) to the 

forefront of our discussions. These interactions were neither about relieving tension nor 

overcoming the will to conceal personalized poetic territory. We had already established 

an open and positive working relationship that had lasted approximately a decade; we had 

made many disclosures and purposefully revealed much about ourselves over the course 

of the years.2 Rather, our sessions were about fostering an atmosphere conducive to self-

reflection, inter-personal dialogue, and moments of revelation about the stages of the 

creative process. Simply put, to begin formally mapping the geography of the Jamaicans’ 

creative interiors additional “stories” had to be coaxed to the forefront of discussion and 

their individualized workscapes needed to be documented. To help understand these two 

important activities and the discoveries associated with them, a detailed discussion of the 

fieldwork methodologies I employed is necessary.  

The purpose of this chapter then is to discuss and to define the primary 

methodological tools and fieldwork practices through which I was able to collect creative 

process narratives and document key features of the Jamaicans’ workscape environments. 
                                                
2 There were a number of times during our 2001 sessions when topics of a highly personal nature 
were captured on tape. Cherry and Mbala each specifically requested that certain segments be erased and 
not be made public. I have complied with this important request.   
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I begin by providing definitions of narratology and narrative. From this discussion I 

present my formal definition of the creative process narrative and the origin of the 

innerview concept I made use of. Next, I explain the strengths of this approach from the 

perspective of partners engaged in long-term collaboration and narrative co-creation. I go 

on to describe John McDowell’s concept of “coaxing the corrrido” (in the Costa Chica) 

and draw significant parallels with coaxing creative process narratives in Jamaica. This 

section also identifies the progression of my fieldwork by breaking down the coaxing 

process into a five-stage sequence. Next, I stress three fundamental caveats related to my 

methodology and primary fieldwork practices. The caveats are associated with the 

preconceptions about the creative process that I brought into the field, as well as some of 

the limitations of the Jamaicans’ narratives. The chapter goes on to describe the primary 

fieldwork techniques I utilized for “capturing” (recording) the audio and visual 

components of the innerview sessions. I end the chapter with some orthographic notes 

regarding the ways in which the Jamaicans’ narratives are represented in the case studies. 

(Additional information about my recording and transcribing processes is included in 

Appendix 4).  

 
Narratology and the Creative Process Narrative  

Narrative is a universal, though context sensitive and culturally relative, expressive 

phenomenon of great analytical significance for the study of human experience and 

interpersonal interaction. Theoretical interest in narratology, an interdisciplinary study of 

narrative, narrated texts, and narrative-based events, has grown widely since its formal 
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inception in the late 1960s.3 Not surprisingly, the range of genres studied by 

narratologists is expansive. These include the narratives found within: diaries, letters, 

memoirs, memorates, biographies, life-histories, and folktales (Ochs and Capps 1996:19). 

Linguists, folklorists, anthropologists, and historians have proposed many useful 

definitions for narrative. For instance, folklorist Elliott Oring describes narrative quite 

succinctly as “a medium for communicating experience” (1986:122). He explains:  

 “Narrative” is another word for story. Narrating is a method by which experience 
is transformed into a verbal account. Experience is recapitulated by matching a 
verbal sequence of statements to some sequence of events which is purported to 
have occurred (Oring 1986:121). 

 
Oring’s foundational definition stresses two critically important dimensions associated 

with narrative and narrative-event: the experiential (personal) and the temporal 

(sequential). Prior to the 1960s, the “sequence of events” out of which a narrative text 

was constructed commanded a disproportionate amount of attention.  

 By the 1970s this state of affairs had changed considerably. Most notably, there 

was a marked shift from a fixation on texts to “texts in context.” Indeed, a strong analogy 

can be made between this particular paradigm shift and the shift made by psychologists in 

the 1980s toward the study of “creativity in context”.4 Along with the experiential and 

temporal dimensions, at least three additional primary components constitute what David 

Herman calls the “narrative world” (Herman 2002). These include interactional 

(interpersonal), spatial (environmental), and functional (purposeful) dimensions. The five 

                                                
3 The writings of Tzvetan Todorov (1969) and Roland Barthes ([1966] 1977) are two of 
narratology’s foundational texts. See Mitchell (1981) and Herman (2002) for overviews of the development 
of narratology since the 1960s. 
4 See Dolby (1984:2-6) and Alan Dundes’ seminal article “Texture, Text, and Context” (1964) for 
additional discussion of the importance of the text/context dichotomy.  
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interrelated dimensions of the narrative world are bound with the activities of crafting, 

presenting, and interpreting narrative-based genres. This is true of narratives that 

celebrate the collective knowledge of a folk group, as well as for narratives that 

emphasize the sharing of an event or experience from a distinct individualized 

perspective.  

The narratives I collected from the Jamaicans fall into this second general 

category—the personal experience narrative. In narratives of this type, an experience of 

an individual serves as the primary frame of reference. Folklorist Sandra Dolby defines 

personal experience narrative as “a prose narrative relating a personal experience; it is 

usually told in the first person, and its content is nontraditional” (Dolby 1989:12).5 

Linguists Elinor Ochs and Lisa Capps define personal experience narrative from an 

event-oriented perspective. Personal experience narratives represent “verbalized, 

visualized, and/or embodied framings of a sequence of actual or possible life events” 

(1996:19). Like Oring and Dolby’s definitions, Ochs and Capps stress the experiential 

dimensions:  

Personal narrative simultaneously is born out of experience and gives shape to 
experience. In this sense, narrative and self are inseparable. Self is here broadly 
understood to be an unfolding reflective awareness of being-in-the-world, 
including a sense of one’s past and future. We come to know ourselves as we use 
narrative to apprehend experiences and navigate relationships with others 
(1996:20-21, emphasis mine).   

 

                                                
5 In Literary Folkloristics and the Personal Narrative (1989) Dolby goes on to argue that the three 
primary features distinguishing the personal narrative are: 1) its dramatic narrative structure; 2) the 
(implied) assertion of narrative truth—the story being related is grounded in reality; and 3) the fact that the 
identity of the narrative’s main character and teller are one and the same (Dolby 1983:15).   



 92 
Navigating our personal relationships with others is no simple task.6 Likewise, translating 

conversations about personal experience into meaningful forms is no simple matter. As 

personal experience narratives unfold both tellers and listeners must actively engage in 

complex selective and interpretive processes.7  

 As the research agenda for my dissertation developed, it became more and more 

clear that the relationship I was most interested in documenting was the relationship 

between poets and their poems. It was not my intention to use narrative to explicate the 

meaning(s) of particular poems. Nor was it my desire to use narrative primarily as a 

biographical mechanism. My ongoing relationship with dub poets provided multiple 

opportunities to ask specific questions about creating and maintaining poems. To map 

this particular “narrative horizon,” the cognitive insights of poets as habitual creators had 

to be coaxed to the forefront of discussion (disclosed), explored in dialogue, and captured 

(documented). More on coaxing shortly. The collection and analysis of creative process 

narratives was the primary methodological tool for this task. I define creative process 

narratives, a sub-genre of the personal experience narrative, as experientially-centered 

stories that vocalize individualized information on the stages and cycles linked with the 

creating, maintaining, and sharing of expressive culture. The unique beliefs, experiences, 

                                                
6 Dolby has relied on the use of identity “wheel charts” for mapping such relationships. She argues 
that an individual’s identity is shaped by ongoing familial, ethnic, religious, regional, sexual (gender), 
social, and occupational experiences. The construction of wheel charts serves as one possible resource for 
mapping the individualized identities that are manifested within personal narrative texts. “To identify the 
primary frames of reference shared by a storyteller and a specific listener, one need only compare the wheel 
charts of the two individuals and note where there is obvious correspondence” (Dolby 1989:37). 
7 Concerning the unfolding of personal experience narrative, folklorist Daniel Braid has stressed 
that: “...the selected, interpreted, and narrativized experience of an individual as a coherent sequence of 
events that can be followed and, therefore, experienced by listeners. Following a narrative involves an 
ongoing process in which the listener repeatedly tries to integrate the unfolding narrative and the dynamics 
of performance into a coherent and meaningful interpretation of what happened” (Braid 1996:6). 
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memories, techniques, patterns, and practices, featured in the creative process narratives I 

collected revealed personal connections between everyday life and the Jamaicans’ 

poeming. Having said that, it is important to describe the specific interpretive devices that 

guided my narrative analysis of such “inner views.”  

 
The Innerview Concept and Its Inherent Strengths 

My decision to refer to the interviews I conducted during my dissertation fieldwork as 

“innerview sessions” was quite purposeful. I define the innerview as a mode of 

interpersonal dialogue structured with the explicit intent of surveying, examining, and 

evaluating an individual’s core beliefs and personal experiences. Accordingly, the terms 

innerviewer and innerviewee refer to the parties involved in such dialogue—dialogue that 

serves as a literal and metaphorical vehicle to bring participants closer to one another. 

The concept of the innerview (spelled also as inner-view) is certainly not my own.  I did 

not make formal use of the term until my fieldwork in 2001 and I have not been able to 

determine who coined the term or its specific origins.8 A Jamaican variant of the term, I-

nnerview, carries its own special potency. This term has been appropriated and made 

popular by Rastas—it falls within the rubric of “dread talk.”9 More specifically, Rastas 

place a special emphasis on the idea of philosophical and religious dialogue, or reasoning 

seasons, among peers. Active participation in such sessions is traditionally limited to 

                                                
8  It would appear that the deceptively simple notion of having access to an “inner view” has wide-
ranging philosophical, cultural, spiritual, historical, and political applications. For example, the 
innerview/inner-view terminology has been embraced by journalists for their interviews with musicians and 
other artists. Two examples of using such terminology for interviews with creators are Inner Views: 
Filmmakers in Conversation (Breskin [1992] 1997) and This Is Rebel Music: The Harvey Kubernik 
InnerViews (Kubernik 2004).  
9  Other I-words in the dread-talk lexicon include: I-tal (vital), I-dren (brethren), and I-ternal 
(eternal). See Velma Pollard’s Dread Talk: The Language of Rastafari ([1994] 2000).  
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those who belong to the community, or at least to those individuals who have gained the 

trust of elders and are deemed knowledge and fit partners for such ritualized discussion 

sessions. It might be said then that it is the innerviewer’s knowledge and reputation that 

help permit access to the innerviewee’s perspectives.   

Cherry and I came to embrace the innerivew term somewhat spontaneously while 

I was staying with her at the Love Bank in 2001. We discussed the benefits of the 

terminology immediately after we viewed part of a cable TV program (“Heart 

Connections”) that featured an “innerview” segment with a special guest. We agreed that 

innerview was a more accurate label for our interview sessions because it placed an 

emphasis on the intimate nature of our discussions and the heightened level of our 

personal trust. Our relationship stood in contrast to the type of relationship, and the kind 

of access, a reporter or other journalist might have when conducting an interview with 

Cherry. The same may be said of my relationship with Mbala. To put it another way, 

Cherry, Mbala, and I were not bound by many of the same constraints facing journalists. 

The innerviews we conducted were distinct from what I will term a standard single-

session interview for at least four significant reasons.10  

First and foremost, we had already developed a strong personal rapport and deep 

knowledge of each other’s backgrounds. An interviewer, even a well-trained 

professional, interviewing the Jamaicans for the first time would have to build rapport 

                                                
10 I am aware of the danger of making presumptions about what constitutes a “standard” interview. 
The intercultural saliency of interviewing and collecting narratives (of any sort) should not be assumed. 
This point has been clearly articulated by anthropologists such as Vincent Crapanzano. In writing about life 
history and related endeavors he has emphasized that the notion of "personal history—and its various 
objectifications into case history, the life history, the biography, and the autobiography—are indeed 
presumptions on our part..." (1977:3). 
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during the course of the interview itself. In contrast, we had already shared an array of 

experiences together; we had already communicated many stories about our backgrounds 

and interests both personal and professional. Our foundation of established trust and prior 

knowledge allowed us to structure our dialogue around the concentrated exploration of 

influential personal and creative experiences that had not already been formally 

documented. This does not mean that the questions I asked Cherry and Mbala about 

creativity were previously unasked. To be sure, well-respected journalists had asked 

Cherry and Mbala questions about the origins of particular poems.11 Our innerview 

sessions were about more than poetic origins though. In our conversations we discussed 

the manner in which poems were birthed, built, as well as maintained through an entire 

poetic life cycle.  

Secondly, we did not face the pressure of artificially imposed deadlines or time 

constraints on our sessions. We had set aside a much longer amount of time for coaxing 

the creative process narratives; we had full control of when and for how long the sessions 

would be conducted. While the primary topic of our dialogue was focused and structured, 

the flow of the narratives was free to emerge over time. The references, patterns, and 

memories revealed in the initial innerviews helped guide the structure and the dynamics 

of subsequent sessions. We knew we would have plenty of time (and tape) to revisit 

previously discussed topics in future sessions if needed.  Thirdly, my training and my 

relationship with the Jamaicans helped me achieve a healthy balance between knowing 

                                                
11  Over the last two decades Cherry and Mbala have been interviewed dozens upon dozens of times 
in Jamaica and abroad. While some of these interviews are shared publicly in print and broadcast media, 
few have become part of a public (or scholarly) record that may actually be retrieved, reviewed, and 
studied.   
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when it was best just to listen—to let the innerviewee’s thoughts flow uninterrupted—and 

identifying moments when it might be helpful to push for additional details. An 

interviewer unfamiliar with Cherry and Mbala’s personalities and mannerisms would 

have a much more difficult time negotiating such a balance—especially when working 

under serious time constraints.  

 Finally, a fourth vital distinction between the innerview and the standard 

interview relates to the spatial contexts in which our work was done. All of the innerview 

sessions took place face-to-face in workscape settings—at the Love Bank off Mountain 

View Avenue and at Mbala’s studio below Stony Hill. The sessions were held in 

comfortable and familiar spaces—spaces that put the Jamaicans at ease.12  Having access 

to the Jamaicans at their homes/workscapes made a huge impact throughout the entire 

fieldwork process. Although I was aware of this potential benefit years before my 

dissertation fieldwork, I did not anticipate just how crucial this dimension would be in the 

coaxing and capturing processes. The features of these physical places enhanced our 

dialogue. This fact was confirmed during the very first (formal) creative process narrative 

interview I attempted in January of 2001. I conducted that interview in with Wayne 

Manns (b. 1955), a talented painter and musician I had met in Bloomington.13 I 

                                                
12  Many informative interviews with Cherry and Mbala have been conducted in less “personalized” 
locations such as radio and T.V. stations. Yet, I have found that the most informative (published) 
interviews with them—those that provided truly groundbreaking information—were conducted in their 
actual workscapes (see Batson-Savage (2003) and N. Johnson (1998). 
13 Wayne was born in Atlantic City, New Jersey. His father, Samuel Manns, was a jazz pianist (see 
www.waynemanns.com for biographic and artistic information). I met Wayne in 1997 when we were 
neighbors. He was a logical interview choice because he was familiar with my research in Jamaica and had 
actually met both Cherry and Mbala in the past. The interview session I conducted with him helped me 
formulate an introductory statement about my research objectives as well as experiment with which types 
of questions to ask. The stories Wayne shared in this interview provided insights into his artistic history, his 
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interviewed Wayne in his home studio. Here, the physical presence of his paintings 

served as a vehicle for triggering conversation and stimulating questions. In summary, the 

personal, temporal, and contextual components of the 2001 innerview sessions played a 

critical role in my being able to document the ways in which Cherry and Mbala talk about 

poeming and the ways in which they practice poeming in daily life.  

 
The Coaxing Concept and the Coaxing Process 

Soon before I left for my 2001 fieldwork I was encouraged to think of the coaxing and 

the sharing of narratives as a specialized type of performance. The comments and 

research of John McDowell set this perspective in motion.14 Although he understood my 

“preperformance orientation,” he gently pushed me to think of the act of sharing the 

creative process narratives as a specialized type of one-on-one performance and co-

creation. McDowell’s perspective stemmed, in part, from his understanding of another 

performance-oriented genre, ballads known as corridos. Traditionally, corridos have 

chronicled Mexican history from the vantage point of el pueblo, the so-called common 

people (McDowell 1993:1). “People in corrido communities are accustomed to the 

interplay between life and poetry. They find in the corridos, taken as a whole, the most 

revealing account of their own history” (McDowell 2000:44). As the range of the people, 

places, and events commemorated in corridos has grown, the popularity of the genre has 

                                                                                                           
collaborative work with other painters, and his perspective on the place of art/creativity in his life. Many of 
his narratives provided powerful insights into the roots of his creative process. 
14 McDowell was already familiar with my research and agreed to join my dissertation committee 
early in 2001. 
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spread well beyond Mexican and Mexican-American communities.15 McDowell has 

stressed that the composition process, performance dynamics, and communal responses 

to corridos are linked with “a complex web of human action and intent” (2000:50). 

Corridos are living ballads. They “encapsulate core attitudes, values, and expectations of 

the ballad community” (Ibid:210).  

During his fieldwork sessions in the Costa Chica, McDowell was able to 

repeatedly observe the ways in which corrido trovadores (performers) and musicians 

initiate rehearsal sessions and initiate, or coax, formalized public performances.16 He 

explains: 

When a corrido is on the agenda [in a performance setting], whether by audience 
request or initiative of the musicians, there is a probable sequence of events. The 
arrival of a particular corrido is announced by the strumming of its tonic chord or 
the picking out of its first melodic phrase. The singing may be preceded by a 
prologue, in which performers and audience members talk about the episode, its 
protagonists, and personal associations with the material. In the interlude before 
the singing begins, musicians often try to “coax” the corrido by rehearsing in 
muted tones its initial words and musical phrases (McDowell 2000:66). 

 
In both informal and formal sessions, factors such as event location, age of the 

performers, time of day, and audience mood all exert an influence on the coaxing 

process. However, such factors may be extremely subtle in nature. The coaxing moment 

may be “so ephemeral that it is scarcely palpable at all (1993:1). As trovadores and 

musicians rehearse the forthcoming ballad during a singing session they must 

purposefully focus “themselves in calling to mind the particular aspects of text and music 

that set one song apart from the others” (Ibid:2). Thus, the combination of (personal) 

                                                
15  McDowell’s Poetry and Violence: The Ballad Tradition of Mexico's Costa Chica (2000), provides 
an array of perspectives on this important genre. See Flores (1992), Herrera-Sobek ([1990] 1993), Paredes 
(1958), and Wald (2001) for additional information on the history and development of the corrido. 
16 The corrido’s composer, compositore, may also work as a performer and musician.  
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inward looking reflection, coupled with a body of musical, textual, and historical 

resources, serve as a unique and extremely effective preperformance framing device.  

Many direct parallels may be made between McDowell’s “coaxing the corrido” 

model and my innerview fieldwork. The two parallels I will discuss concern the resources 

and the contextual motivations informing these specialized types of activities (see 

Appendix 3 for additional comparisons). First, both trovadores and dub poets are 

supported by shared cultural resources and a network of social relationships. Trovadores 

often rely on musicians and audience members to help frame corrrido performance and 

trigger memories of meaningful historical and social events. The Jamaicans’ 

individualized perspectives were the primary resource informing my innerview sessions. 

Yet, their reflections are grounded within long-term experiences gained from “working” 

(performing) poems in public and from being active practitioners within the larger “dub 

poetry fraternity.”17 Their narratives contained many stories about their personal 

experiences on stage as well as reflections about their interactions with other poets and 

musicians.   

This relates to a second significant parallel. The actions associated with both 

coaxing corridos and coaxing the dub poets’ creative process narratives, were geared 

toward helping individuals look inward. As competent, seasoned performers trovadores 

and dub poets carry (internally) a tremendous body knowledge relating to cultural 

practices and experiences. Connecting, or better stated, reconnecting, with such 

knowledge requires deep concentration. A central component of the innerview process I 

                                                
17 This is a term that is commonly used by Jamaican dub poet Nabbie Natural (Mark Anthony 
Williams, b. 1959).  
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made use of involved experimentation with how to best facilitate and support the “flow” 

of such inward reflection. For example, viewing Cherry’s photo albums and Mbala’s 

stacks of old photographs helped trigger past memories and experiences. Of course, 

coaxing processes are not always immediately successful. In the case of the corrido, 

McDowell observed that individual performers periodically fail to recall crucial sections 

of a requested corrido—even after musicians and audience members tried to refresh 

his/her memory (Ibid:7).18 In the case of my research, some of the innerview sessions 

were clearly more productive than others. Some sessions generated detailed information 

on multiple stages of the creative process. Other innerviews were quite meaningful 

personally, but offered few important “eureka moments” in terms of understanding the 

Jamaicans’ creative activities. Not surprisingly, information about the poeming stages 

emerged slowly over the course of multiple conversations. Multiple attempts to refresh 

memories and to uncover and understand patterns of behavior and thought were often 

necessary.    

The progression of my coaxing efforts were characterized by five general phases:  

re-connecting & warming-up, free-form exploration & sharing, structured exploration, 

follow-up questions & re-directing, and confirmations & revelations. The preliminary 

phase of the innerviews included many discussions focused specifically on the task of 

“catching up” with each other. What had our family members been up to? What had other 

dub poets been up to? An especially crucial component of the warm-up phase included 

                                                
18  Younger, less competent, trovadores are more susceptible to such “breakdowns” in the coaxing 
process. I believe additional research should be conducted in order to determine how the notion of “coaxing 
the performer”—and ultimately the performance itself—resonates within other verbal and musical genres.  
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discussing my goals and intentions for the 2001 fieldwork. For example, in my first 

formal sessions with Mbala I explained my orientation:  

J: The life history approach used by critics is not necessarily good or bad…but 
what’s often missing is all the pre-birth or poem details and activities. Everyday 
life is an important influence.  
M: Of course! 
J: These might not get acknowledged if one focuses too much on public 
performance. Performance is rich, but “preperformance” must also be studied.  
M: In other words, everyone is focusing on fruits you’re focusing on roots! 
J: Yes! And it must be acknowledged that the fruits also influence the roots too! 
The way you work [behind the scenes] is important (2001).  

 
After this initial phase of innerviewing a second type of sharing took place. In this case, 

the narrative coaxing was coupled with free-flowing conversation. We jumped back and 

forth between various topics. Some were directly related to creativity, while others were 

somewhat random in nature. Topics included discussions of current politics, antics of 

dancehall DJs, and gender roles. (It would be accurate to describe some of these 

discussions as personal experience narratives and not creative process narratives.) On the 

other hand, some of these “off-topic” stories/experiences ended up stimulating focused 

discussion—discussion that led us back to creativity-related topics.   

 The third and fourth phases associated with the innerview sessions were 

significantly more structured than the first two. During these later phases, I took the lead 

in asking specific questions and attempting to gain additional insights with follow-up 

questions. For example, in a mid-week session I conducted with Cherry I asked her to 

talk about the origins of some of her poems. She cited a number of examples. This in turn 

lead to a follow-up question and a focused discussion on a particular dimension of her 

writing process—what she described as the “punch line”:  
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CN: A lot a my poems, when I perform them, I put in a certain line, di "punch 
line." 
JG: Yeah. 
CN: It might come from a vision…when I reach dat line, it ave [an] effect no 
matta what audience [it is]…I deliberately put it in di poem! 
JG: Yeah. 
CN: For example, this line, uhm, "handle wid care, I am priceless unique 
...handle wid care or else yu go haffi share." Everybody react at same time to dis.  
JG: It’s not coincidence?  
CN: It’s not separated as far as I'm concerned. 
JG: It’s interesting that some poems touch us differently, yet others touch us as 
human and really strike people! (2001).  
 

This insight ended up being an important one. In some cases, the follow-up questions 

characterizing the third and fourth stages revealed perspectives that were entirely new to 

me. I was quick to verbally acknowledge these critical insights, these moments of 

revelation, when they took place. One such insight emerged when I asked Mbala a 

question about his large collection of science fiction books. I had previously known he 

was an avid sci-fi reader. However, the manner in which such books had influenced his 

poeming was not entirely clear.  

JG: There's a whole heap [bunch] a [sci-fi] books here.  
MB: Those are only di ones I’ve kept!  
JG: There were more? 
MB: Yeah!  
JG: How are they related to your work?  
MB: Maybe [its about] di kinda sensibility sci-fi bring to poetry—dem [sci-fi 
writers] av much more open mind. Dem challenge di boundaries an push di 
envelope—what an artist does or does not do…some [artists] may stay in middle, 
but I want to get out to the edge der! (2001).  

  
 In the later innerview sessions, the fifth phase, I attempted to coax our 

discussions toward the sharing of stories that confirmed the recent breakthroughs we had 

experienced. In these final sessions we were able to speak with much more clarity and 

confidence about some of the topics and ideas we explored earlier. For instance, a major 
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breakthrough with both Cherry and Mbala involved the revelation that they follow 

particular practices when it comes to “parking” poems. The act of parking of a poem 

normally takes place after it is no longer called for (requested by audience members) 

frequently in public performances. In one of the last innerviews with Mbala, he 

specifically identified a number of poems that had already been parked. The place of the 

parking, a special notebook, was also identified. This helped reaffirm the notion that 

distinct poetic life cycles were identifiable. Taken together then, these five phases of 

coaxing were remarkably successful and productive. My long-term working relationship 

with these two very patient poets allowed me to poke and pry into their creative interiors 

with persistence and with a distinct purpose.  
 
Creativity Captured Part I: Three Coaxing Caveats 

Despite the efficacy of my coaxing methodology, the capturing and analysis of creative 

process narratives cannot be viewed as a problem-free endeavor. Narratologists 

themselves have dedicated much energy to exploring the interpretive range and the 

theoretical limitations of narratives.19 The notion of narrative as being either a problem-

solving entity or problem-causing phenomena is raised by Hayden White in the book On 

Narrative (1981). Here the complexities of the relationship between narrators, listeners, 

researchers, and interpretive contexts are discussed. White puts forth the notion that 

                                                
19 For example, Elliot G. Mishler’s article, “Models of Narrative Analysis: A Typology” (1995), 
formulates broad generalizations about narrative-based research. Here Mishler condenses the primary 
narrative components into three perspectives: “[the] reference and the relation between temporal orderings 
of events and their narrative representations; textual coherence and structure, and how these are achieved 
through narrative strategies; and psychological, cultural, and social contexts and functions of narratives” 
(1995:87).  
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narratives and the act of narrating are not so much problems as they are simply data 

requiring appropriate methods of translation:    

Far from being a problem, then, narrative might well be considered a solution to a 
problem of general human concern, namely, the problem of how to translate 
knowing into telling, the problem of fashioning human experience into a form 
assimilable to structures of meaning that are generally human rather than culture-
specific (1981:1). 
 

In short, it is crucial to make distinctions between what is being told in narratives, how 

narratives are told, and how narratives are interpreted. Narrative audiences, as well as 

researchers, must make critical distinctions between the “told” and the “telling” (Mishler 

1995:90). It is not possible to delve into all of the theoretical factors at play in the 

interpretive processes I employed when analyzing the Jamaicans’ narratives. This chapter 

has described, some of the crucial “contextual anchoring” devices that strengthened my 

innerview methodology (Herman 2002:5). Likewise, I have spent a great deal of time 

describing the factors motivating my research and the intended functions of the narratives 

I collected.20 However, it is important to present three caveats, three limiting factors, 

associated with my narrative-based methodology.  

 First off, the structure of the research project was hugely influenced by 

preconceptions I carried into the field about the creative process. Most importantly, my 

methodology was motivated by the fundamental belief that key aspects of the creative 

process were identifiable and were indeed “capturable” in narrative form. (As I pointed 

out in the previous chapter, a variety of other researchers hold a similar viewpoint.) I 

wanted to document the “stage-wise progression” of the work of individual dub poets 

                                                
20 While some researchers are more interested in narratives’ socio-functional components, others 
dwell on the temporal/sequential characteristics.   
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(Gruber 1989:20). Yet, it was not my aim to generate a comprehensive step-by-step 

overview of how dub poets go about poeming (or musicing). I understood that some 

creative process components would remain quite difficult to identify and to explain fully 

in words. For example, Cherry and Mbala were not always able to pinpoint the origins 

of individual poems or to explain how lines in certain poems evolved over time. The 

patterns and processes I identify in the case studies that follow are suggestive, not 

definitive. The danger in my preconceived desire to discover identifiable stages was 

twofold. First, it could have obscured other potentially important patterns associated 

with poeming. Second, it could have unduly reinforced the generation/collection of 

process-oriented narratives during the coaxing process. To compensate for my 

processual preconception, I sought out a wide range of examples and insights from the 

Jamaicans in the innerview sessions. Narratives suggestive of creative patterns were 

emphasized, but I did not limit myself to narratives that “fit” any preconceived 

processual model. Likewise, my openness to exploring the significance of everyday 

routines and localized terminology invited unexpected insights and metaphorical 

perspectives on the creative process. For instance, I did not expect to be writing about 

the Love Bank and the rock-stone labyrinth as crucial metaphors associated with 

poeming.  

 This relates directly to a second limitation of my research. My openness to 

explore was indeed limited (almost exclusively) to the experiences and insights of two 

creators. Collecting, comparing, and contrasting their narratives with a wider array of 

poets would provide many additional perspectives. This would of course be a much 

larger project requiring months of additional fieldwork. I do not claim that Cherry and 
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Mbala’s individualized insights can be taken to represent the creative habits of other dub 

poetry practitioners. Likewise, I do not claim that the comparisons I make in the 

following chapters—between Cherry and Mbala’s perspectives and practices—can be 

taken as gender universals within the art form. Cherry and Mbala have been long-term 

partners both in my artistic history and creative process research projects. I continue to 

collect and to share their stories as case studies for two simple reasons. First, the depth 

of our relationship has given me access to a depth of experiences. I have spent more 

time observing them than anyone else so I know more about their creative patterns and 

routines than any of the other individuals I have worked with in Jamaica. Secondly, 

Cherry and Mbala truly are “exemplary creators” (Gardner 1993).21 They have been 

extremely persistent and dedicated as they refined and expanded their talents over a 

period of decades; they have had a significant impact on many younger practitioners; 

they have consistently pushed the boundaries of the art form. Despite these qualities and 

contributions, many of their creative practices and patterns remain undocumented. 

Capturing their narratives on tape and in writing is significant in that it helps to 

document the careers and practices of two truly significant dub poets.  

 The final narrative-based caveat I wish to acknowledge concerns gaps in memory. 

These gaps include the Jamaican’s memories as well as my own. Fieldwork experiences 

and participants’ memories of fieldwork are not necessarily the same. Each time I 

review the video footage I captured, I am reminded of fieldwork dimensions/experiences 

I had forgotten about. In this sense, the footage serves as a memory coaxing 

                                                
21 Both Cherry and Mbala fit many of the exemplary creator characteristics identified by Howard 
Gardner in Creating Minds (1993:360-363).   
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mechanism—a mechanism that supports post-fieldwork analysis. Certain innerview 

sessions made a more vivid and much longer-lasting impression in my mind. Likewise, 

some of Cherry and Mbala’s memories of past events and experiences are more vivid 

than others. Mbala was quick to admit some of his own time-related memory gaps. He 

was not able to recall the exact dates and locations of long past events and performances. 

(Although I must point out that he was able to remember the first telephone number he 

had when he moved to Stony Hill in the early 1970s.) This was no surprise considering 

the fact that some of the events in question took place ten or twenty years ago. In 

contrast, Cherry generally spoke with more confidence about the details of past 

performances and events. She was able to more quickly recall subtle contextual details. 

Of course, her memory was also “cloudy” on some occasions. When memory gaps of 

these sorts were encountered we were often able to fill in details by reviewing 

newspaper clippings, posters, photos, and other memorabilia. I also made use of this 

“photo journey” technique when piecing together their artistic histories in 1996.  

Accounting for memory gaps related to past (public) performances was not a 

major concern in the 2001 sessions. The memories I was most interested in coaxing to 

the forefront of discussion concerned the private, internally retained, experiences of 

creating.22 Again, I had full confidence in Cherry and Mbala’s ability to formulate and 

communicate their thoughts, ideas, and stories about poeming and musicing—I believed 

that they were fully "equipped" and capable of sharing such personalized reflections.  

The coaxing process was designed and structured to support this specific type of 
                                                
22 Morris has referred to these highly personal (cognitive) insights as the “ultimate area of privacy” 
(Morris 1992). He and I spoke about this over the phone during my 2001 fieldwork session when I was 
describing my dissertation research objectives to him.  
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memory recall. I was aware that memory gaps would still be encountered; I was aware 

that the narratives would have to be carefully interpreted. Both my mentors at IU and 

Mervyn Morris in Jamaica requested that I think carefully about the types of “filters” I 

would use in assessing and contextualizing the details put forth by Cherry and Mbala. 

Would they be prone to any exaggeration of their creative achievements? Would I be 

capable of knowing if key experiences had been glossed over inadvertently or 

purposefully evaded?  

The filter I relied on most heavily in making such determinations was my long-

standing knowledge of the Jamaicans and their work. This included my understanding of 

their personalities and beliefs, as well as familiarity with their major creative 

accomplishments. To put it another way, the narratives that were shared in 2001 were 

consistent with stories I heard previously and patterns of behavior I observed in earlier 

years. The second primary filter I used to contextualize and “cross-check” the creative 

process narratives was participant observation. Were Cherry and Mbala’s everyday 

actions consistent with the types of creative behavior they described in their narratives? 

Did the tools and resources found in their workscapes support such modes of behavior?  

 
Creativity Captured Part II: Three Primary Documentation Techniques 

The Jamaicans’ narratives were supported by the observations I made of their patterns of 

behavior and the resources and materials found in individualized workscapes. The 

primary techniques I utilized in capturing the narratives and the details of their 

workscapes, helped make such correlations possible. The three specific capturing 

techniques were: audio recording, video filming, and post-innerview notetaking and 
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transcribing. In addition to these three primary capturing techniques I also shot 

approximately 240 photos (seven rolls of color photos and three rolls of black and white 

film). The photos included in the case studies were carefully selected to help illustrate the 

features of the Jamaicans’ workscapes and selected components of their poeming process. 

The first two techniques were especially important research tools. The video and audio 

equipment that made the capturing possible was an integral part of the “research team” in 

and out of the field. In the field, these devices provided additional sets of eyes and ears. 

They had a noticeable presence and required attention during the innerview sessions. 

Nonetheless, there usage posed very few problems or distractions. Having access to both 

audio and video recordings was significant because it helped contextualize the settings in 

which the narratives were coaxed and the creative resources Cherry and Mbala regularly 

utilize. The post-fieldwork usage of this equipment was also crucial. It allowed me to 

virtually rewind and review distinct components of the innerview sessions multiple times. 

This reviewing ability took on special significance because of the passing of time (more 

than five years) between the completion of innerview sessions and the completion of my 

dissertation. (See Appendix 4 for a detailed technical discussion of my audio and video 

equipment and the recording and digitization processes I utilized).    

The third primary capturing technique, notetaking and innerview transcription, 

began while I was in the field and continued throughout the various stages of the writing 

process. My fieldnotes captured vocabulary, phrases, metaphors, and moments of 

conversation that struck me as significant. Likewise, the post-fieldwork transcriptions I 

made placed an emphasis on identifying, entextualizing, and describing key innerview 

segments. I documented my post-innerview impressions and observations in daily 
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fieldnote entries. The 160 pages of fieldnotes highlight breakthroughs in our 

conversations. They raised questions that remained unanswered as well as pinpointed 

specialized vocabulary and terminology used in speaking about poeming and musicing. 

During the summer of 2001 I completed a concise annotated summary of my field journal 

entries. My first complete review of the audio and video footage took place during this 

time as well. The emphasis in this process was to make a rough transcription of all of the 

innerviews and to identify narratives and scenes where creative breakthroughs were 

made. (I purposely avoided repeated rewinding and replaying of passages on the tapes 

because I wanted to avoid wear and tear on the master recordings and my recording 

equipment.) The initial round of transcription generated approximately 230 pages of text. 

This included 98 pages from the audio recordings with Cherry, 70 pages from the audio 

recordings with Mbala, and 64 pages of transcription from the innerview video footage. 

Passages of special significance to the creative process were initially rendered in bold. 

Next, these key narratives and documentary scenes were used as a tool in drafting an 

early outline for the dissertation. If a narrative passage or contextual description was 

selected for inclusion in the dissertation it was highlighted for easy future identification.  

An additional note taking process took place between 2001-2004 as drafts of the 

first chapters of the dissertation were completed. These notes focused on making 

connections between my fieldwork experiences and the multiple theoretical influences I 

cited. Some of these notes were later expanded into short paragraphs, combined with 

quotes from other researchers, and edited yet again. Other notes, commentary, and quotes 

were set aside in a “dissertation scraps” document I created. A number of diagrams were 

also generated during this period (only four ended up being included in the dissertation 
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itself). As drafts of individual chapters were edited, revised, and completed, the master 

outline for the dissertation was continually refined. The majority of my writing was done 

in a chronological fashion. While sections of some chapters “spilled over” into the next, 

other passages were ultimately edited out. In this manner both my writing and my thesis 

was refined over a period of years.23 By July of 2004 the dissertation was divided into 

four major sections. While detailed outlines for the case studies (Chapter 4 and Chapter 

5) were completed as early as 2003, much of the writing for these chapters was 

completed between August-December of 2006.  

Some final words on the nature of the creative process narrative texts are 

necessary. The narrative passages included in the case studies (and those cited 

previously) are provided primarily for their informational content and not their linguistic 

characteristics. I purposefully avoided making use of the orthographic system developed 

by linguists Cassidy and LePage in the 1960s. This orthography is remarkably consistent 

and is featured in the Dictionary of Jamaican English ([1967] 1992). However, the 

"Cassidy system" has never been widely utilized by Jamaicans and it has been criticized 

as being "unfriendly" on the page both for native and non-native speakers (Devonish 

1996). There is in fact no standard Jamaican Creole (JC) orthography agreed on by 

writers, scholars, or the general public. Over the years, scholars, journalists, novelists, 

dub poets and others have developed a variety of individualized systems.24 In the case of 

                                                
23 My writing had progressed slowly, but steadily, between summer 2001 and summer 2004 when I 
took a full-time administrative and teaching position at IU. My new duties significantly slowed the pace of 
my writing. However, the position also provided new opportunities for teaching courses related to Jamaica 
and for conducting fieldwork on the island with IU students.   
24 Modified versions of the Cassidy system can be found in: Emilie Adams, Understanding 
Jamaican Patois  (1991); Carolyn Cooper's past newspaper column "(W)uman Tong(ue)" (The Weekend 
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poets like Cherry and Mbala, their unique, individualized orthographies are designed 

primarily for personal use—they do not always “translate” readily (consistently) into 

written formats intended for public consumption. I experienced this first hand during the 

process of editing Cherry’s second collection of poems, Earth Woman. Morris and others 

have pointed out that such systems offer spellings of words that do not indicate a distinct 

Jamaican pronunciation, and are (sometimes) inconsistent in representing specific 

phonemes (Morris 1990). A much larger battle continues to be fought in Jamaica over the 

cultural value(s) and social function(s) of JC itself. These debates over the legitimacy of 

JC, commonly referred to as "Patois," have received increased public and scholarly 

attention in Jamaica and abroad (see Alleyne 1976; Devonish 2004; Pollard 2002; Seba 

1993; Suttclifee 1982). Recently, a growing number of researchers and educators have 

examined the roles of JC in educational contexts across the island.25  

I have endeavored to make my textual representations of the narratives readily 

understandable to those not familiar with JC. For this reason, many features of the 

narratives are represented in a format that reads like Standard English. At the same time, 

I have attempted to represent distinct Jamaican pronunciations of a variety of words with 

non-English spellings. A glossary of these words and phrases is included in Appendix 5. 

The glossary was generated primarily from words and phrases that appear within the 

narratives I recorded in 1996 and 2001. It is important to keep in mind that Cherry's and 

Mbala's pronunciation and grammar usage often shift within narratives (or from one 

                                                                                                           
Observer); Jennifer Keane-Dawes "Dear Jamaica" column (Sunday Gleaner circa 1994-present); and a 
wide range of scholarly articles (see Cooper 1993 and Devonish 1996). 
26 The findings of one government-sponsored research project may be found at: 
http://www.moec.gov.jm/policies/languagepolicy.pdf.  
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narrative passage to the next). During the process of selecting, transcribing, and arranging 

the narratives for inclusion in the dissertation, I edited them in the following ways.  

Fist, I eliminated some of my own questions and short responses (i.e. "yeah," 

"mhm") in favor of highlighting Cherry's and Mbala's voices. Second, in many cases false 

starts and short interjections have been removed to clarify the content and emphasize the 

selected statements. Third, some passages that appear to have inconsistent spelling reflect 

distinct shifts in pronunciation. For example, Cherry's pronunciation of the word that, 

was sometimes dat and sometimes that. Forth, the terminal consonant g is frequently 

omitted in Jamaican Creole. I have transcribed such words as tinkin [thinking] rather than 

tinkin'. Fifth, it should be noted that the lines from Cherry and Mbala's poems are 

presented in the manner in which the Jamaicans have written them on paper. Their own 

original representations in some cases fail in visually presenting poems' internal 

rhythmical patterns and intonation. I have done little to emphasize these dimensions of 

the poetry for the sake of leaving the poems intact. Appendix 7 includes the complete 

texts of the poems by Cherry and Mbala that are cited (but not presented) within the body 

dissertation. Finally, I have used the following symbols in the transcriptions:  
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The comparative case studies in the following two chapters form the true heart of 

the dissertation. Chapter Four begins by introducing Mbala, the “masked man,” and 

Cherry the “earth woman.” Next, the physical and symbolic geography of the Jamaicans’ 

workscapes are explored. Special attention is given to the metaphors of the concrete love 

bank and rock-stone labyrinth as epicenters of daily activity. I have learned more about 

the Jamaicans personal lives, daily routines, and creative practices in these settings than 

any other research context. Chapter Five documents key processual, or temporal-

sequential, dimensions of Cherry and Mbala’s poeming. Rather than poetic products, 

their poems are approached as living entities. The progressive life cycles of poems are 

explored through the concepts of birthing, building, working/driving, parking, and 

 
Symbols Used in the Narrative Transcriptions 

  
 ,  A comma signifies a short pause in speaking. 
       
 . . .   An ellipsis signifies passages that have been    
   omitted.  
 
 —  A dash indicates an abrupt shift from one    
   word, phrase, idea, or sound to another. 
 
 [     ]  Material enclosed in brackets are either translations      
   of Jamaican Creole words and phrases or contextual  
   information. JC translations are provided only once   
   within the section of narrative in which the word or   
   phrase appears. In cases where words differ from 
    "Standard English" but remain readily understandable  
   to English speakers no translation is provided.  
 
 [ ? ]  Indicates words or passages that are unclear. In these  
   cases the transcription is uncertain. 
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archiving the poem. I cite specific examples of each of these processual stages from the 

Jamaican’s body of work. 
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PART THREE: 
LABYRINTHS & LOVE BANKS 

 
 
CHAPTER 4:  
THE MASKED MAN AND THE LABYRINTH, THE EARTHWOMAN AND THE 
LOVE BANK: WORKSCAPES AND EVERYDAY ROUTINES 
 
 
The Creative Individuals and Constructed Workscapes in Question 

Mbala and Cherry’s artistic histories have deep roots. In the last two decades their 

careers, talents, and creations have been described in many ways by many different 

people—friends, fellow poets, critics, journalists, and scholars. I have categorized Mbala 

as a “percussive poet” and referred to Cherry as a “guerilla queen.” There are meaningful 

stories behind these characterizations. In addition to being a poet, Mbala is an active 

musician who frequently performs as a percussionist. He is also a well respected mask-

maker, graphic artist, and environmentalist. In live performances he often blends poetry, 

music, “noise,” and mask. Many of the masks he makes and the instruments he plays are 

hand-crafted from natural materials found locally. The labyrinth he created from dirt, 

gravel, and rock-stone in March 2001 was an extension of his studio space at the Attic—

the home he shares with his partner Samere. The labyrinth became a metaphor and a 

symbol for his long-term interaction with, and creative manipulation of, a range of verbal, 

visual, musical, and natural resources. In addition to working as a poet, Cherry is a self-

defense instructor, martial artist (black belt in Modern Arnis), women’s rights advocate, 

and prominent inspirational speaker. She traces her lineage, both genetically and 

culturally, to powerful Afro-Jamaican female freedom fighters. Her life’s work is about 

inspiring others with poems, with words of wisdom, and with a holistic approach to daily 
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life. The Love Bank facility at her home, constructed primarily from cement block, 

cement, and zinc (corrugated tin sheets for roofing), symbolizes and serves her 

inspirational mission. Quite literally, the Love Bank puts individuals in touch with 

tangible resources that support healthy lifestyles and improve the quality of life.   

 Cherry and Mbala’s narratives, when coupled with my observations of their 

everyday routines, confirmed that the Love Bank and the Attic truly are epicenters of 

creative activity. These bounded creative interiors are the environments where the 

Jamaicans birth, refine, and cultivate poems and other creations. I was fascinated with the 

geography and features of the workscapes during my 1996 and 1999 fieldwork sessions. 

However, it was not until my 2001 fieldwork that I devoted significant energy toward 

documenting the designs and resources of each location. New features have been added 

to each of the facilities since 2001. Mbala and Samere, “Sam,” are in the process of 

adding on a multi-room addition to their home (Galuska 2007). Cherry continues to 

expand and enhance the number of resources housed at the Love Bank (Galuska 2007).  

In this regard, the workscapes are not static. On the other hand, economic factors impede 

the speed in which significant improvements and upgrades proceed. (Rampant inflation 

and the high cost of building materials in Jamaica greatly slow the pace at which home 

additions and new construction projects are completed.) The photos and video stills 

included in the second half of this chapter reveal the ways in which some features of the 

workscapes have changed and others have remained much the same.  

The chapter begins by providing an overview of Mbala and Cherry’s artistic 

histories. I focus on tracing their biographical roots and creative collaborations with other 

individuals and groups. Major career accomplishments are highlighted along the way. 



 118 
Next, the symbolic dimensions of the labyrinth and the Love Bank are described. The 

layout, resources, and tools found in these workscapes support the birthing and building 

of pickney (baby) poems, masks, music, motivational words, and a number of other 

creative projects. Through my descriptions, fieldwork photos, video stills, and diagrams, I 

carefully map the layout of Mbala and Cherry’s workscapes.1 The chapter ends by 

making generalizations about the Jamaicans’ everyday routines as I describe a typical day 

for each of them. Again, many of these routines take place within the confines of their 

workscapes.  

 
Mbala: The Multitalented Masked Man 

Mbala was born Michael Anthony George Bailey in the parish of St. Andrew on 

December 6, 1953.2 A few of his long-time friends from the 1970s still refer to him as 

Chingu Yattahkumbeh (or “Yatta”). Nowadays, most people simply call him Mbala or 

‘Bala. This is a name that grew from the transformation of his initials (M.A.G.B.) and his 

standard signature (M. Bailey).3 He grew up primarily in Spanish Town and was raised 

by his mother who worked as a barmaid. He remembers meeting his father only once (he 

does not know if is father is still living). As a young boy he was captivated by a variety of 

activities and subjects. He showed a keen interest in nature, literature, and science. His 

interest in creative exploration of the “human condition” did not begin with words and 

                                                
1 Some of the photos included in this chapter and the second case study were produced by 
transferring frames of digitized video footage into jpeg images. The quality of these still frame images is 
inferior to the other fieldwork photos.  
2 Mbala was born in between a number of other influential dub poetry practitioners. The year before 
his birth, the poets Lillian Allen, Oku Onuora, Mutabaruka, and Linton Kwesi Johnson were born. The year 
after, Mikey Smith entered the world.  
3 For many years Mbala has used the name “Yatta” as penname in literary competitions. It is an 
abbreviated version of the name Yattakumbeh (2001).  
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music, but with drawing. As a teen his interest in graphic art continued. While at St. 

George’s College (1964-1970) he studied math, physics, and chemistry. However, he 

found himself becoming increasingly bored in the classroom. In one of our 1996 

interviews he confessed:  

…by di time I reach six-form, I was so bored—like I used ta spend my physics 
class drawin cartoons a di teacher…makin up comic strips. Some a dem quite 
disgusting! (1996). 

 
While I met Mbala in 1991, it was not until my 1996 interviews with him that we were 

able to more fully explore key details concerning his artistic history and development 

(Galuska 2000:99-101).  

As a child he remembers drawing a batman head on “any lickle bit a paper I 

coulda get my hand pon” (1996). Not surprisingly, he became a comic book collector—

Batman, Superman, and Spiderman were favorites. He continues to collect and maintain a 

comics today but to a much more limited extent (his collection now includes many 

hundreds of issues). His graphic skills eventually helped him get a job as a draughtsman 

for the Jamaican National Water Commission (1972-1983). This position allowed him to 

spend time outdoors on many sites around the island. But the nine-to-five life at the 

Water Commission and at a small media productions house (1983-1984) was not to last. 

Deeper loves were growing in his heart. In the early 1970s he had begun experimenting 

more fervently with poetry and music. His interests were further fostered when he 

became actively involved with two groups in Spanish Town: Sing Out!, an international 

folk music organization, and the Self Theatrical Movement, a dramatic performance 
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group made up of actors, musicians, poets, and graphic artists.4 The musical and dramatic 

experiences that ensued helped encourage him to enroll part-time at the Cultural Training 

Center in Kingston (1975). It was in this arena that he continued to develop his skills as a 

poet and musician. The teachers, poets, playwrights, painters, musicians, and dancers he 

interacted with at the Center altered his pathway in life. Included in this group were the 

innovative dub poetry practitioners such as Jean Breeze, Oku Onuora, and “Mikey” 

Smith.   

 Mbala lived in “Spain Town” (Spanish Town) until 1976 when he moved east. He 

was attracted to the lush hills above Kingston and has lived in those hills ever since. The 

first place he rented was located in the Tree Tops neighborhood below the town of Stony 

Hill. Soon after moving to Kingston he discovered another major attraction, British born 

painter, Samere Tansley (b. 1944). Sam had moved to Jamaica in 1970 to pursue a career 

as a painter. Mbala and Sam had become a couple by 1980 and began living together in a 

rental on Allsides Way  (just east of Stony Hill). A son, Jomo Leon Bailey, was born on 

May 26, 1981. In 1987 the family moved to a home off Gibson Road that had been 

named “the Attic” by its owners. They have lived there ever since.5  

Sam’s studio space is located primarily on the upper level of the home along with 

two bedrooms, a bathroom, a living room and kitchen. Mbala’s studio is located on the 

lower level along with a half-bath, laundry room, small guest room, a carport, and 

                                                
4 Some of Mbala’s first published poems appeared in one of the newsletters published by the 
Spanish Town chapter of Sing Out! According to Mbala he was responsible for designing a logo for Self 
and for coining the group’s motto: “open up your mind and let your self shine through”  (Galuska 
2000:104). 
5 Jomo moved out of the home in 2004. During the same year, Samere purchased the property from 
its American owner.  
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additional built-in storage areas. Sam paints, shows, and sells her paintings from her 

studio (the largest room in the Attic). It is from the lower level studio that Mbala 

practices his poeming, musicing, “noise-making,” and “masking.” This studio has 

become the epicenter of his creative work. However, earning an income as a professional 

poet and musician requires frequent forays into Kingston and other locations across the 

island. When he is called down from his studio for a public performance, scheduled 

workshop, or rehearsal session, it is often quite literally a phone call (or voicemail 

message) requesting his participation and involvement.  

 Much like the comic book superheroes of his youth, Mbala enjoys appearing as a 

masked-man both on and off stage. Not surprisingly, his masks have been featured in a 

number of group exhibitions in Kingston: the Patoo Gallery (1989), Palette Gallery 

(1992), Salmon & Watson Print Studio (1996), and Akshon Gallery (1998). Critics have 

noted that his masks, like Sea Change and Metamorph speak “eloquently of the essential 

parity of nature and its metamorphic powers . . . He is sharply aware of the urgent need to 

protect our natural environment” (Hope 1992). The photos below (Figs. 2-4) feature three 

of his masks from the 1990s. 
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Fig. 2: Sea Change, 1992.      Fig. 3: Anansi to Rockstone, 1996.       Fig. 4: Rising, 1996.  
 

His “powers” in on-stage settings flow from an arsenal of word-sounds and musical 

instruments. Like his masks, much of his poetic work in the 1980s and 1990s focused on 

bringing attention to social and environmental issues. During those crucial decades his 

talents were supported, enhanced, and refined through collaborations with other creators 

and performing groups (such aforementioned groups Sing Out! and Self).  

From the relationships he established at the Cultural Training Center additional 

musical and poetic collaborations emerged. These included working as a musician and set 

designer with the Kingston-based women’s theatre collective, Sistren (1978-1997). Other 

long-standing collaborations include his partnership with saxophonist/flutist, Hugh 

“Papi” Pape (b. 1952), under the name the Papiumba Big Band (1992-present) (see Fig. 5 

below). The group combines a unique blend of sax, flutes, xylophones, found 
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instruments, what they refer to as “noise,” poetry, singing, and mask. This “dynamic duo” 

specializes in live improvisation—their compositions move freely from jazz standards, to 

roots reggae and dancehall, to pop, and Jamaican folk melodies. In the late 1990s, he also 

worked as a studio musician with performers Seretse Small, Carlene Davis, Della 

Manley, and Alexei. More recently, he has performed as a percussionist with the groups 

Naseberry Jazz and Acquaba.  

 

 
 Fig. 5: Papiumba Big Band promotional poster, 1996. 
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 Mbala’s work as a poet has been profoundly shaped by his experiences with the 

Poetry Society of Jamaica. He has served as the Vice-President since its inception in 

1989. 6 (The Poetry Society continues to hold monthly fellowship meetings at the School 

of Drama like the one I first attended in 1991.) Mbala was one of the group’s most active 

members in the 1990s and has been featured in many of its live public performances. 

While maintaining a leadership role within the society, Mbala has also put significant 

energy into his own poetic endeavors. He began winning medals in the Jamaica Cultural 

Development Commission’s annual literary competitions in 1978. By 1995 he had won 

approximately twenty medals. He gained additional fame in 1994 when he was selected 

to represent Jamaica in the “Island Voices” creative writers’ exchange program. His 

poetry has been featured in a number of major Caribbean poetry anthologies in the 1980s 

and 1990s. Since 2000 he has won a number of additional medals, been commissioned to 

write new poems, and had a collection of his poetry published in the form of a chapbook, 

Light in a Book of Stone (2005).7  

This is only a brief sampling of Mbala’s poetic and musical achievements. An 

interactive CD-ROM was produced in 2003 to document the milestones of his creative 

work. (Those interested in tracking his career will find a number of references to his work 

online.) Today, he continues to collaborate with an impressive array of individuals and 
                                                
6 The Poetry Society will celebrate its 18th anniversary in May 2007. Over the years it has helped 
support the growth and development of dozens of young poets and has sponsored numerous workshops and 
performances in venues across the island.) No detailed history of the Poetry Society, or its precursor, Poets 
In Unity, has been published. However, the society is currently working on the completion of a DVD 
focusing on the history and development of poetry in Jamaica. 
7 Light in a Book of Stone includes sixteen of Mbala’s poems. It is the largest published collection 
of his work to date. His chapbook was one of a six-part series published in conjunction with the Calabash 
International Literary Festival (www.calabashfestival.org). See Morris (2005) for review of this chapbook 
series. 



 125 
groups. The young, skinny, inexperienced poet and musician that began to develop in the 

1970s has transformed into the accomplished 53-year-old Mbala of today (he will turn 54 

in December of 2007).  His thick broad beard and plaited hair have wide patches of gray. 

But some things have not changed. His long fingers and arms are quick to jot down lines 

of poetry, create music, and perform in public and private settings. Mbala is now truly a 

seasoned performer. He creates with his hands, his voice, and with the guidance of a 

dedicated heart and mind. This percussive poet, this masked man, continues to develop 

and explore new verbal, musical, and visual creative terrain. A major emphasis 

throughout all of his work, but especially his poetry, concerns “minimizing differences 

and maximizing similarities between people” (Mbala:2003). The nine photos below 

feature Mbala at various stages in his career and points in my fieldwork. 

          
Fig. 6: Mbala mug shot, circa 1976.                             Fig. 7: Mbala performing, circa 1985. 
 

                         
Fig. 8: Self Portrait, 1992.                                            Fig. 9: Newspapers article photo, 1994. 
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Fig. 10: Mbala performing, 1996.   Fig. 11: Author & Mbala, 1996.  
 
 

          
Fig. 12: Mbala at home, 1999. Fig. 13: Mbala in Barbican, 2001.  Fig. 14: Mbala & author, 2006. 
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Cherry: The Inspirational Earth Woman 
 
Cherry Natural, was born on April 20, 1960 in the urban parish of St. Andrew. She was 

part of a large extended family consisting of eight girls and eight boys. Her given name, 

Marcia Alrica Wedderburn, is the name listed on her passport. Because of her radiant 

skin tone color as a newborn, her father took to calling her "Cherry.”8 Later, as a young 

woman, she began referring to herself as "Cherry Natural.” This is the name most 

people—family, friends, fans, neighbors, and the Jamaican public—know her by today. 

The name signifies her belief in the power and the value of "natural," holistic living. 

Since the 1970s, she has actively sought to live a lifestyle that integrates creativity with 

the mental, physical, and spiritual dimensions of her daily life. She is a vocal Rasta 

woman and avid supporter of women’s rights. She is respected for her willingness to 

publicly speak out against social injustices, but also because of her inspirational words 

and lifestyle. To understand Cherry’s long-term mission as an inspirational female poet, 

one must go back to her childhood experiences.  

The most important personal, spiritual, and inspirational role models in her early 

life were strong charismatic women. These include Jamaican icons/heroes like Nanny the 

Maroon and the Honorable Louise Bennett-Cloverley, known popularly as “Miss Lou” 

(1919-2006).9 Cherry’s paternal grandmother Hilda, also made a crucial impact on her 

                                                
8 Cherry’s father, Kenneth Wedderburn, passed away in March of 2006 while I was in Jamaica with 
a group of IU students. Cherry invited us to attend the set-up (pre-burial gathering) that was held for him 
near his home the night before he was buried.  
9   Nanny, or “Granny Nanny” is one of Jamaica’s National Heroes. Brought to Jamaica from the 
Gold Coast (Ghana), Nanny was able to escape from plantation life and establish a free Maroon community 
in the Blue Mountains. From this community, known as Nanny Town, guerrilla warfare was carried out 
against the British colonial powers. Miss Lou worked extensively as an actress, comedian, radio and 
television host, poet, and folklorist. She moved from Jamaica to Canada (Toronto) in 1985. Her death in 
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interest in oral traditions. As Cherry’s 1995 poem “Guerilla Queens” (see Appendix 7) 

declares:   

…The degree of a people’s revolutionary awareness  
may be measured by the political maturity of its women.  
Historically, African women have always been in the forefront, 
transforming socially oppressive conditions… 
nuff woman was guerilla soldier down inna Africa.  
—Cherry Natural  

 
Nanny, Miss Lou, and Hilda were all powerful women—women that used their 

traditional knowledge and leadership skills to provide meaningful support for their 

people. While Nanny led Maroons in years of successful guerilla warfare against the 

British, Miss Lou revolutionized the Jamaican psyche through the celebration of patois 

(Jamaican Creole) and Jamaican folkways. Her live performances and published 

collections of poetry influenced generations of individuals across the island. Indeed, 

many dub poets credit her with being the madda (mother) of modern performance poetry 

in Jamaica.10 

Cherry follows in the footsteps of all of these inspirational women. As a 

contemporary “guerilla queen” she revolutionizes people’s lives with words of wisdom 

and empowerment. She has been breaking down forces of social oppression, promoting 

women’s rights, and bringing verbal and physical healing to those in need since the late 

1970s. But her career path was taking shape even earlier. I conducted my first formal 

interview with her in 1992 on the steps of her (then) home at Pembroke Hall. Here we 

spoke of the history and development of reggae, dub poetry, and Rastafari. A number of 
                                                                                                           
September of 2006 was mourned by millions of Jamaicans. See Mervyn Morris’s obituary for a summary 
of her creative accomplishments and life (Morris 2006).  
10  Miss Lou’s published poetry collections include: Anancy Stories and Poems in Dialect (1944), 
Jamaican Labrish (1966), Louise Bennett: Selected Poems (1982), and Aunty Roachy Seh (1993).  
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references to Miss Lou and Bob Marley were made. In our artistic history interview 

sessions in 1996 I was able to document a much more detailed understanding of her long-

term creative development and the factors that had influenced her work (Galuska 

2000:76-77).  

 From the age of six months to six years Cherry lived most of the year in the small 

town of Darliston (the parish of Westmoreland) at grandma Hilda’s home. Cherry’s 

mother and father worked and lived in Kingston. Hilda spent a great deal of time sharing 

traditional stories, proverbs, and acquired ancestral wisdom. Cherry described her as 

“small in stature” but one who was actually a “tower of strength” (1996). Most 

importantly, Cherry credits her for getting her “into poetry” (1996). In 1966 Cherry 

moved to live with her mother (and her mother’s mother) in the Waltham Farm Park and 

Hughen Den neighborhood of Kingston. She began attending St. Jude’s Elementary. Both 

there and at Kingston Secondary School she gained a reputation as having an especially 

strong zest for life, an inquisitive nature, and a high level of positive energy. The teachers 

at Kingston Secondary School recognized and supported Cherry’s interest in public 

performance. A crucial moment in her teenage development took place at the age of 

twelve (1972) when she composed and performed a tribute poem to Miss Lou titled 

“Time Hard” (Cherry could not locate a copy of this poem).11  

 Beyond the positive female influences, Cherry benefited from a number of male 

role models. Her move in 1972 to Allman Town allowed her to develop a stronger 

relationship with her father. During roughly the same time she found herself powerfully 
                                                
11 Cherry’s “Time Hard” was inspired by Miss Lou’s well-known poem “Dutty Tough.” This is a 
poem that Cherry and others of her generation might have read in print, heard Miss Lou perform on a radio 
broadcast, or viewed by way of the 1970s children’s television show “Ring Ding.” 
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connecting with the lyrics and the life of Bob Marley, Peter Tosh, and Bunny Wailer (the 

group was just beginning to gain increased local and international popularity). Bob 

Marley has been widely cited as an innovative role model for generations of reggae fans 

and musicians. For Cherry, it was Bob’s unique blending of personal, social, political, 

and spiritual concerns. In Cherry’s words, Bob’s lyrics were about “tings dat inspire 

people for revolution” (1996). Cherry herself was becoming increasingly interested in 

instigating positive social change through creative expression and art. In 1976 she 

completed a one-year course in Jamaica School of Art (housed at the Cultural Training 

Center). There she made new friends and learned new skills with graphic arts.  

In 1979 Cherry joined the Renaissance Artiste Writers Association (RAWA) at 

the invitation of a close friend, Courtney Hill. The group’s president, “Satish” (Lorenzo 

Gorden) soon became an inspirational figure for Cherry. Satish was not only a leader for 

RAWA, but a yogi affiliated with the Amanda Marga (“path of bliss”) Center in 

Kingston. Amanda Marga attracted Cherry because of its spiritual discipline, 

denunciation of materialism, and advocacy of vegetarianism.12 After making her first 

major public performance in 1979, Cherry, Courtney, Satish, and other group members 

spent time traveling and performing in communities all over the island. In small groups 

they would share dramatic skits, perform poetry, dance, sing, and spread a message of 

peace. “I used ta be a part of their cultural group…when I go out der and I give off my 

performance and I see how di people reacting, I come back blessed!” (1996). Two 

                                                
12 According to a 1999 newspaper article the Amanda Marga movement originated in India in 1955 
(The Gleaner May 3, 1999).  
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decades later Cherry still maintains an affiliation with Amanda Marga (see Fig. 15 

below).  

  
Fig. 15: Cherry at the Amanda Marga Center, 1999. 
 

These experiences stimulated Cherry to refine her writing skills and seek out other 

poets interested in performance. In 1981 she had put on well-received live performance at 

the Zinc Fence venue. “From dat day der was no turning back!” (1996). Later that year 

she won a Jamaica Cultural Development Commission (JCDC) talent contest. During the 

1980s she participated in workshops led by Poets In Unity members, like Tomlin Ellis (b. 

1955). In addition to giving birth to poems, Cherry gave birth to a daughter, Sachoy 

Alrica White, in July of 1983. Cherry’s son, Amari Charles Graham, was born in 

September of 1988. Although Cherry was quite busy with raising her children, her 

devotion to performing poetry never suffered. In fact, the opposite was true. Motherhood 

only reinforced her dedication to performance and women’s rights. For example, in a 

1989 article journalist Yvonne Grinam noted that Cherry “carries her one-year-old son 
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and six-year-old daughter around with her at all her performances” (Grinam 1989). By 

the 1990s it was common for Sachoy, “Little Natural,” to perform in public with Cherry. 

The two photos below document this stage of Cherry’s career in the early 1990s.  

 

  
Fig. 16: Cherry on stage with Amari, 1992.   Fig. 17: Cherry & Sachoy performing, 1991. 
 
  

Cherry’s popularity grew by leaps and bounds in 1989 after she received media 

attention for both her single “Women Where You Rights?” and the publication of her first 

printed collection of poetry, Come Meck We Reason.13 The book launch was an 

impressive undertaking held at the Pegasus Hotel in New Kingston. With the momentum 

of her book launch behind her, Cherry embarked on another crucial new stage in her 

artistic career. Throughout the 1990s both Cherry and Sachoy performed together in 

dozens of well-received public performances. The themes of their poems (and many of 

                                                
13  Included in the book are twenty-seven poems as well as: drawings, inspirational thoughts, visual 
puzzles, exercise and health tips, factoids, questions for self-reflection, jokes, and brain busters.  
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the events) were tied with liberation, empowerment, and women’s rights. With an ever-

increasing number of performances and appearances in the 1990s came growing public 

recognition for Cherry’s work. For example, her performance at “Crucial Concert 2,” a 

benefit for the Jamaican National Council of Drug Abuse, was televised nationally. In 

1993 Cherry was invited to participate in the first-ever international dub poetry festival 

held in Toronto.14 Her appearance at this festival was especially important: it allowed her 

to network with leading female dub poets in Canada like Lillian Allen and Afua Cooper; 

it inspired her to put more energy into recording her poems; it helped generate 

international interest in her work.   

 In the mid and late 1990s Cherry devoted more attention to recording her poetry 

and collaborating with female reggae musicians like Judy Mowatt and Carlene Davis.   

She performed at benefit shows in Jamaica and the U.S.15 She was awarded Jamaica 

Music Industry (JAMI) awards in 1995 and again in 1996. Her 1994 poem 

“Empowerment” (see Appendix 7) and her leadership within the group Concerned 

Women In Action, helped her win these awards. The next few years were also very 

successful. In 1997 Cherry helped with the founding of Jamaica Association of Female 

Artists (JAFA). She was also one of the featured performers at “Dub Fest ‘97” held at the 

University of the West Indies. Fellow dub poets Yasus Afari, Queen Majeeda, 

Mutabaruka, Nabbie Natural, Mbala, Bill Blast, Osakwe, and Tommy Ricketts performed 

along with reggae artists Aaron Silk, Everton Blender, and Anthony B. (Collins 1997). 

Later that year an eleven-poem cassette recording, Purely Inspirational, was released and 
                                                
14  For information on the festival see Sakolsky’s article in The Beat (1993).  
15 These included performances in February of 1993 at Beloit College (Wisconsin), Madison, and 
Chicago. Mbala and Tommy Ricketts were also on this tour.  
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promoted in Jamaica and in live performances in the U.S.16 Two subsequent recordings 

“Guerilla Queen” (1997) and “Fia Bun [Fire Burn]” (1998) were released soon after. The 

controversial nature of the “Fia Bun” lyrics (see Appendix 7) and its extensive airplay on 

Mutabaruka’s weekly radio talk show, “The Cutting Edge” (IRIE FM), made Cherry’s 

poetry a topic of popular discussion island-wide.17 

In the last decade Cherry has poured attention and concrete into updating and 

expanding what she has referred to specifically in 1996 as the initial stages of a “Natural 

University.” The long-term goals of the university are threefold: to document and to 

preserve dub poetry fliers, posters, press releases, recordings, videos, and other 

memorabilia; to serve as a resource for those interested in studying the achievements of 

Blacks around the world; and to provide a setting where people can feel empowered and 

rejuvenated. Cherry began building the facility in 1993 when she moved to a 

neighborhood just off Mountain View Avenue. Today, this physical location, 541/2 

Mountain View Avenue, is known fondly by many as the Love Bank. In a very tangible 

way the Love Bank promotes Cherry’s inspirational and educational work. It is a resource 

that supports her poeming and poetry projects as well as her work as a personal trainer 

(for individuals in her community), martial arts instructor, and motivational speaker. It is 

                                                
16 These included performances at Howard University (Washington D.C.) and Indiana University 
(Bloomington). Cherry came to IU along with fellow poets Jean “Binta” Breeze and Queen Majeeda. The 
women were also accompanied by Jamaican percussionist Joy Erskine. I played a key role in organizing the 
women’s performances, classroom lectures, demonstrations, and drumming workshops at IU.  
17  “Fia Bun” was first performed in public at a special 111th birthday tribute for Haile Selassie. 
Mutabaruka heard the poem at the event and offered to produce and record it as a single. The poem was 
intended as a type of metacriticism. Cherry felt that a select group of popular “Bobo dread” reggae 
performers (including Capleton, Sizzla, Anthony B.) had gone too far with their “fia bun” lyrics—lyrics 
that vehemently advocated the complete destruction of “Babylon.” Cherry composed her poem because she 
believed some of the lyrics of these Bobo dreads to be overly violent, destructive, and hypocritical  
(Galuska 2001:93).  
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also a place of sharing—a place where individuals can “come and invest some love inna 

it [the Love Bank] and draw some love an yah get interest” (1996). Some of Cherry’s 

most cherished resources—poetry notebooks, press clippings and awards, books, 

recordings, inspirational art, a kitchen, exercise equipment—are found at the Love Bank.  

In recent years Cherry has continued to develop her reputation as a strong and 

militant guerrilla queen. Her children have grown into young responsible adults. 

According to Cherry her body of work now encompasses over 2,000 individual poems 

(Skeen-McDonald 2000). Her second book of poetry, Earth Woman: Selected Poetry, 

1989-2001 (2003), presents forty-six of her most influential poems. The launching of the 

book in Kingston in 2004 heralded another major achievement in her career.18 In 

November of 2006 she was honored by Jamaican government officials, as well as a 

United Nations representative, for her ongoing work toward the elimination of violence 

against women (Galuska 2007). Clearly, the young and inexperienced performer of the 

early 1980s has come a long way since her composition of “Time Hard” in 1972. Cherry, 

now 47, has touched the lives of thousands of audience members in Jamaica and abroad 

with her performances. Along the way, she has never stopped developing her skills as a 

poet, activist, martial artist, teacher, and entertainer. Her penetrating brown eyes, wide 

smile, shoulder-length dreadlocks (adorned with colorful beads from friends and fans), 

and well-toned body come especially alive on stage. The “cherry tree” has indeed reached 

a new level of maturity. Yet, much of Cherry’s life mission remains the same. Her joy in 

promoting a positive approach to life manifests itself both on and off-stage. The ever-

                                                
18 A 2nd edition of the book is in the process of being printed by a Jamaican publisher. 
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growing Love Bank facility continues to play a vital role in her inspirational mission. The 

eight photos below feature Cherry’s at various stages in her career and points in my 

fieldwork with her.  

 

     
Fig. 18: Cherry and bicycle, circa 1979.  Fig. 19: Cherry performing, 1989. 
 

                              
Fig. 20: Newspaper photo, 1991.    Fig. 21: Purely Inspirational cassette cover, 1997. 
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Fig. 22: Cherry, Sachoy & Amari, 1996.  Fig. 23: Cherry & author at the Love Bank, 1996. 
 
 

    
Fig. 24:  Cherry at her front gate, 2001.  Fig.  25: Cherry, Author, & IU students, 2006. 
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The Attic and the Labyrinth 

The outdoor spaces of the Attic, especially the front and the rear of the house, serve as 

direct extensions of Mbala and Sam’s indoor studios. For example, many of the flowers 

and plants grown in front gardens are gathered and assembled into still lifes for Sam’s 

paintings (see Fig. 26 below and www.sameresgallery.com).  

 

   
Fig. 26:  Caribbean Dream, 1996.                    Fig. 27: View to the southwest from Sam’s studio at 

the Attic, 2005. 
 
The large windows of her studio look out over the gardens and offer an impressive 

panoramic view of the neighborhoods below (see Fig. 27 above). These front yard 

gardens are highly visible to visitors after they make the final turn in the steep, long, and 

winding driveway leading up to the house (see Fig. 28 below). The gardens follow this 

final section of the driveway up to a carport and the front steps/front door of the house. 

The section of garden just to the west of the driveway continues briefly and ends in fruit 

trees. The eastern side yard leading to the back of the house has little sun, is narrow, and 

is much more private. The sidewalk it contains leads to stone steps in the back of the 

house (see Figs. 30 and 32 below).  
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Fig. 28: View of the Attic’s driveway going up to   Fig. 29: Front view of the Attic with Sam’s studio   
the carport, 2001.     above and carport and Mbala’s studio below, 2004.  
   

       
Fig. 30: Back view of the Attic with kitchen   Fig. 31: View of part of the lower-level portion of  
above and storage room below, 2001.   the Attic’s backyard, 2001. 
 

Mbala spends time in the backyard on a daily basis. Here he may relax, meditate, 

hang laundry, work on outdoor projects, gather fruits—bananas, limes, breadfruit, 

passion fruit, guava, sweet-cup—or complete a variety of other daily tasks. In short, the 
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backyard provides many additional outdoor resources that compliment the indoor features 

of Mbala’s studio (a hallway leads directly from Mbala’s studio to the back door of the 

house). The backyard is divided into three primary levels. The uppermost (eastern) 

section is largely bush—an uncultivated area filled with plants, vines, and trees. The mid-

level portion of the backyard is characterized by a flat open area. It is here that Mbala 

began the construction of the rock-stone (small rock) labyrinth. Steps lead down from this 

level to the lower sections of the back yard. A small concrete patio on this lower level 

connects to the backdoor of the home and a storage room addition that extends out from 

the house (see Fig 30 and Figs. 32-33 below). At the end of the concrete patio a small, 

well-worn, dirt path leads to the far rear of the yard, a compost pile, and a small trash pit.  

 

 
Fig. 32: The Attic’s backdoor (center) with steps going up to the eastern 
side of the house, 2001.  
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Fig. 33: Mbala at the Attic’s backdoor, 2004.  
 
 The rockstone labyrinth Mbala created in the Attic’s backyard in March of 2001 

became an unexpected, and quite visible, example of a creative project in action. The 

primary resource for its creation, rock-stone, was supplied from the lowermost portions 

of the backyard. The rock-stones were then embedded in small circular trenches/grooves 

he traced in the ground with the aid of a large pointed stick. String was tied to the center 

of the stick with the other end anchored to a short metal stake in the very center of the 

design (in order to trace an accurate circumference for each ring). The labyrinth was 

originally conceived of as a gift of love to Samere. It was modeled after the well-known 

Chartres Cathedral Labyrinth near Paris (constructed circa 1201 A.D.) and the Mizmaze 

on Breamore Down, found in Hampshire, England. Mbala relied on a printed diagram of 

the Mizmaze as a model for his backyard creation. The renderings and photos below 
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illustrate the models Mbala utilized (Figs. 34-35) and the early phases of the construction 

process (Figs. 36-37).  

 

           
Fig. 34: Diagram of the Chartres Labyrinth.  Fig. 35: Diagram of the Mizmaze (used by Mbala in 

creating the Attic labyrinth), 2001.  
 
 

 

    
Fig. 36: The Attic labyrinth traced in the dirt, 2001. Fig. 37: Setting rock-stones in the labyrinth, 2001. 

Sam had expressed an affinity to the mystical associations of labyrinths and an interest in 

the meditative benefits of “walking” such creations. The idea of having their own private 

labyrinth to walk for exercise and meditation also appealed to Mbala. It had been his 

intention to build small-scale, but fully useable, labyrinth for her in their backyard while 

she was away visiting family members in England.  Major work on this surprise labyrinth 
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was not started until approximately a week before Sam’s return. This was fortunate for 

me—I was able to witness and videotape much of the construction process.  

 The major stages of construction involved tracing the patterns for the pathways, 

collecting and embedding the rock-stones, and fine-tuning the pathways as they were 

created. Part of this project also involved the (attempted) transplantation of a small batch 

of bamboo to an area near the outer ring of the labyrinth. Work on the project took place 

both during daylight and evening hours. I was a bit tired and a bit hot during my first day 

of fieldwork with Mbala and the labyrinth. The subsequent days involved intense work 

for both of us. Mbala as he traced and fashioned the labyrinth and myself as I 

reconnected with him and asked him questions about poeming and creativity. Our work 

was accompanied by: my audio and video equipment, gusts of wind, birds, multiple dogs 

and a cat, dirt, stones, and voices and noises emanating from the road below the house. 

Neither of us had intended the labyrinth to be a focus of attention. Yet it and the “tales 

from the labyrinth” (creative process narratives and stories) that were coaxed during the 

construction process, became a vehicle for exploring recurrent creative impulses and 

patterns. The labyrinth became a symbolic manifestation of Mbala’s long-term creative 

work. Together we made the following observations. First, like his other work, the 

labyrinth project allowed him to interact with a variety of “building blocks” and 

materials. He interacts with and manipulates materials and supplies that are readily 

available. (Unlike the idea, event, or line that Mbala shapes into a poem, the “text” for 

this project was the Mizmaze diagram he possessed.) While dirt, sand, and rock-stones 

are distinct from such things as words and words-sounds, music, and noise, they are all 

forms of media he enjoys manipulating. The labyrinth project, like the projects he 
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completes indoors, often involve the use of natural resources that are readily available on 

site.  

 Second, the labyrinth represents Mbala’s long-standing drive to integrate daily 

life and art. On any given day it is likely that he will work on a variety of tasks and 

projects. Work on one project may start in the morning, stop in the afternoon, and resume 

in the evening—even well after dark. Daily tasks such as feeding the dogs, hanging 

laundry to dry, answering phone calls and voicemail messages, or completing errands in 

Stony Hill or Kingston, are not so much “interruptions” as they are part of the creative 

process—part of the overall manner in which he operates as a creator. The labyrinth 

implies the maze of choices facing individuals every day as they go through life. 

Similarly, Mbala's creative activities may be likened to a series of negotiated decisions, 

turns, and opportunities. He has chosen to interact daily with a number of elements—

some purposefully procured and some collected by chance—to creatively "build" poetry, 

music, and other art forms. His studio and the other spaces at the Attic are customized 

and refined over a period of years for just such a purpose. Some projects may be finished 

in a day, other remain unfinished for years.  

Unfortunately, the labyrinth project took longer than expected. It was never fully 

completed before Sam returned home. From phone conversations held towards the end of 

2001 it became clear that the labyrinth project was at a standstill. This does not mean that 

the project was a failure or that it has diminished in symbolic significance. In many ways 

it set the tone for the dissertation. Reviewing the video footage I captured continues to 

suggest new levels of interpretation; memories of the labyrinth and our innerview 

sessions are ones that have remained alive in both of our minds. But the labyrinth exists 
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as more than mere memories. A short visit to the Attic in March 2006 revealed that the 

outlines of labyrinth were still partially discernable (see Fig. 38 below).   

  
Fig. 38: Author & IU students at the  
overgrown labyrinth site, 2006.  
 

Some weeding and quick excavation of a layer of dirt and gravel could begin to 

bring the Attic’s labyrinth back to life. In a similar fashion, my 2001 observations of 

Mbala studio helped “excavate” other finished and unfinished projects—dusty poem 

fragments, old mildewed photos, drawings, notes, and letters. Over the last few decades 

many such projects have come to life and matured within the supportive environment of 

his studio. To be sure, they are influenced and cultivated by outside influences too. But 

Mbala’s mind and his studio are their true homes—their true creative interiors. There in 

his “messy” studio are many well-used tools and resources Mbala relies on for the 

manipulation of poetic, musical, and multimedia creative projects.  
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Mbala’s Lower Level Studio and Additional Features of the Attic 

The room housing Mbala’s studio is rectangular, approximately 10’X20’ in size. An 

amazing variety of resources and tools are tightly packed into this 200+ square foot area. 

This portion of his workscape environment can be characterized by at least six types of 

distinct space. These include the following: 1) composition/construction (desk/drafting 

table, work table, poetry notebooks, poem fragments, sketches and masks in progress); 2) 

storage (shelves for books, comic books, magazines, commercial recordings and other 

recorded media); 3) supply (writing implements, paint, seeds, shells, wood, scissors, tape, 

newspaper, string, wire, found objects); 4) display (awards, masks, logos, designs, 

drawings, photos); 5) play/instruments (drums, xylophones, gongs, guitars, flutes, small 

idiophones, and other hand-made instruments); and 6) communication (phone & 

voicemail, letters, postcards, printed emails). These spaces are distributed as follows.  

The eastern wall of the studio includes a rectangular worktable with a large open 

storage space underneath.  A 10” wide concrete ledge is built into this wall and is used 

for displaying masks and instruments. The photo below (Fig. 39) shows how the space  

 

 
Fig. 39: Percussion set-up oriented toward the studio’s eastern wall, 1999. 



 147 
along this wall has also been used for the placement and set-up of percussion instruments. 

In recent years, a number of large hand-made, free-frame wooden “mbalaphones” 

(xylophones) have been set up here (suspended by strings anchored to the wall).  

The southern wall of the studio has four louvered windows looking out to the 

front yard. For security, all of the windows on the lower level of the house, as well as the 

door to the back yard, are equipped with wrought iron grill-work known as “burglar 

bars.”19 There are no screens in any of the lower level windows. Along this wall are a 

number of percussion instruments including large custom-designed gongs and their 

folding wooden frames. Assorted hand drums (congas, a repeater, and others) and 

wooden drum stands are often placed here (see Figs. 40-41 below).  

    
Fig. 40: Hand-made gongs on the southern wall, 2001.  Fig. 41: Mbala playing an mbira 
        in front of the southern wall, 1996.  
 

The western wall of the studio has two additional windows under which Mbala’s 

adjustable drafting table and work chair are placed. Metal (tube frame) patio chairs, as 

                                                
19 The window bars are anchored into the concrete walls of the home. The metal grill door to the 
back yard can be locked with a large padlock and swings open and closed on hinges. Similar hinged grills 
are found on the doorway leading to the kitchen from the lower level of the house and at the front door.  
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well as wooden chairs, and a percussion stool have been used in the studio. In most cases 

Mbala outfits the back and seat of these chairs with covered (foam-filled) cushions. To 

the left of the drafting table are storage shelves filled with LP records, CDs and cassette 

tapes. Most of these are commercial recordings. A black adjustable-arm lamp provides 

one source of light for the table. Florescent light fixtures on the ceiling serve as primary 

lighting for the studio space. During the day the wooden window louvers can also be 

adjusted for lighting. Wooden shelves in front of the drafting table are filled with drawing 

and writing supplies. The top edge of the desk is filled with stacked notebooks, scrap 

papers, notes, stacks of photos and other items. The well-used surface of the table is filled 

with a wide variety of items: notes, rough sketches, poem fragments, pens, pencils, 

erasers, exacto knife, the telephone, seeds, wires, rolling papers, a lignim vitae cutting 

board, and other small objects (see Figs. 42-43 below).  

  
Fig. 42: Mbala’s desk/drafting table, 2001.  Fig. 43: Shelves & storage above Mbala’s  
      desk, 2001. 
 

To the right of the desk is a small stereo system with cassette decks and a record 

player, as well as additional shelves of records. CDs are played through a portable CD 

player. A heavy wooden door with steps leading down to the carport is located next to 

these shelves. The front and sides of the carport are used as overflow storage space, but 
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room is left for parking the family car. Over the years items like lumber, sticks, tires, 

piles of newspapers, auto parts, and other larger items accumulate here. The family’s 

dogs often rest on the floor of the carport.  

On the northern wall of the studio (near the carport door) are additional shelves 

containing hundreds of records (see Fig. 44 below). Like the records on the other shelves, 

the majority of these were collected in the 1970s and 1980s. A lighter interior door in the 

center of the northern wall provides access to a hallway that leads to a small bathroom 

(5’X5’), laundry room (8’X8’) on the left, and an additional storage area on the right. The 

bathroom’s close proximity allows Mbala to work for long periods of time downstairs. 

When using this facility he often reads daily newspapers like The Star. Showering is done 

in the larger upstairs bathroom (8’X10’) which has a tub, shower, bidet, toilet, and sink.  

 
Fig. 44: View of album shelves & doorway on northern wall, 2001. 
 

Following the hallway north leads to the Attic’s back door (wooden with a metal 

grill), steps to the kitchen and upper level of the house, and the small guest room 

(8’X10’). The guest room is located directly below the house’s kitchen. The room has 

one window on the western wall and is equipped with a wooden frame bunk bed with 
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foam mattresses, a bookcase, and a small table. (This is the room I used when conducting 

fieldwork in 1999 and 2001.) Like Mbala’s studio and the bathroom, the guest room has 

electricity. An additional door on the northern wall of the guest room leads to an even 

smaller storage room (7’X7’). This room contains painting supplies, magazines, and other 

items. Sam occasionally uses the guest room as an alternative studio space.  

The photos below (Figs. 45-48) feature shots of Mbala’s studio taken in 1996, 

1999, 2001, and 2004. All of the photos were taken from a similar vantage point (looking 

toward the southern wall). The photos reveal two important patterns. First, a significant 

portion of the studio is consistently used for the storage, set-up, and/or display of 

instruments (especially percussion) and masks. Second, the organization of the studio set-

up is neither static nor constantly changing. For example, Mbala’s desk/drafting table has 

remained in approximately the same location for years. Other areas of the studio are re-

configured (re-arranged) as space is needed for such things as new instruments or in-

process projects. Keep in mind that the photos below captured the studio in various states 

of “messiness”—the more projects he is working on at any given time, the more “clutter.” 

Mbala attempts to clean the studio at least once a year. More significant studio re-

arrangements tend to take place every two or three years. Diagram 3, a generalized 

representation of the studio space, follows immediately after the photos below.  
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Fig. 45: Studio view #1, 1996. Note the worktable  Fig. 46: Studio view #2, 1999. Note the addition of 
to the left and the drafting table to the right.    crate-type shelving to the right.  
 

 
Fig. 47: Studio view #3, 2001. Note the “Mbalaphones” to the far 
left and behind Mbala.  
 

 
Fig. 48: Studio view #4, 2004. Note the percussion clustered  
on the far right. 
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Diagram 3: 
Mbala’s Lower Level Studio at “The Attic” 
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The main level of the Attic is divided into six rooms—two bedrooms, a bathroom, 

a living room, Sam’s studio, and the kitchen. All of the floors on this level are wood 

planked. The large rectangular-shaped kitchen/office area (7’X22’) is located at the top of 

the lower level stairs. Along the western wall of the kitchen are: two windows, a sink 

with stainless steel countertop, a four-burner electric stove, wall hooks for pots, pans, and 

utensils, wooden shelves, a small dining table, and hanging wire-frame baskets (for fruits, 

bread, and other non-refrigerated items). The small northern wall has an additional 

window looking out over the zinc-roofed storage room and a small gas cooker (supplied 

by canister). Along the eastern wall are two sets of laminated counter tops with built in 

cabinets and shelves, and a refrigerator. Situated in the southern wall office space are 

bookshelves/album shelves, an additional table, and a computer and printer.  

 

 
Fig. 49: Mbala cooking in the kitchen and the author conducting an innerview,  
2001.  
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Two doorways lead from the kitchen/office space to the living room area (8’X10’) 

which has a seti (sofa) and love seat, wooden bookshelves, a rectangular table, and a TV 

with VCR (and now a DVD player). A short hallway from the living room leads to the 

bathroom (on the left), the master bedroom (12’X16’) on the right, and ends with a door 

to the second bedroom (13’X15’).20 The bedrooms each have two sets of screened 

windows, beds, dressers, large closets with shelves, and built-in storage cabinets.   

Sam’s studio space (12’X28’) is located at the front (southern portion) of the 

house. She paints in this space as well as uses it for displaying her work to prospective 

buyers during home exhibitions she mounts twice a year. The four windows in her studio 

have large horizontally hinged shutters that can be propped wide open for natural 

lighting.  There are no burglar bars or screens on these windows. Unlike Mbala’s studio, 

Sam’s studio is dedicated primarily to one activity—painting. For this reason it is more 

sparsely outfitted and generally tidier. It is equipped with a large easel, a table for still 

lifes, and a cart for her brushes, oil paints, and painting supplies. A small seti and cloth 

hammock (mounted to the ceiling and a wall) are used by Sam and Mbala for relaxing. 

However, this space is used primarily by Sam.  

In contrast, the living room and the kitchen are used daily by the entire family. 

Each family member has favorite TV shows—the space is used regularly for TV-

viewing. Mbala will occasionally use an exercise bicycle while watching TV here. Sam 

and Mbala, both long-time vegetarians, enjoy cooking meals. Mbala, in particular takes 

great pride in produce selection, food preparation, and cooking the evening meal. He does 

                                                
20 The second bedroom served as Jomo’s room until he moved out of the house. It is now used as an 
additional guest room.  
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his share of dish-washing and clean-up as well. For this reason, Mbala spends a large 

about of time in the kitchen during the evening. Scraps from the meals prepared in the 

kitchen (such as rice or chicken bones from non-vegetarian dishes for Jomo or visitors) 

are supplemented with lower-grade cuts of meat, cooked, and feed the family’s dogs and 

cat.21  

In summary, the layout of the Attic, and design of Mbala’s studio in particular, 

put a range of personal and creative resources conveniently at his disposal. The indoor 

and outdoor features have been purposefully arranged to serve his needs and preferences. 

Each primary section of the workscape serves a function; each a possible resource that 

can be molded and creatively manipulated in the process of the birthing and building of 

poems, music, or other creations. Some sections of his studio are dusty and some are 

cluttered, not having been re-organized for months or years. Some workscape features are 

“locked” or filed away only to be unlocked, dusted off and shared on special occasions 

with special visitors. This is exactly how our  “photo journey” sessions worked. Stacks of 

old photos were taken off the shelf, viewed, and described in narrative. Some of Mbala’s 

studio features have been washed away (rain and hurricane), molded away, eaten away, 

or forgotten. Yet, Mbala continues to inhabit the geography of his workscape along with 

his family, poems, music, and masks. My observations, in conjunction with Mbala’s 

narratives, helped in unlocking and mapping both visible and invisible features of this 

specialized creative interior. His poem “keyman, keyman” symbolically evokes such 

activities:  

                                                
21 Many Jamaicans do not purchase commercially prepared dog and cat food.  
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in this little shack 
there are many rooms 
i keep most of them 
locked 
some i open for 
seconds at a time 
and quickly close 
others i seal 
behind concrete 
 
one day i will 
 lock every door 
   and be invisible 
 
   open all windows 
   and be the sun 
—Mbala 

 
As a workscape environment, the Love Bank functions in many of the same ways as 

Mbala’s studio.   

 
The Origins and Symbolism of Love Bank  
 
When Cherry and her children first moved to Mountain View Avenue in the mid 1990s 

they lived initially in a small room (approximately 10’X10’) partitioned off from the rest 

of the house by a thin central wall. (For a time, the family occupied two additional rooms 

in the back of the house as well. When the Love Bank expansion was completed these 

rooms were given back to Cherry’s mother, Sheila Hibbert.) Additional relatives lived in 

a second house in the compound. There were cracks in the wooden floor planking and 

holes in the ceiling below the zinc-sheet roof. A short cement block wall (with a gate to 
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each of the houses) separated the front portion of the yard from the dirt road leading west 

to Mountain View Avenue, a busy north south thoroughfare (see Figs. 50-52 below).22   

  
Fig. 50 Author in front of the Love Bank  
looking west toward Mt. View Ave., 2001  

  
Fig. 51. View from the Love Bank’s front porch  Fig. 52. Cherry sitting on her courtyard wall with 
prior to the kitchen & front room additions, 1999.  a neighbor’s home across the road, 2001. 
 
 

                                                
22 The homes on Cherry’s side of the street (the north side) have Mountain View addresses, while the 
homes across the street have Riffle Road addresses. Cherry’s street is located just north of Hildene Avenue 
very close to the border of the St. Andrew and Kingston parishes.  



 158 
The homes across the street were (and remain) separated from the road by walls 

of zinc as is common in many neighborhoods throughout Kingston. Taller block walls 

marked off the rear and side boundaries of the compound. When Cherry’s family moved 

to the 54½ address there was neither running water nor inside bathroom facilities. A 

shared outhouse and standpipe was located behind the house. The more visible, more 

colorful, front of the house was beautified by bougainvillea bushes that blossomed pink, 

white, and red (see Fig. 51 above). The first interview I conducted with Cherry at the 

Love Bank took place in 1996. Since there was very little space indoors, the tiled front 

porch was used as a primary gathering place. The majority of the artistic history 

interviews I conducted that year were recorded on the porch. Two of the photos I 

captured after the first interview are featured below (Figs. 53-54).  

     
Fig. 53: Cherry and Amari on the   Fig. 54: Cherry posing with weights 
old front porch, 1996.    on the old front porch,1996.  
 

It was from this very humble location that Cherry “grew” the Love Bank facility. 

But as previously explained, the Love Bank vision began taking shape years earlier.  The 
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metaphorical idea of “banking love” is associated with recreational, spiritual, and social 

action. The idea is deceptively simple. Individuals are invited to both "deposit" (when 

able) and "withdraw" (when needed) love, energy, and inspiration at the Love Bank. For 

example, one unit of currency at the Love Bank was the bankra (barrel) of love. Used 

books and magazines, commercial CDs and tapes, DVDs, shared stories, building 

supplies, and shared meals also serve as types of currency. The Love Bank compound is a 

place where people are meant to be inspired and nurtured—a place that supports personal, 

social, educational, and spiritual development. For Cherry in particular, it is a workscape 

designed to nurture and inspire poems and poeming. Each room within the house serves 

several everyday functions and needs.   

 The physical manifestation of this multifaceted facility emerged piecemeal. In 

1996 the basic design included the aforementioned outdoor porch and single room. Bed 

mattresses served as seating while we spoke indoors. Each available space was 

multifunctional. The front porch served as a place for entertaining guests, studying, 

reading, writing, and relaxing. It was beautified with potted plants and other decorations. 

A small wood and glass panned double door led inside. At the time, the kitchen area was 

located within the bedroom. Ice was purchased for chilling water and fruit juices. Daily 

produce was bought only as needed since there was no refrigerator. Kerosene lamps were 

used for evening lighting. The home’s basic building materials were simple—plank 

floors, concrete blocks, wood framing, and an old zinc roof.  

Between 1999 and 2001 Cherry added additional rooms and closed off the front 

porch in the process. The additions included a “living room” (much of which used to be 

the porch), a bathroom, and a fully functional kitchen. Completing the bathroom addition 
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(sink, toilet, and shower) took priority over the other projects—it was functional before 

the kitchen and front room work additions were completed. In the expansion process the 

house was extended out toward the front wall (reducing the overall size of the courtyard).  

Plumbing for running water as well as electric wiring and outlets were installed. A 

telephone line was wired in 1998. Other updates, such as rebar-enforced cement walls 

and new roofing, were made to help strengthen the home’s ability to withstand 

hurricanes.23 The photos below (Figs. 55-57) illustrate aspects of the Love Bank addition 

process.  

 

 
Fig. 55: Cherry and Amari with unfinished kitchen addition behind, 1999. 
Note the light switch and electric outlet.  
    

                                                
23 These structural reinforcements were tested extensively in September of 2004 when Hurricane 
Ivan caused extensive flooding and damage in Kingston and many other parts of the island. Apart from 
some roof damage, the Love Bank withstood the storm—the biggest of the season. The Attic, on the other 
hand, had much damage. A large portion of the main roof was ripped off and blown away.    
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Fig. 56: Cherry posing in the courtyard.   Fig. 57: Cherry in the bedroom with the  
Note the windows of the front room    door to the new bathroom addition to the   
addition to the upper right, 1999.    right, 1999.  
 
 Cherry earned the necessary funds for the Love Bank upgrades from her public 

performances and through donations by visitors and friends. Donations often took the 

shape of a book or other tangible resource. The progress was sometimes very slow. 

Between 1996 and 2001 there were months when little work could be done because of 

lack of available funds.  However, the slow pace of progress did not deter her. With each 

small refinement, each addition, each deposit, her vision grew stronger. In this regard, the 

Love Bank symbolizes Cherry’s long-term and relentless dedication to her profession. A 

vital part of this vision entails not only providing housing for her family, but housing for 

dub poetry recordings, publications, press clippings, and other memorabilia. As well as 

the range of dub poetry materials the Love Bank serves as a repository for a range of 

books, commercial recordings and films, musical instruments, and professional exercise 

equipment (including a Weder 8515 weight machine). Cherry takes great pride in all of 

these resources. She views each of these items as inspirational investments; investments 
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that, when shared, yield tangible spiritual and creative growth. Thus, while it remains a 

private residence and Cherry’s personal workscape environment, the doors of the Love 

Bank have indeed been opened to many guests and visitors.   

 Today, the Love Bank includes a number of purposefully designed outdoor and 

indoor features. Cherry does laundry in a long narrow space (approximately 4’X32’) 

between the outside of the house and the western wall of the compound (see Fig. 58 

below). This area used to serve as access to the back yard, but is now partitioned off 

(access to the rear rooms of the house is available through a door on the eastern side of 

the house). Two weeks before my arrival in 2001 a concrete sink/washtub was poured in 

this location. Cherry washes and dries clothes here. Cherry emphasized in 2001 that this 

particular resource is a shared one: “it [is] nice if anybody come an need tah do washin” 

(2001). All weekly washing is done by hand, but her concrete washtub and running water 

really help speed up the work involved.  

     
Fig. 58: Cherry sitting along the western wall 
of the Love Bank with washing tub in rear, 2001.     
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The front wall (separating the home from the road) is approximately four feet tall, 

and painted white. There are two gates along the front of the wall. The concrete pillar 

next to one of the gates displays her home address painted in black and outlined by a 

heart shape (Fig. 59 below). An Egyptian ankh is also painted on this pillar. The front 

door to the home bears the ancient ying-yang symbol (Fig. 60 below). All three symbols 

are especially dear to Cherry because they represent the importance of striving for a long-

lived, balanced, and peaceful life. Morning doves are kept here as well as a living 

symbolic manifestation of peace. A side gate on the eastern wall of the courtyard has a 

welded metal (rebar) design of the Star of David—an important Rasta symbol (see Fig. 

62 below). All three of these symbols help identify the Love Bank’s location. More 

importantly, they make a powerful visual statement about Cherry’s faith and worldview 

to friends, neighbors, and others passing by on the road. If Cherry is home when 

individuals hail her up (call out) from the road outside, she will respond with a cheerful 

greeting and blessing.  

    
Fig. 59:  Front gate to the Love Bank Fig. 60: Ying-yang symbol painted 
with Cherry’s home address, 2001.   on the Love Bank’s front door, 2001.  
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Along the front wall of the house potted plants, a small garden bed, and bushes 

are found. Though this courtyard is small and narrow (approximately 6’X28’), Cherry has 

managed to create a lush microenvironment in the available space (see Figs. 61-62). 

Watering the plants here is part of her daily routine. Cherry often uses this space early in 

the morning for meditation and composition. Cherry’s front door is located near the 

southeastern corner of the home and poured concrete steps lead up to it. The security of 

the heavy wooden door is supplemented with a hinged burglar bars. As part of the 

construction process, the bars and (locking) opaque glass louvers were installed on all of 

the home’s windows. Adjustment of the louvers is important for ventilation. There is no 

air conditioning at the Love Bank but portable electric fans are used during some parts of 

the day. Curtains are used to block sunlight as needed and to provide additional privacy.  

 

  
Fig. 61: Cherry standing in the courtyard below Fig. 62: Cherry posing for a close-up, 2001. 
the front door steps, 2001. Note the burglar bars Note the Star of David on the gate behind and 
on the windows.      Cherry’s ankh necklace.  
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The Indoor Features and Design of the Love Bank  

Like Mbala’s studio, the placement of the tools and resources at the Love Bank are quite 

purposeful. In roughly 500 square feet Cherry has created an inspirational living and 

working space that is multifunctional and symbolic of her holistic approach to life. The 

Love Bank provides a workplace for Cherry’s poeming, but it also facilitates important 

activities like cooking, exercising, relaxing, and studying. Cherry views each section of 

the Love Bank as vital to her mission. The eight primary types of spatial areas within the 

Love Bank design are: 1) compositional (desk, writing implements, poetry folders, 

notebooks, poem drafts); 2) archival (news clippings, notebooks, scrapbooks, photos); 3) 

“edutainment” (books, magazines, games, TV, DVD, VCR, commercial recordings, 

instruments); 4) inspirational  (posters, sayings, photos, awards); 5) spiritual  (statues, 

symbols, fetishes, icons); 6) relaxation (cushions, futon, beds, floor rug); 7) exercise 

(weights, weight machine, jump ropes, exercise posters); 8) communication (telephone, 

cell phone, letters); and 9) nutritional (kitchen, stove, sink, cabinets, utensils, refrigerator, 

dining table).   

As one enters the Love Bank, you step into the largest room of the house, the 

multiuse living room (approximately 14’X16’). Immediately to the left (west) is Cherry’s 

wooden desk and work chair. The desk is positioned along the southern wall below two 

windows. Here she keeps, notebooks, scrapbooks, pens, pencils, paper, folders, letters, 

and other materials and supplies used for writing and editing. A variety of inspirational 

posters, photos, and sayings are displayed on the walls near the desk (see Figure 63 

below).  
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Fig. 63: Author & Cherry speaking by her desk, 2001.  
Note the posters and pictures on the walls above.   
 
 The fully functional kitchen, to the west of her desk area, is equipped with a sink, 

counters, shelves, a gas stove, and windows. In 2001 Cherry made it clear to me that food 

and the preparing of food is vitally linked to what she does as a creator. As she is fond of 

saying, “cooking is poetry.” So, while small in size (only 6’X6’), the importance of the 

Love Bank’s kitchen should not be underestimated. It is here that Cherry enjoys 

preparing daily meals for her family and for guests. As with her desk area, the kitchen 

décor is also specially chosen. Posters with inspirational sayings and full-color photos of 

fruit and vegetables are meant to inspire those working in the kitchen (see Fig. 64 below).   
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Fig. 64: Cherry cooking in the kitchen while being innerviewed by the author, 2001.  
Note the posters, the sink counter to the left, and the stove and shelves to the right.  
  
 A refrigerator and dining table are located on the western wall of the living room. 

The table has room for 3-4 people to enjoy a meal together. If additional spaces is needed 

chairs are set up nearby. When not being used for eating, the table serves as a place for 

writing, reading, and sitting while talking on the phone. The (land-line) telephone and 

telephone books are also located here. (Cherry uses a cell phone while on the road.)   

  
Fig. 65:  Amari and the refrigerator, 2001. Fig. 66: Cherry on the phone, 2001. Note the door to  
Note the dining table chair to the left.  the bedroom and the bookshelf behind.  
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Shelving on the northwest corner of the living room (see Fig. 66 above) contains 

books, magazines, board games, and musical instruments. The edutainment (educational 

entertainment) center along the northern wall includes a TV and DVD player, a stereo 

system, and a variety of DVD, CD, and cassette recordings (see Fig. 67 below). The top 

of the stereo/TV cabinet is decorated with items of symbolic and religious significance. 

This includes such objects as wooden elephant carvings symbolizing longevity and 

wisdom. To the right of the TV sits a  large fish tank. This area represents the importance 

of water and aquatic life for the planet (see Fig. 68 below). A number of framed photos of 

Cherry are displayed above the fish tank.  

 

  
Fig. 67: Amari standing by the edutainment center,  Fig. 68: Sachoy near the fish tank, 2001. Note the  
2001. Note the objects between the speakers.  many framed photos and posters on the walls behind.  
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The eastern wall of the living room has two windows and is covered with 

additional Afro-centric posters, framed promotional photos of Cherry, and photos of 

inspirational figures like Bob Marley and Lauryn Hill. Large, fabric-covered cushions 

and a foldable, metal frame futon are located near the eastern wall. These areas serve as 

places to relax during the day and are configured for sleeping at night. Near the southeast 

corner (near the front door) a multi-use weight machine, bench press, punching bag, and 

other work out equipment are set up (see Fig. 69 below). Cherry uses this equipment 

personally and allows other individuals to makes use of it when she helps them in her role 

as a personal trainer.  

 
Fig. 69: The Love Bank’s workout and exercise area, 2001. Note the dartboard 
hung on the front door.  
 

A wooden and glass double-door to the bedroom is located in the northwest 

corner of the living room (near the dining table). The bedroom is approximately 10’X10’ 

and is located in the original (1993) location. Like the other spaces in the home the 

bedroom is decorated extensively with inspirational images, photos, and other 

memorabilia. Three additional bookshelves are found on the northern wall of the 
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bedroom. These shelves contain hundreds of books (see Fig. 70 below). The wide-

ranging collection includes titles on history (with an emphasis on Black history) science, 

geography, politics, poetry, and fiction and non-fiction works. Sachoy and Amari have 

individualized their sections of the bedroom with posters that reflect their interests in 

music and popular culture and their role models. For example, a large poster of Malcolm 

X and figures in Black history are displayed near an image of Superman and posters of 

Destiny’s Child. 

 
Fig. 70: One set of bedroom bookshelves, 2001.  
 

The primary improvement made to this part of the house was the addition of the 

bathroom (6’X6’) with a toilet, sink, shower, and overhead window. A small wooden 

door on the southeast wall of the bedroom leads into the bathroom. Not surprisingly, the 

inspirational imagery continues here as well. Posters with well-known black figures are 

prominently placed. For example, images of Haile Selassie and Marcus Garvey are quite 

visible (see Fig. 71 below) along with Rasta icons and religious sayings like “did yu give 

the creator thanks today?” Some images of body builders (male and female) are also  
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Fig. 71: Fabric patch displayed in the bathroom featuring Marcus Garvey and His Imperial  
Majesty, Emperor Haile Selassie I., 2001.  
 
prominent. Other items in the bathroom promote a nature theme—the plant on the 

window ledge above the shower, a map of South America, scenic postcards, sea shells in 

a small basket. Reading materials (magazines) are located in a larger basket near the 

toilet. Thus, the bathroom supports much more than bathing. It is set-up to encourage 

inspiration and reflection as well as to provide a peaceful environment for taking care of 

daily hygiene needs. Diagram 4 below features a generalized representation of the major 

indoor and outdoor features of the Love Bank.  
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Diagram 4: 

Cherry’s  “Love Bank” Facility at 541/2 Mountain View Avenue  
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In summary, Cherry’s overall creative vision and her life’s inspirational mission 

are supported by the Love Bank facility she has created. Each specially designed space 

within the home is used on a daily basis by Cherry, her family, and specially invited 

guests. It is within these spaces that Cherry gives birth to pickney poems, meditates, “re-

charges” herself (through meditation and well-planned meals), seeks inspiration, shares 

knowledge, and cares for her family. The Attic provides many similar resources for 

Mbala. However there are at least three major distinctions with regard to the ways in 

which the two workscapes are utilized.  

 First, the Attic’s resources are noticeably more spread out—eleven rooms as 

compared to only four at the Love Bank. (Although it is important to point out that 

Mbala’s studio and the multifunctional living room in the Love Bank are similar in size.) 

Second, a number of the resources valued by Cherry are less heavily used and 

emphasized by Mbala. For example, Mbala is not strongly concerned about archiving dub 

poetry materials; he is not nearly as dedicated to exercising on a daily basis. Third, The 

Attic’s geographic location makes it much more remote. Mbala enjoys this solitude. He 

has described himself as a “hermit” and does not rely nearly as heavily on the visits of 

others to his home to support his creative work. Cherry, in contrast, receives many more 

visitors on a monthly basis. She enjoys inviting individuals to the Love Bank to partake 

of and to observe its varied resources; she is more driven to seek out social interaction 

with individuals in the neighborhood, family members, friends, reporters, and 

researchers.  On occasion, possible male partners are also invited to visit (Cherry is 

currently single). However, the Love Bank and the “new way of lovin” she practices goes 
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well beyond mere romantic love. It is about inspirational communication and inter-

personal sharing. In “A Love Poem” (see Appendix 7) she expresses a strong desire:    

…to show you what's on my wall, 
and what's in my book shelf… 
give you a taste of my favourite Bob Marley. 
The thing I want most is your friendship… 
We could sit by the aquarium 
and watch the fish do their thing, 
or even listen to the birds sing. 
And if our spirits connect quite nicely, 
I would let you run your fingers through my dreads. 
I'm in the mood to express this new way of loving. 
Come home with me. 
—Cherry Natural 

 
Having mapped the Jamaicans’ workscapes I will now turn my attention to describing 

their everyday routines.  

 
The Jamaicans’ Everyday Work Practices and Routines 
 
While both Mbala and Cherry have dedicated their professional lives to creating, much of 

what they do during a typical day may not appear—from a cursory perspective—to be 

focused on birthing, building, or maintaining poetry or music. Indeed, on some days 

absolutely no time may be devoted to the creation of new creative work. Other days, 

however, are characterized by long, intense periods of creative labor—labor that may 

begin in the morning and may not finish until late at night. Both Mbala and Cherry’s 

schedules vary greatly based on: ongoing family commitments and obligations (dropping 

and picking individuals up, attending school events); the types of projects they are 

currently working on (large or small, paid or unpaid); the timing of rehearsal or recording 

sessions (long or short); and the number of appearances or scheduled performances 

sessions (none for a week or three in a single day); and other logistical, environmental, or 
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personal constraints (availability of transportation, the weather, state of health, energy 

level). Nonetheless, a number of generalizations about what a typical day entails for 

Mbala and Cherry can accurately be made.   

 
Mbala’s Everyday Practices and Routines 

Given the choice, Mbala would normally prefer to sleep in till mid-morning 

(approximately 10 AM). This is especially the case if he was up late (past 1 AM) the 

previous evening. Having said that, a number of factors might force him to rise before 7 

or 8 AM. These might include an unexpected phone call, the need to travel down into 

Kingston before peak rush hour traffic, a request to feed the hungry dogs, or having to 

communicate with hired help (the housekeeper, a gardener, a carpenter, or other laborers 

working at the Attic). Once up, he seldom returns to bed. Soon after waking, a short trip 

to forage or sunbath in the backyard is common. Eating gathered fruit often serves as a 

mini-breakfast. After a protein drink Mbala may work for a short time in his studio on an 

unfinished project. He might write a few lines of a new poem. If the mood is right, he 

may pick up an instrument and improvise. These are all part of the figurative and literal 

warm-up part of the day. After one or two of these preliminary routines have been 

started, more directed, focused work might ensue. The final touches on a mask might be 

completed. A phone call to confirm and finalize the time of an upcoming practice session 

might be made. An additional exploratory trip to the backyard may follow.  

 Lunch often includes heating up leftovers from last night’s dinner. If leftovers are 

not available bread, fruit, or a small fresh salad may be prepared. An errand of some sort 

may follow lunch. A short trip to the Stony Hill to go to the post office (to check the P.O. 
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box), buy items at the grocery store, or select fruit and vegetables at the outdoor market 

in Stony Hill are common. Trips down to Constant Spring or Kingston require much 

more time. These trips may involve such things as meeting fellow poets or musicians, 

completing work on a paid project, having repair work done on the car, or picking up 

artistic supplies (for himself or for Sam) and household goods. Mbala and Sam plan 

carefully to minimize the amount of time spent driving and the number of daily trips that 

must be made. Part of this is due to the high price of gasoline. Time spent in the car itself 

is not wasted though. For example, Mbala may listen to a recording of a rehearsal session 

in order to further familiarize himself with a piece of music.  

If no such errands/trips away from home are needed, much of the afternoon may 

be devoted to a specific creative project—re-writing some lines in a new poem, practicing 

individually for a performance, constructing or repairing a hand-made instrument. Some 

time might also be spent reading the newspaper, watching news on TV, or exercising. 

Other unexpected small-scale projects may capture his attention as well. Some of these 

might be purely creative, others might involve a project around the home—painting a 

door, cleaning in the kitchen, building a wooden bench, putting laundry out on the line to 

dry, taking laundry in when rain threatens, clearing a new area of the backyard.  

 By 5 or 6 PM Mbala shifts gears again and energy is focused on food. More 

substantial nourishment is now required to replenish energy spent in the morning and 

afternoon. A larger meal is needed in order to keep the momentum going into the evening 

hours. Food preparation and cooking combined may take up to two hours. The necessary 

ingredients have normally already been purchased and selected (although, it is common 

for him to improvise the meal based on what’s available in the kitchen). An errand earlier 
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in the day that resulted in the procurement of a seasonal vegetable or other ingredient 

may drastically alter the type of meal that is prepared. As each individual ingredient is 

prepared (peeled, chopped, diced, boiled, sautéed) the meal begins to take shape. Mbala’s 

attention might again be temporarily diverted by things like a phone call, or an evening 

news segment that captures his attention. Dinner, once completed, is normally a relaxed 

and savored affair. The calm continues after dinner if no rehearsal or performance in 

Kingston beckons. If a scheduled event demands driving into town, Mbala will take a 

quick shower and put on a different set of clothes. This might simply be jeans and a clean 

sleevless t-shirt, or simple custom-tailored pants and a colorful print shirt. Necessary pre-

departure rituals include collecting all the needed items (poem texts, instruments, music 

stands, etc.) and packing them in the car. In these pre-departure moments a favorite 

record may be played for inspiration.     

 Documenting the contextual and interactional dynamics of the performance 

events and rehearsal sessions Mbala participates in are beyond the scope of my writing. 

They are distinct from the preperformance realm I have chosen to focus on. (Over the 

years I have observed and participated in a number of such events and sessions in a 

variety of settings away from the Attic.) The information I gathered about these activities 

during my 2001 fieldwork took the form of creative process narratives—not observations 

of live performances. Some of Mbala’s narratives about the dynamics of performances 

and rehearsals will be provided in the following chapter. In terms of his daily routine, 

evening events are quite common. His reflections revealed significant ways in which 

performance and rehearsals inform his creative activities off stage.  
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If no event away from home is scheduled, hours of additional work time may be 

spent in his studio. It is also normal for multiple evening conversations to take place. This 

may include a face-to-face conversation with Sam during/after dinner, or a number of 

phone calls made to fellow creators. Later, another normal evening ritual includes the 

preparation and partaking of a small hand-rolled evening spliff (marijuana cigarette). A 

normal day may end around midnight, but may be cut short as early as 9 PM, if Mbala is 

fatigued from a previous late night or is feeling under the weather. In conclusion, 

poeming and musicing are purposefully woven into the fabric of everyday activities like 

cooking, eating, bathing, relaxing, cleaning, driving, and completing daily errands.   

 
Cherry’s Everyday Practices and Routines 

Unlike Mbala, Cherry is more consistent in terms of devoting a regular part of her day to 

writing. She normally wakes up by 6 AM. After waking, acknowledging Jah Rastafari, 

and preparing morning tea, she spends time meditating and writing. If it is dry outside 

both the meditation and writing may be done on the steps in the courtyard. Meditation is 

a time for her to freely open her mind to spiritual energy and to creative ideas. In turn, 

these may lead to a flash of inspiration for a new poem or social insight. The time she 

spends actually writing may include jotting down completely new lines of poetry; it may 

involve editing a version of a previously drafted poem or a poem fragment. These private 

spiritual and creative morning moments are crucial for Cherry because they set the tone 

for the rest of the day. Sachoy and Amari wake up slightly later then their mother. The 

house becomes busy after 7 AM as the children prepare for school and/or work. Turns are 
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taken washing-up and using the bathroom. A light breakfast including items like tea or 

freshly prepared juice, toast, fruit, and eggs, is served.  

 If Cherry has a morning event to attend she will shower, dress, and gather her 

poetry notebook/folder to prepare. The clothes and the jewelry she wears are carefully 

selected for each event. For example, for a public appearance that will be televised she 

may wear a custom-designed dress made of specially selected fabric. Special necklaces 

with stones or beads and additional rings may also be selected. At smaller events, she 

may dress much more casually. It is not uncommon for her to wear sportswear—a t-shirt, 

training jacket, training pants, and tennis shoes. At some events she wears army fatigues. 

These help symbolically reinforce the fact that she is a guerrilla queen who fights with 

“verbal bullets.” The nature of the event often plays a role in the type of transportation 

she chooses to make use of. For decades she relied on public transportation  (minibuses 

and taxis) as well as transportation by friends to get to events. This changed in 2000 

when Cherry got a driver’s license and a compact car.  

If there is no morning appearance Cherry might spend additional time composing 

after the children leave the home. A period of time might also be devoted to a well-

rehearsed stretching and exercise routine. Some morning chores like washing dishes, 

laundry, and housecleaning are normally completed before noon (before the hottest part 

of the day). Phone calls might also be made and received in the late morning. These may 

include speaking with individuals in Kingston to arrange future performances, or an 

international call with a friend in which plans for a visit to the Love Bank or a trip/tour 

abroad are discussed.  
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Like breakfast, lunch is normally a lite meal. Some errands (post office, bank, cell 

phone card, grocery store) might be taken care of after lunch. These often involve 

traveling to Halfway Tree or Liganea. Cherry’s trips involving driving are well-planned 

in order to maximize the number completed tasks. Some errands can be taken care of by 

walking a short distance to nearby stores. Verbal communication with neighbors 

commonly takes place during these trips. These allow Cherry to hear what’s going on in 

the neighborhood as well as to discuss national and international news items. By the mid 

afternoon, Cherry will again take some quiet time to recharge. She might watch a TV 

show or listen to the radio and prepare for the children’s return home. After recharging, 

clothes might be taken off the line. Additional phone calls might be made. On some days 

Cherry teaches self–defense and martial arts classes to adults and children in the late 

afternoon (usually between 4-6 PM). Cherry might spend some time finalizing the class’s 

lesson right before she leaves for class. Some special individualized training times might 

also be arranged in the late afternoon at the Love Bank. Individuals from the 

neighborhood and other Kingston communities come to her home for these personalized 

sessions.  

If Cherry is not teaching she normally starts to prepare dinner before 5 PM. 

Having a small refrigerator has helped increase the range of items she can prepare daily. 

However, vegetables and fruits are still bought as needed so they are as fresh as possible. 

Popular sitcoms and the (early) evening news are normally viewed at this time. Sachoy 

and Amari watch these intently and Cherry catches occasional glimpses as she focuses on 

cooking. Making dinner is also a time for conversation. While the TV is on, discussion 

about the day or an event might be interjected. Right before dinner everyone washes up 
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and prepares to eat. Dinner is served by preparing a plate for each individual. If guests are 

present they are served first. If food is left seconds are available for anyone who desires. 

After dinner, additional TV shows are watched by the entire family. Additional 

homework or studying is also completed in the early evening. Cherry prefers to go to bed 

before 10 PM. Her energy level visibly diminishes after 7 or 8 PM. Nonetheless, a local 

or national event of the day, or news about a politician or performer may trigger lively 

conversation for a short time.  

If she is to be part of an evening performance or live broadcast, Cherry will 

shower and dress after (an earlier) dinner. Again, what she wears depends on the size and 

type of event. She will plan her day accordingly and try to conserve extra energy for the 

evening’s activity. Rather than drive herself, she might arrange a ride with someone else. 

If Cherry is working on a group project, like a new poetry (studio) recording, she prefers 

to complete the session during the day. However, a good number of the radio and 

television interviews Cherry is a part of take place during evening hours. Cherry normally 

takes great pleasure in discussing the projects she is working on as well as engaging in 

dialogue about significant social topics facing the nation.  

The act of performing on stage for a live audience is quite energizing for Cherry 

and for audience members. I have witnessed (and filmed) Cherry performing in a wide 

range of venues in Jamaica and the U.S. over the years. As I made clear in the previous 

section, the dynamics of these performances is beyond the scope of my dissertation. 

However, a number of Cherry’s narratives featured in the following chapter pertain to the 

relationship between performance and energy level. Cherry’s reflections revealed that she 

thoroughly enjoys interacting with audience members and fans both before, during, and 
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after a show. Yet, the later it gets into the evening, the stronger her desire to return home 

becomes. Inspirational ideas for poems still occur when she is up late in the evening, but 

they might only be jotted down as a phrase or a single line. These thoughts will be re-

worked and digested more in the morning when she is again “fresh” and fully energized. 

In this fashion, much of Cherry’s daily routine is fashioned around energy cycles. Her 

days begin with (re)gaining and (re)focusing energy and often end by sharing energy with 

others in the form of inspirational words.   

 In summary, Mbala and Cherry enjoy spending large amounts of time in their 

workscape environments. Mbala relies on resources that allow him to manipulate words, 

sounds, and other media. Cherry relies on the inspirational resources she has created at 

the Love Bank to support her work. On any given week each are involved in a wide range 

or creative projects and undertakings. Mbala does not plan as consistently which projects 

he will work on on any given day. Cherry is more purposeful in her planning of the day-

to-day activities. In other words, Mbala thrives while he has many things going on at 

once.  Cherry thrives when she has peaceful and consistent time to fixate and focus on a 

particular project. By choice, Mbala is most active in the evening and Cherry most 

productive in the morning. Both can work effectively at other times as well, but each has 

distinct parts of the day when peak productivity is achieved. Many of the most productive 

innerview insights (breakthroughs) I had with Mbala took place in the late evening. In 

contrast, the most revealing innerview sessions with Cherry were captured on tape in the 

morning or the early afternoon.  

 Additional information on the workscape geographies and idealized routines I’ve 

described were revealed in the Jamaicans’ innerview narratives. The following chapter 
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focuses specifically on documenting the creative processes practiced by the Jamaicans as 

they birth, build, refine, work/drive, park, and archive poems. From the insights they 

shared it was possible to map the geography of a second type of creative interior, the 

poemscape. 
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PART FOUR:  
POEMING & PROCESSING 

 
 
 
CHAPTER 5:  
CREATIVE PROCESSES AND POETIC LIFE CYCLES: BIRTHING, EDITING, 
WORKING, AND PARKING THE POEM 
 
 
Birth of Poem, Bone of Poem, Age of Poem 

Much of Chapter 4 was devoted to describing the workscapes where Mbala and Cherry 

engage in poeming and musicing. Mapping the Jamaicans’ workscapes and documenting 

their everyday routines greatly influenced my understanding of the creative processes 

associated with their poetry. In this final chapter, I answer the central questions that have 

guided my doctoral research and fieldwork. How do Mbala and Cherry describe their 

poeming processes? How does a poetic idea make its way from the moment of inspiration 

to an idea written on paper? How do they describe giving birth to a poem? Subsequently, 

once captured on paper, how are the flesh and bones of a poem (word-sounds, images, 

and ideas) refined and memorized over time? How are decisions made about editing a 

poem to better enable it to do the work of speaking to the “human condition” (Mbala) or 

inspiring individuals by “touching souls” (Cherry)? What happens after a poem has aged 

and is no longer shared or requested in the public sphere?  

These questions are complex, in part, because they are linked with types of 

activity that cannot always be seen. The innerviews we conducted allowed exploration 

within seen and unseen dimensions of the poemscape realm—the spaces where poet, 

poem, and place (workscape) interact. Such interactions are ongoing. For Cherry and 
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Mbala they are linked with four distinct processual stages: birthing and gestating; 

building and editing; working and managing; and parking and archiving poems. The 

terminology used by the Jamaicans to describe their poetry emphasized the fact that 

poems are indeed viewed as living entities—creations that are brought into the world, 

given flesh and bone, cultivated, and cared for from infancy through old age. Mbala and 

Cherry’s narratives made it possible to identify specific creative practices that are 

associated with each of these four distinct phases. As I describe each phase I provide 

narratives to illustrate the conceptions and processes associated with it. At this point in 

time, my emphasis is on identifying and explaining the nature of the poeming life-cycles 

rather than applying a cyclic analysis to individual poems from the Jamaicans’ 

repertoires.   

Throughout the chapter I present both similarities and differences concerning the 

ways in which Mbala and Cherry describe their creative processes. I begin with narratives 

highlighting the reality that some features of poeming are mysterious, while others are 

more readily describable. Next, I reveal some of the typical ways in which they speak of 

giving birth to poems and their conceptualizations of how poems are “kicked off.” Often 

the process begins with a spark—an event, idea, image, phrase, or type of eureka moment 

that triggers a poem’s birth. Birth may be completed in one day. In contrast, it may be a 

prolonged labor after a gestation (incubation) period lasting months or even years in 

some cases. I go on to present examples of the ways in which poems are refined and 

edited over time from the stage of infancy to poetic adolescence. These early editing 

processes help prepare a poem for its life in the public sphere (live performance) and/or 

for its possible publication in newspapers, anthologies, or other types of media. In turn, 



 186 
perceptions of a poem—often gauged through input from public performance—play a 

role in the “work” it is able to accomplish and how it might be refined as it enters 

adulthood. I end by describing what typically happens to elderly poems—poems that are 

“parked” and no longer performed regularly. In addition to providing a birthing 

environment for poems, the Jamaicans’ workscapes serve as repositories for many of 

these parked poems.  

Defining the Poem: Mysteries and Revelations, Exposure and Manipulation 
 
As with the Jamaicans’ daily routines I described in Chapter Four, the poetic life cycles 

and creative processes I document in the following sections are generalizations. The 

innerviews and my observations revealed a number of patterns about how they go about 

poeming. This does not mean that all dimensions associated with a poem’s birth, editing, 

and life cycle can be readily described in words. As emphasized in Chapter Three, there 

are aspects of poeming that remain mysterious—even to the poem’s creator. For example, 

Cherry describes spiritual qualities associated with the sources of her poetry that cannot 

be observed. Mbala claims he does not always know where poem fragments (or complete 

poems) originated. I freely acknowledge such limitations. My 1996 and 2001 fieldwork 

sessions yielded both mysteries and revelations concerning the creative process. Often, 

the most profound mysteries we discussed were identified with the earliest stages of 

poeming; many of the most intriguing revelations to emerge from our conversations were 

associated with the ways in which poems were handled after they were initially 

“captured” on paper and been edited for performance or for publication.   

 In my 1996 interviews I specifically asked Mbala and Cherry how they defined 

poetry. Although each are commonly classified as "dub poets" they said they found the 
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term limiting. Cherry explained that she wrote more than just dub poetry. Mbala thought 

the term was rather vague since it was frequently applied to any poet from Jamaica. He 

also preferred not to draw clear distinctions between poetry and music or other art forms. 

While Cherry viewed herself as a professional poet, "poetry is my profession” (1996), 

Mbala was not willing to be classified strictly as a poet. “I'm a human being on di planet, 

I'm also a poet and an artist and a musician” (1996). In terms of sharing a definition for 

poetry Cherry had this to say: 

CN: Poetry? It's not someting yu can define yu know [understand]?  
JG: Mhm. 
CN: No. [It’s] something yu feel. Is someting yu express yu self in. Is someting 
wey yu tek out yu soul an share wid people. Is only dat I can tell yu. Tek yu soul 
out an ya share it wid people—yu share yu inner self wid people. Yu just, yur 
exposin, yur entire self. Dat's what poetry is yu know. And it's suppose to be so, 
as a Tommy [Ricketts] woulda say, "naked." Mi undastand when Tommy say 
naked in dat sense.1  
JG: [laughing]. 
CN: But not literally naked. Yu exposin yurself. Is like yu doan ave on any 
clothes. An yet yu know—yu find out when somebody realize an start ta really 
criticize, yu start ta put on clothes! Is dat. Is exposin yu whole soul. [It’s] givin 
(1996).  

She echoed a similar sentiment early on in one of our first 2001 innerview sessions. In 

this case the soul(s) in questions were those of audience members. She cited her poem 

“Glad How You Blessin Me” (see Appendix 7) and the way in which it “touch di core a 

dem [audience members’] soul” (2001). In the same session with her I acknowledged that 

there were mysteries associated with how poetry, music, and drama are created. Yet, I 

stressed:  
 

JG: There are practical things you can talk about. How you write it [poetry] 
down…the way you work, where you work…People have not talked as much 

                                                
1  As Cherry points out, Tommy Ricketts is fond of the "naked" imagery. He enjoys referring to 
himself as “the naked soul.” In this sense, his poetry is intended to be raw, honest, and unrestrained. Both 
exposing and opening yourself up to poetry has intense power.  
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[about] routines and step-by-step processes. That's where I'm coming from—that's 
the type of thing I said in my [dissertation] proposal. 
CN: Yeah. Den again, I doan know—for mi der are times when di mystery part is 
very real and not explainable. Times I go on stage an deliver a poem and I’m in a 
different world—totally gone! Transmitting energy on different levels. 
JG: Mhm.  
CN: …It’s unexplainable sometimes.  
JG: Yes, but you recognize it— 
CN: Yu recognize dat it is on a higher level. People [audience members] look in 
awe. Bwai it bring tears to mi eyes. [There’s] a total mind an body connection. A 
synchronization [of] mind, body, an soul—a triple energy balance (2001).  

 In one of the 1996 interviews, Cherry also stressed the notion of energy. For her 

the energy associated with poetic sharing has healing potential. "Di poem is like a 

medicine yu know. Is like a terapy [therapy] yu know? Is a terapy for people out der" 

(1996). Poems like “Woman Yu Need Healing” (see Appendix 7) reflect this sentiment. 

But Cherry also made it clear that her poetry is meant to reach an even wider audience. In 

her combined roles as poet, motivator, and liberator she carries a “big responsibility”:   
 
CN: [Being a poet] is a big responsibility…dat I can tell yu. [But] every poet doan 
see demself on dat level.  
JG: ...some people say poets are di voice of the massive [masses]. They give voice 
to di oppressed... 
CN: Not totally. Becaw is not just givin voice to di oppressed. [It is] givin voice 
to di oppressors too. Yeah, wi give voice to di oppressors. A lot a people might 
say "yeah di poets are di one's for di oppressed." But di oppressors need it too yu 
know.  
JG: Because they're the ones who need to straighten themselves out!  
CN: Yeah! (2001).  
 

The oppression Cherry fights against may be psychic, economic, and domestic. The 

central message in many of her poems is meant to help liberate. Likewise, the poems may 

serve as a “wake up call” for those doing the oppressing. For example, she encourages 

women both to confront domestic inequality and to liberate themselves from oppressive 

relationships. Such a stance can be controversial. In performance settings Cherry 

explained that she has seen:  
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CN: …men walk out of my performance[s]. Sayin’ dat “I'm empowering his 
woman against him.”  
JG: Mhm.  
CN: Yeah. Men walked out. Yeah mon! I get in lot a trouble mon. I get in lot a 
trouble where poetry is concerned. And den, I've seen lots a time I come off 
stage—people just come ta me…and dey would come ta me an say, "Bwai [boy] 
Cherry, I admire your courage." And I have ta wonda why dem say dat. Becaw I 
just see it as sometin natural ta be doin. Yeah. I just see it as a part a me (2001).  

 
In short, Cherry’s poetry is message-driven and mission-oriented. It carries with it an 

intense energy that has the potential both to liberate and to inspire. Part of Cherry’s work 

as a professional poet is to make herself open to maintaining, receiving, and sharing such 

a flow of energy.   

Mbala's narratives also confirmed that dub poetry has important communal 

dimensions. In one of our 1996 discussions I asked him if dub poets could be compared 

to the griots of West Africa. He agreed, but stressed that unlike the griot, the 

contemporary dub poet does not need to function as "a history book": 

MB: ...we doan need fi do dat—I mean literally in terms of knowin a whole heap 
a facts right, an knowin wat happen an who wat happen to an stuff—quite apart 
fram di poetry [itself]. But I guess der's a similarity, cause di griot would speak ta 
di soul—[speak to] di psyche a di people really as well as jus, yu know, jus 
regurgitatin historical information. 
JG: Mhm. 
MB: An dat's wat di poets do I guess—[they] talk ta people. Speak ta people's 
psyche I mean both in terms a di collective an in terms a di individual psyche.  
JG:  Yeah. 
MB: At least I tink dat's how it go. Dey certainly talk ta my psyche! [laughing]. 
JG: [laughing] (1996).  

Unlike Cherry’s mission-oriented poetry, the message and intended audience of Mbala’s 

work is not as clearly defined. In 2001 he confessed that he “used ta agonize about 

connecting wid people” in performance settings. That is, until he embraced a new 

perspective. “I began to say, ‘Jus do di stuff’ [poetry].” In preperformance settings part of 

this attitude involves the ability to “romp”—creatively and freely play around with 
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words, word-sounds, and music. In Mbala’s words, “sometimes it’s not logical—yu just 

go wid di [creative] flow. Yu move it an go wid it as well” (2001). Similarly, in live 

performances the response a poem (or a piece of music) generates may not be overtly 

conscious; it may not have a clearly identifiable message. Mbala explained it in this 

manner: 
 

MB: Let mi tell yu—let me quote yu a famous sayin by Mbala [laughing]. 
JG: Mhm. 
MB: I rememba one time I was doin some TV interview...Anyway, I was sayin ta 
her [the interviewee] dat one a di tings ta mi bout poetry is dat a poem is sumpin 
dat connect wid people in a way uder [other] dan di rational. Yu know I mean 
[understand]? 
JG: Yeah. 
MB: So is like, even dough yu might look pon di words—an yu can really 
undastand it in a rational, logical, linear way—it [also] get ta yu [in] some uder 
way. Yu know wat I mean? Yu feel it some uder way.  
JG: Yeah.  
MB: Ta me, dat's one a di [important] tings about poetry (1996).  

 
  This flexibility for free-play does not mean that a conscious awareness of the 

structure—the “architecture” of the poetry—is neglected.2 For Mbala, there is an 

especially fine balance between carefully and carelessly positioning word on paper. In one 

of the 1991 interviews he stressed: “When yu talk about poetry, really yu talkin about, ta 

me [that is], manipulatin words” (2001).  When I asked him how he viewed the 

relationship between manipulating poetry and manipulating music he replied:  

MB: Well in my case, yu know seh [you know that], di two a dem kinda go 
togeda—mixed up [in] a way. Well, personally, mi no like [to] draw too strong 
lines between di various arts so-to-speak.  
JG: Mhm. 
MB: So mi like try to see everyting as one, yu know [understand]?  

                                                
2  This perspective was something stressed by Jamaican poet Anthony McNeil in his classes and 
workshops. Mbala participated in a class with McNeil in the mid 1990s. As Mbala explained: “I rememba 
him sayin one time dat ‘undastandin is not important.’ Ta him is ‘architecture dat's important,’ as far as di 
poem is concerned” (1996).  
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JG: Yeah. 
MB: Di music an di poetry and di visual an everyting really...I mean, poetry's all 
about riddim...whether yu waan put music to it or not der's music der— cause yu 
know der's a riddim going… 
JG: What makes a poet special then? Are poets any different then anyone else?  
MB: No, only in so far as everybody's different dan everybody else.  
JG: Mhm. 
MB: When yu say different it's not like seh [as if] poets are like some alien race or 
sumthin yu know mean?  
JG:  Yeah [laughing]. 
MB: We're jus human. An as humans we’re all different. 
JG: [laughing]. 
MB: We [human beings] all deal wid di world around wi [us] differently yu 
know. Somebody might paint, a next [another] man might manipulate words. So 
yu call di one who manipulate words a poet, an yu call di uder one a painter.  
MB & JG: [laughing]. 
JG: [What about] the man who manipulates the Jamaican dollar?  
MB: Criminal! 
MB & JG: [laughing!] (2001).  

 
Cherry also stressed that her poetry is quite rhythmic. She too is a manipulator of 

word-sounds and rhythms. However, while she frequently performs acapella, Mbala 

commonly performs with musical accompaniment.3 Unlike Cherry’s message-oriented 

poetry, Mbala’s poems focus much more on fusing word-sounds, music, and mask in an 

effort to “explore the labyrinth of the human condition of the soul” (2001). How then is it 

that Mbala goes about manipulating word-sounds and music to speak to the human 

condition? How does Cherry go about creating poems that expose her soul and inspire the 

souls of others? The metaphors of poetic birthing and building were common topics in 

the 2001 innerview sessions.  

 
 
 
 
                                                
3  Mbala, Cherry, and dub poets in general, stress the notion that word-sounds have “built-in” 
riddims and that the human voice is indeed an instrument. 
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Birthing the Poem: Sparks and Gestations 
 
The process of giving birth to a poem represents a type of creative labor—labor that may 

be quick and spontaneous or labor that may be slow and prolonged. Cherry spoke of 

newly created poems as pickney (children). They are born and grow; they require 

sustenance and shelter. Poems that receive no energy, care, or attention after they are 

born may never fully develop. This might be the plight of an initial (paper) draft of a 

poem that ends up getting inadvertently lost or misplaced. As poems age they may leave 

home—they may even rebel and misbehave. Sharing a poem in public, or agreeing to its 

publication, helps facilitate a departure from the confines of the localized poemscape and 

workscape environments. For example, Cherry stressed that pickney poems can cause 

trouble when they are “released” (shared in public): “Poems can be very disobedient 

sometimes! Pickney poems can tek [on] dem own character! Sometimes dey mash-up 

[mess-up, disturb] people[’s] head[s] and create damage dat ya didn’t expec” (2001). This 

was the case with the poem “Fia Bun” described in Chapter 4. (Additional perspectives 

on the ways in which the Jamaicans believe their poems to be perceived by the audience 

members are shared later in this chapter.)  

Cherry can relate personally to the unexpected nature of a pickney poem because 

she views herself as “a vessel dat poems come through…poems come [to me] all di time” 

(2001). In other words, she believes that the topics of her poems are not of her own 

choosing. She described herself as “jus a medium, tru which di works come through” 

(1996) as well as a “servant to di poetry” (2001). She credits her ability to quickly and 
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freely receive new poems/poem ideas to her long-term discipline and dedication to the art 

form:  

CN: I am a servant to di poetry…[I’m] a humble servant.  
JG: That's your profession? 
CN: Yeah. I tink so. Di poem use mi.  
JG: I'm not dedicated to it [writing poetry] at that level. My poetry comes and 
goes. I recently realized that my muse was gone and came back.  I don't know 
why. Now it’s back. 
CN: It neva leaves mi. Neva, neva, neva for all di years. Most a di poets I read 
about are humble servants for poetry. Like Shakespeare. Di one's whose names 
stand out are humble servants to di ting. Consistency of di work—  energy and 
connections [with the work]…I neva write ta mek money from poems. I did not 
take it on as a profession. It tek mi on! I was trained originally as a graphic artist, 
but I don't do dat much now. Poetry was not what I choose.  
JG: Yeah.  
CN: But it becomes a way of life.  
 

Cherry’s everyday routines and the Love Bank help support her ability to write. 

As described in the previous chapter, she sets aside time everyday for meditating and 

writing. Her philosophy concerning writing is straightforward, “just write, write 

everyday…write what yu feel” (2001).4 When teaching younger (or newly developing) 

poets Cherry has found that an initial fixation on structure makes poems too 

“mechanical.” Too much concern for structure can keep poets “in bondage” and inhibit 

the birthing process.5 Her poeming philosophy emphasizes the notion of a spontaneous 

creative flow—similar to the notion of the eureka moment described in Chapter Three.   

Like, a poem jus come. I doan know where it come from. It just come—I neva sit 
down an plan ta write anyting [specific] yu know...it just flows. So, is not 

                                                
4   Cherry’s perspective on this matter was influenced by a 1996 writer’s workshop with Jean Small, 
an actress, director, poet, and writer. Small heads the Philip Sherlock Center for the Creative Arts at the 
University of the West Indies (Mona).  
5  Cherry illustrated this observation by citing her experiences teaching gradeschool students while 
representing Jamaica on the Island Voices Writer’s Exchange (England, 1999). In her words, “My free 
spiritness give dem a different experience…dey were reading [poems out loud]  too mechanical[ly]! Some 
beautiful poems came out when dem release an free up [themselves]…dey walk out a dat jail!” (2001).  
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someting yu know where, it come from. Yu just find yurself—yu get dis urge and 
it's in poetry—an yu just got ta put it down [on paper] and yu put it down [write]. 
Yeah (1996).   

 
This is not to say that Cherry is always prepared for capturing the “poetic flows” she 

receives. If she is at the Love Bank pen and paper are readily available. If, however, she 

is traveling on the street or on tour she might sometimes be caught off guard:   

JG: Do you always carry pen and paper?   
CN: Yeah I like to. But sometimes, ta be honest, I'm really catch off guard. I'm 
tellin ya!  
JG: [laughing!].  
CN: Sometimes people might see yu an tink your crazy becaw I'm lookin for a 
piece a paper, an any lickle ting [to write on]—even a [tree] leaf. An sometin 
come ta me an I ave ta be writtin it down. Sometimes di lickle piece a paper I 
sketch it on—man yu can't even make it out. But I have ta put it down.  
JG: Mhm. 
CN: An I place it in my pocket an den I just transfer it ta something else. But 
sometimes—dat is one a mi biggest, problem—things always come ta me 
sometime when I doan even ave a pen. And I might ave ta be stoppin somebody 
on di road an say "len[d] me a pen." An dey might tink your God-damn crazy 
man! (1996).  
  

 Similarly, for Mbala the impulse to poem may come virtually anywhere and 

anytime. This is linked with is overall approach to everyday life and to creativity. For 

example, his poem “we will meet” (see Appendix 7) places an emphasis on an openness 

and availability to the spontaneous—an interest in the uninhibited freedom to grind down 

symbolic “fence posts” (barriers), “walk through the bushes,” and “meet (or poem) 

anywhere.” Not surprisingly, his daily routine is usually quite flexible. The times in 

which his poeming takes place are not formally scheduled (though there are observable 

patterns of behavior as Chapter Four revealed). Days or weeks may go by without any 

focused writing periods. This is especially the case when much of his time is taken up 

preparing for a musical performance, play, workshop, or other types of large projects he 
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has been hired to be a part of. However, this does not mean that poetic ideas are put on 

hold—ideas for poems continue to “bounce around” (incubate and circulate) in his head. 

In reality, the musical, visual, and other “non-poetic” projects challenge him to explore 

and to break down the boundaries between various art forms.  

Thus, for Mbala poeming is often a slow process. An experience that excites his 

poetic senses might take an especially long time to gestate and be born. “I might have a 

phrase in my head long time—maybe years—den tings cling to it an start [to] grow” 

(2001). Some of these ideas are written down periodically in a special file of “unfinished 

poems.” Glancing at these written ideas may serve as a trigger for writing a more 

complete version of a poem. In other cases, a type of “critical mass” must be achieved. 

For example, two new lines of poetry might unexpectedly “lick you” (spontaneously 

come to mind) that help “kick off” (trigger) a new poem. The kick off (moment of 

inspiration) may take place in his studio or away from home. In both 1996 and 2001 

Mbala spoke of the kick off as a type of trigger that spurs a poem (or poem fragment) to 

life. It may come from a picture, phrase, idea, person, interaction, observation, another 

poem, or a piece of music. He might be struck with a poetic idea/phrase while in the 

middle of a rehearsal or jam session; when driving the car; while drafting the design for a 

new mask; while cooking, or while listening to the evening news. For this reason, the 

roots of many of Mbala’s poems may be traced back directly to a variety of everyday 

activities.6 Mbala cited “Showtime,” a poem form the 1980s, as a prime example of this 

pattern (I was unable to a copy of this poem in time for inclusion in Appendix 7). In this 

                                                
6  Likewise, a poetic phrase might inspire musical experimentation and kick off a new composition 
that combines lines of poetry and music. 
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case, a violent movie and a conversation with someone at a bus stop, served as the kick 

off that spurred a poem to life (1996).7  

As soon as possible after the kick off moment it is important for Mbala to see an 

initial draft of the new poem on paper. The initial phrase or lines that were quickly 

“scribbled” down must be transferred to clean sheet of paper. This early draft is much 

like a poetic birth certificate. The draft usually bears a title (name) and is often dated 

(birth time). Normally, it is also kept in a special file/portfolio in Mbala’s studio. All of 

these early drafts are hand-written. Fig. 71 (below) is an initial draft of Mbala’s short 

poem, “annada part a di edge,” with a visible title edit. Fig. 72 reveals the final (typed) 

version of the poem. In this case, no editing changes were made. Interestingly, Cherry 

follows a similar pattern at this early stage in poeming process. Poem fragments that were 

quickly drafted on scraps of paper are transferred to a larger sheet or notebook. Fig. 73 

(below) illustrates an early version of Cherry’s poem, “Glad How Yu Blessing Mi.” This 

hand-written draft of the poem was used by Cherry as a visual tool for memorization. Fig. 

74 shows the version of the poem that was later published in Earth Woman (2003). The 

published version includes a number of changes including the addition of a new verse, 

punctuation marks (commas), and line breaks.  

                                                
7  After watching the film Grizzly (1976) and then waiting at a bus stop, Mbala spontaneously 
penned the poem “Showtime.” In his words the poem was meant to address “di whole ting about violence 
in di movies spillin out into violence in real life” (1996). The poem was later made into a “poem poster.”  
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Fig. 72: A hand-written draft of Mbala’s poem   Fig. 73: A typed (final) version of the poem  
“anadda part a di edge.”  Note the year of the draft  from the early 1990s.  
(1989) on the lower right corner.  
    
 

  
Fig. 74: An early hand-written draft of Cherry’s poem Fig. 75: A published version of the poem as  
“Glad How Yu Blessing Mi.” Note the year of the draft it appeared in Earth Woman (2003).  
(1996) in the upper right corner.   
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In summary, from our conversations in 1996 and 2001 three distinct types of 

poetic birth and gestation were described: spontaneous, medium, and slow. In the first 

case, the birth of a poem is directly associated with a memorable kick off event or 

experience. Here a spark of creativity leads to a quick poetic birth—a creative moment in 

time in which a complete (or near complete) draft of a poem is quickly rendered on 

paper.8 This type of birth may be a private affair that ends when a new poem is put down 

(entextualized) on paper. The second type of birth is again characterized by a flash of 

creativity. In this case though, the initial creative moment results only in a single line or 

phrase.  Soon after, the poem fragments are fashioned into a complete draft of a new 

poem. Fragments that do not end up being transformed into a full draft may disappear 

temporarily, only to resurface again, or end up being lost permanently. The third type of 

birth is characterized by a much longer gestation (incubation) period. In this case, 

multiple poetic ideas, events, or experiences are noticed, thought over, and digested 

internally (mentally) for days, weeks, months, or even years. When a critical mass has 

been achieved, the long gestation period ends and a complete draft of a poem is finally 

born on paper. Regardless of how long the gestation period lasts, most newborn poems 

are highly “malleable” and “flexible.”  Normally, the first complete draft written on paper 

will undergo some editing and modification. New lines may be made in the margins, 
                                                
8 In some cases, this “spontaneous creation” type of poeming takes place in real time (live on a 
stage) during public performance. The majority of dub poetry lyrics are not characterized by the 
"composition in performance" phenomenon (Lord 1960).   

In contrast to the verbal dimensions, the music accompanying live dub poetry is frequently 
composed during the actual performance process. In such settings, Mbala and other musicians are often 
asked to provide musical accompaniment to a (dub) poem they are completely unfamiliar with. Knowledge 
of—and the ability to rapidly produce—an array of traditional and popular rhythmic patterns makes it 
possible for seasoned percussionists to improvise live music to accompany the poem(s) being shared. The 
situation is further complicated by the fact that the percussionist might also be improvising along with other 
musicians—for instance, a saxophonist, flutist, keyboardist, or guitarist.  
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words may be crossed out and replaced, phrases may be “juggled” around within the 

poem. It is in this fashion that the poeming process continues well after a pickney poem 

exists on paper.  

 
Editing the Poem: Modification and Growth 

As Cherry and Mbala edit their creations they become intimately familiar with the young, 

growing poems. Most often, the modifications that are made at this stage in the process 

are completed within the confines of the workscape environment. For Mbala, listening to 

records, or a phone call with fellow artist, can serve as a type of secondary creative 

trigger that motivates additional work on a selected poem. In some cases, editing and re-

editing a pre-existing poem spawns a series of creations.9 For Cherry, cooking a meal or 

conversation with a friend or neighbor can stimulate her to pull out a poem in progress 

and spend time on it again. The Attic and the Love Bank quit literally provide shelter not 

only for pickney poems, but for a range of adolescent, adult, and elderly poems. Both 

Mbala and Cherry maintain their poems through the use of notebooks and portfolios 

(folders). In the last decade they have also slowly come to rely on computer files for 

editing and maintaining poems (see Fig. 76 below). When the mood strikes they can seek 

out, select, review, or do editing work on any one of the poems in their repertoire.10  

                                                
9  Mbala’s poems “morph” and “aftermorph” are an example of this (see Appendix 7). A similar 
situation is true for Cherry. Some poem topics might yield multiple poems in a relatively short time frame. 
For example, Cherry stated that her poem "Empowament" (see Appendix 7) triggered a series of related 
poems in a relatively short period of time. The poems of a particular “series” may not, however, normally 
be performed in a sequential order (or together at all).  
10 This is not to say such filing systems are perfect. Mbala had difficulty locating a number of 
poems. He also mentioned that the computer “swallows up” some of his creations. Cherry, on the other 
hand, had a more systematic (organized) filing system. One downside of her filing system stems from the 
fact that many of her poems have never been typed (on paper or on the computer). Unfortunately, copies of 
some of Mbala and Cherry’s earliest poems (1970s-1980s) were never saved or have been lost for good.  
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Fig. 76: Cherry at working editing poems for publication, 2001.  

 
In 2001 Cherry had this to say when I asked about her editing and revision 

process:  

JG: Do you do a lot of revisions? When something [a poem or poem fragment] 
comes and you write it down, do you usually do a lot of revisions? Or, do you 
find that's just the way it is? The way it comes to you at first? 
CN: No. Sometimes it flows dat way. An anuder time it's like a birth—givin birth. 
Sometimes, it takes longer for di poem ta [be] born. An sometimes di birth is very 
early, very easy, and flows alright yu know. But anuder time it's a lot of trials an 
tribulations before dat poem come inta manifestation.  
JG: Yeah. 
CN: Yu might just get a vibes [inspiration] now. Say yu know, "di trees are 
beautiful, wi all should love, an enjoy di beauty." An yu just put down dat 
[line/phrase]. An den maybe [it] is anuder month before somethin else come—  
JG: Yeah. 
CN: ta even enhance dat [previous inspiration], so dat dat poem can [finally] be 
born (2001). 

 
Later in the same innerview Cherry stated that some poems go through as many as four or 

five stages of editing. “Sometimes I need ta bring more clarity [to a poem] an condense it. 

It may be months—it maybe two weeks later—that I crush [condense] a paragraph an den 

go over [new] drafts till it [the poem] really touch mi. Den I bring it out again [and work 
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on it]—I might blend dem [drafts] together” (2001). Likewise, it is common for Mbala to 

edit poems piece by piece rather than in one spurt: “…a lot a times is like—lickle bits an 

pieces—stuff dat get written an put down fur long, long, time. An some uder time yu pick 

it up an yu see sumptin else an yu tek out sumptin or yu add sumptin yu know” (1996).  

 The process of poetic modification that Cherry and Mbala practice may be 

compared with the Jamaican concept of “building” a dancehall tune. Rather than create 

an entirely new rhythmic bassline, dancehall DJs and producers often construct a new 

single by selecting (sampling) a pre-existing riddim and then recording lyrics over it.11 

Many dub poets begin their poeming process by experimenting with word-sounds and 

riddims in a similar fashion. Such experimentation may lead to the formulation of an 

entirely new poem or the refinement a previously born poem. (The Mikey Smith quotes 

cited in Chapter One reveals that he was particularly fond of practicing such 

experimentation.) Cherry described the building process in this manner: 

CN: Yu might get an idea for a chorus line [in your head] an yu try ta build on it. 
Yu sit down—yu haffi be relaxed—during a quiet time when di children sleep, or 
early morning, an try to build di poem. If I’m avin problems writin it down…if 
I’m avin [a] creative flow problem, I leave it an go on to nuder poem. 
JG: Mhm. 
CN: If it’s havin a hard time coming out, I may go to nuder one an try di same 
ting (2001).  

 

                                                
11 This process of recycling popular riddims and building a new song from it, can yield dozens of 
variants and versions. Unlike the selected (replicated) riddim, the quality of the lyrics associated with each 
version might vary greatly. There is much debate in Jamaica as to whether or not this musical building 
process hinders or enhances the lyrical creativity of DJs. Mbala is of the opinion that the lyrics of some DJs 
are quite boring. In one of our innerviews he compared the rhythmic recycling process to “copying the 
same picture over an over again” (2001).     
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Quite similar to the notion of building a poem is the idea of “growing” a poem by 

experimenting with alternate lines and wordings.12 According to Mbala, young poems are 

especially malleable (like soft clay)—they have the ability to “flex.” In making additions 

and subtractions to hand-written drafts of a poem, it becomes possible to identify internal 

strengths and weaknesses. For Mbala, a vital part of the poet’s work is to seek the poem’s  

“central spine”: “When yu write a poem it need to have a spine so to speak. If yu want it 

to communicate, di spine must be so clear it can't be mistaken—you doan want [extra] 

stuff floatin around.  Yu haffi write di poem an den feel out di nuances etc. and change 

anyting dat may be misinterpreted” (2001). Simply put, the poem’s spine helps hold 

everything in place for the poet as well as future listeners/readers. In 2001 Cherry spoke 

of a similar conceptual tool that she relies on in building and structuring her poems. More 

specifically, she stressed the importance of identifying a poem’s “punch line”: 

CN: A lot a my poems—[for] when I perform them—I put in a certain line,  
di "punch line." 
JG: Yeah.  
CN: It might come from a vision or a [???]. When I reach dat line [during a 
performance] it always ave an effect no matta what audience. I deliberately put it 
inna di poem.  
JG: Yeah. 
CN: Dis line, "handle wid care, I am priceless unique...handle wid care or else yu 
go haffi share" [me with others].13 Everybody react at di same time to this [line] 
(2001).   

 
 Once a poem has been put on “clean” paper, and its spine or punch line has been 

clearly identified, additional work on the remaining “flesh and bones” of the poem can be 

                                                
12 Like Rastas “grow” new bredrin (sons) and sistren (daughters), the dub poet grows poems. The 
notion of growing a son or daughter is widespread in Jamaica (Yawney 1995). In the case of Rastafari, the 
initiate grows in knowledge as they interact with elders and put to practice the Rasta worldview in all 
components of daily life. 
13 This line is taken from Cherry’s popular poem “Ancestral Spirits” (see Appendix 7).  
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undertaken. This type of editing is done to enhance the poem’s core components—its 

message, essential lines, images, and word-sounds. The decision-making associated with 

this crucial building/editing phase of the poeming process is not normally documented. 

Obviously, Cherry and Mbala’s internal thought-processes cannot be seen. On the other 

hand, some of the editing decisions they make, what I refer to as micro edits, can be seen 

on paper. Reviewing copies of the poem drafts they saved made it possible to see how 

lines of individual poems had progressed and evolved. The video footage I shot during 

the 2001 fieldwork session was useful in this regard (see Figs. 77-78 below). For 

example, I was able to document some of the editing associated with Mbala’s “fear of 

words ” (see Appendix 7). In this case, the typed draft served as a tool for visualizing and 

incorporating changes.  

 

  
Fig. 77: Passage from Mbala’s poem, “fear of  Fig. 78: Example of hand-written changes (in pencil 
words,” selected (in pencil) for micro editing,   in the right margin) to be made to the same poem. 
circa 1997.  
 
 Some of the micro edits that end up being made are quite significant. Entirely new 

lines and new verses might be added to the poem to strengthen and supplement its spine 

or punch line. Others changes are more minor, and may be made based on the way in 

which a poem appears when laid out on paper. Figures 79-80 (below) reveal some of the 
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micro edits that were made on Cherry’s poem, “Lots of Lovin,” prior to its publication in 

Earth Woman (2003). In this case, most of the changes were implemented in an effort to 

visually emphasize the rhythmic components of the poem. The changes included: the 

removal of capitalization, new line spacing, the addition of punctuation marks, and 

alternative spellings for some words.  

 

  
Fig. 79: Printed draft of Cherry’s poem, “Lots of  Fig. 80: Published version of the same poem 
Lovin,” prior to publication, 2001.    after micro editing, 2003.  
 
 
 Once multiple edits (micro or otherwise) have been made Mbala likes to review 

the updated poem in its entirety. I asked him what he does after identifying the spine and 

making a series of edits:  

MB: Yu write down di final ting [poem] neatly. 
JG:  Neatly? 
MB: Yeah, to see what it look like. Yu may notice tings about di poem as an 
entity. 
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JG: OK. 
MB: Jus seeing it as a whole for di fist time—an [then] yu may do more tings to 
it. Yu may live wid it for a while and still make more changes—it may sit for a 
while. 
JG:  When would you present it to someone? 
MB: Sometimes almost immediately [after the editing phase] (2001).  
 

In addition to sharing with friends in the Poetry Society of Jamaica, Mbala has a long 

established pattern of “bouncing stuff” off other artists like his friend and painter, 

Margaret Robson (2001).14 If people’s comments are generally positive the poem is 

normally kept intact in its present state. Any constructive criticism he receives might yet 

serve as a trigger for yet another round of subtle editing.   

 Next, Mbala may choose to share a poem in public, keep it on file, submit it for 

publication, record it (with or without music), or enter it in a literary contest. Another 

option also exists. Some completed poems are never shared in public. In his words, “I ave 

stuff—good poems—I’ve never shared” (2001). What’s done with the poem at this stage 

it its development has significant implications on the later stages of its life cycle. Mbala 

takes advantages of all of these opportunities, but relatively few of his poems have 

actually been published. Currently, his Light in a Book of Stone chapbook (mentioned in 

Chapter Four) represents the largest printed collection of his poems. A larger collection 

of poems has been planned for a number of years, but no publisher has been identified. 

The poems that have appeared in poetry anthologies become “frozen” and part of a large 

written record of the art form. Poems that are submitted to newspapers and literary 

contests are done so with the expectation that the format has been carefully crafted—to 

                                                
14  In 1996 Mbala described the way in which he used to share new poems with fellow poets Mikey 
Smith and Affi Nada. These days he shares virtually all of his new poems with Margaret.  
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the point that all features have been formally finalized. Great care has gone into such 

things as word spacing, use of/lack of capitalization, line breaks, and desired 

spelling/orthography. At this point, editorial changes made to a poem without his 

consultation are viewed as detrimental.15 Whenever possible, Mbala maintains a copy in 

his studio of all the publications in which his poetry has appeared. Poems that are shared 

publicly enter a new phase of life. How they are received, and the feelings associated 

with performing them, helps determine if they are shared repeatedly, carried back to the 

workscape for even more fine-tuning, or filed away and no longer performed. 

 Overall, Cherry tends to make fewer textual editing changes prior to sharing her 

poems publicly. She relies much more heavily on the feedback she receives from sharing 

pickney poems in public performances, and from informally reciting them to friends and 

visitors at the Love Bank. The feedback and stories she receives from audience members, 

friends, and visitors time and time again help stimulate the growth of her poems. In 2001 

she cited “Woman Yuh Need Healin” (see Appendix 7) as a prime example of this 

tendency. In this case, the private, highly personal struggle of a close friend helped 

Cherry craft the final version of the poem. In this fashion, the sharing and receiving of 

people’s stories and personal ideas are all treated as possible poetic resources. Love Bank 

donations, such as newspaper, magazines, and books, are also treated as important poetic 

resources.16 When reading such materials Cherry frequently takes notes. The notes are 

                                                
15  For example, in 2001 he commented that he was especially frustrated by the addition of capital 
letters to two of his poems, “in shadow with galaxies” and “pictures from an exhibition” (see Appendix 7). 
He had submitted these poems to the Jamaica Cultural Development Commission (JCDC) for the annual 
island-wide literary contest.  
16 As already stressed, Cherry is especially fond of the ever-growing collection of books and reading 
materials at the Love Bank. In 2001 she emphasized that the sharing of books can serve as a vital type of 
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not viewed as poems, but a line or quote from her notes might eventually be stimulating 

enough to make its way into the text of an unfinished poem. The epigraph cited in 

“Guerrilla Queen” (see Appendix 7), a quote she read by Kwame Nkruma, is an example 

of this tendency. In short, Cherry’s interpersonal experiences and her ongoing research on 

historical, social, political, and spiritual topics serve as types of stimuli for the birthing, 

editing, and refining of her poems.   

 Cherry’s practice of daily meditation helps her unearth poem fragments, or 

poems-in-progress, that had been in a state akin to hibernation. She speaks of some of 

these poems as being visionary because they deal with issues that were “ahead of their 

time” when dey were first drafted (2001). When Cherry has spent a significant amount of 

energy “meditating pon di poem,” and feels confident it has a significant message, she 

transfers the poem to a book or file/portfolio. She carries these with her to performance 

events and speaking engagements. (Mbala maintains a similar file that he brings with him 

to performances.) When a poem reaches this stage in its development Cherry dates and 

signs the text she has created. Unlike Mbala, her personal poem texts do not place as 

heavy an emphasis on line spacing/breaks, punctuation, and spelling. Rather, these drafts 

are meant primarily for her own eyes—they are utilized as an individualized tool for 

memorization and as a personal aid (reference point) during live recitation. Not 

surprisingly, the poems that appeared in Cherry’s two published collections all underwent 

multiple phases of additional editing as they made their way from being “stage-ready” to 

                                                                                                           
inter-personal comradeship: “Sharin books is one a di main ways I support dis [comradeship]. I can offer 
yu dis book, yu can read it an continue to share it. One a di greatest need in di world is to share. It bring 
peace an joy…What I collect [at the Love Bank] is wat can make di universe a better place! (2001).   
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“page-ready.”17 As a new performance event or public appearance approaches she puts a 

large amount of energy into another type of focused meditation. Her intention in this case 

is to visualize precisely how she wants a poem to be presented in public.  

 
Working and Driving the Poem: Performance, Audience Perception, and Memory 

For both Cherry and Mbala, the decision to “work” (share) or to “drive” (experiment 

with) a poem in public signifies a new stage it its development. Poems at this point in the 

poem cycle enter the stage of adolescence. With poetic adolescence new responsibilities 

come not only for the poet, but for the poem itself. The poet must put additional mental 

energy into memorizing the poem and preparing for performance events. In turn, it is 

understood that the poem has developed enough to do some work of its own. For Cherry, 

there is an expectation that the poem has grown to the point that it communicates 

something meaningful and stimulating to audience members. For Mbala, there is the 

expectation that the poem has developed to the point that it can be experimented with 

outside the workscape setting—taken for a “test drive” so to speak.   

 The decision to share a poem at a live performance event, however, does not 

mean that its structure has become completely rigid or settled. Performance experiences 

often continue to bring new ideas for further modification and “fine-tuning” (refinement) 

to the Jamaicans’ attention. In this section I share the significance that Cherry and Mbala 

place on the experience of performing in public. My focus concerns the ways in which 

they describe the poetic feedback they receive—feedback that is used to further alter 

                                                
17  I had first-hand experience with this process because I was recruited (by Cherry) to edit the poems 
appearing in Earth Woman (2003). Some of the poems she provided were hand-written drafts, while others 
already existed in a typed version. Both hand-written and typed versions required various forms of editing.   
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poems after performances. My emphasis here is not on contextualizing the nature of dub 

poetry performance events. As I made clear in Chapter 1, this subject has been well 

documented by a number of other scholars. In contrast, very little research has been done 

on the ways in which the poeming process and the work of the dub poet continues on 

after performance. The narratives I share below provide a glimpse of how the Jamaicans’ 

memories of working and driving poems provide insights into the later stages of the 

poeming process.  

 In one of our first 2001 innerviews, Cherry described the energy put in to creating 

and editing poems as being intimately related to the energy associated with performance 

itself: 

CN: It [live performance] is all about energy yu know [understand]?  
JG: Explain how you mean. 
CN: Di flow a di energy from di people [audience] create more energy in yu.  
JG: Yeah? 
CN: If its not there you’re not wanting to deliver the poem. Di more yu can 
connect wid dem di more you work wid dem. How di people respond to di poem 
is very important on how yu present it (2001).  

 
In a later session she went on to make the following comments about the energy cycle 

and her primary expectation for her poems:  

CN: I give poems energy an dey give [me] energy back. An audience also gives 
energy. I write a poem called "Send Di Poem Come” (see Appendix 7). It was 
based on di idea that some poems doan look good on paper. Yu heard it?  
JG: I think so.  
CN:…My poem dem [poetry] is suppose to work—go out der and make change[s] 
to reach people. Not to look pretty in book…when I write my poems I write dem 
fi [to] send dem out fi [to] work. I no write dem to sit round stay lazy—I doan 
write lazy poems! I gi [give] them energy [and] send dem work. Sometimes they 
come home tired! (2001).  

 
In other words, Cherry believes quite strongly that her poems can do their greatest work 

when shared in a live setting. Public performance allows intimate connections to be made 
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between poet and audience members. Some of the most memorable performances of 

Cherry’s career stand out because they touched her as well as her audience members 

deeply.   

 Cherry purposefully and carefully collects old fliers, posters, event programs, 

newspaper reviews, and other performance-related memorabilia in order to document the 

wide range of events she participates in annually. The archive she maintains at the Love 

Bank has materials from the early 1980s through the present. Figures 81-82 (below) 

feature two memorable events Cherry was involved with. Reviewing and discussing such 

   
Fig. 81: Event program from a fashion show and  Fig. 82: “One Woman Show” (1992) event program 
poetry reading (1989) archived by Cherry.     archived by Cherry.  
 
materials never failed to yield lively discussion about how her experiences of performing 

inspired and influenced her poeming process. For example, in both 1996 and 2001 she 

shared memories of the positive feedback she received at one of her earliest public 

performances. The performance took place in 1981 at Zinc Fence, a popular venue (at the 

time) in Kingston. The event served as a crucial experience in her career because it 

boosted her feeling of confidence as a performer. “I was not goin [to perform] to please 

di crowd.  Di motive was jus to do it, but di applause [I received] energize[d] me!” 
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(2001). In 1996 she had provided additional reflections on how this particular 

performance event helped her gain confidence:  

…I got di [high-level of] confidence when I do a poem at di Zinc Fence. A lot of 
big artists was at dat show and I was just a lickle [little] person yu know. I just 
asked dem ta put mi on it [the lineup]...an  man, dey put my name on di show! I 
did already av [some] confidence yu know—but dat day I did really start ta get a 
lot a butterflies in my stomach. An I go up an I do a poem—"Children on di street 
cleanin windshield"—an man! When I see di audience start ta knock di back [zinc 
fencing] I stop feelin [like a] coward! (1996).  

 
At the same time, it must also be stated that the ways in which performance energy is 

transmitted and circulated between poet, poem, and audience members remains 

somewhat mysterious. In Cherry’s words, “der are times when di mystery part [of 

performance] is very real an not explainable—times I go on stage an deliver a poem and 

I’m in a different world—totally gone! [I’m] transmitting energy on different levels” 

(2001).  

 Mbala made an analogy between performing and stepping “through a [unique] 

doorway” (2001). Unlike Cherry, some of his memories concerning what transpired on 

the “other side” were not as easily coaxed to the forefront of his memory. In some cases, 

he struggled when asked to articulate the dates, places, feelings, and emotions associated 

with specific events. Nonetheless, over the course of multiple conversations we were able 

to coax out distinct memories associated with key performances. As with Cherry, the 

news clippings, posters, fliers, photos and other memorabilia Mbala maintains at the Attic 

may be used to help coax memories of past events to the surface. The previously 

mentioned photo journeys I took with Mbala in 2001 were a remarkable effective tool for 

triggering discussion. For example, the photos included below (Figs. 83-84) sparked 
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memories of rehearsals and performances with the Papiumba Big Band and the Poetry 

Society of Jamaica. 

  
Fig. 83: Mbala rehearsing with Hugh “Papi” Pape at Fig. 84: Mbala performing at the celebration of 
the Attic, 1994.  the 10th anniversary of the Poetry Society of  
 Jamaica, 1999. 
 

Especially fond memories concerning a 1994 performance on the UWI campus 

were discussed in 2001. In this case, Mbala and Papi shared an idealized (and condensed) 

day-in-the-life of the Papiumba Big Band. They did so through the presentation of 

dramatic movement, dance, mask, and music (2001). The performance included their 

(re)creative interpretation of waking up, bathing, eating, rehearsing, and other types of 

everyday activities:  

JG: Literally on stage you went through these aspects as a performance? 
MB: On stage we go through one whole day. 
PP: And di other way around as well. [You might ask] where did one end and one 
begin?  

 
Indeed, some in the audience that night were left bewildered by the performance/ 

presentation. Individual ractions to the group’s improvised performance pieces varies 
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greatly from disgust and indifference to awe and inspiration.18 While positive feedback is 

appreciated, negative feedback does not deter the duo from future experimentation that 

purposefully “pushes” artistic boundaries. 

A related topic was discussed in detail in 1996. I asked Mbala about his notions 

concerning the relationship between poet and audience members. Like Cherry, Mbala 

creates poems knowing full-well that a good number of them will one day be driven 

(performed) in public. Nonetheless, his conceptualization of the audience’s role(s) were 

distinct in a number of ways from Cherry’s. In 1996 we had an especially revealing 

conversation about the dynamics of poetic sharing:   

JG: Would you feel that some of the poetry you write, cannot come—be 
complete—until there's an audience? Until there’s some [audience] response? 
Some interaction between you and other people?  
MB: [It] cyaan [can’t] be complete unless der's an audience?  
JG: Yeah. I mean, would you actually say that the audience is so important that 
the poem can't exist without them? 
MB: Nah! 
JG: You wouldn't say that? 
MB: No [laughing]! 
JG: Really? 
MB: Basically di poem is like—in one sense a di word—di poem is a very 
personal ting between di poet an di poem. 
JG: Mhm. 
MB: An more time, di poet [alone] is nuff [of an] audience.  
JG: How does an audience fit into that equation [then]? I mean, how do they 
become part of that relationship? Are they part of it? Are they more just an 
observer of it? 
MB: Well, yu waan dem ta be more dan observer. Yu waan dem ta kinda make 
some link wid di poem [in performance]...I mean, sure, at some point der's gonna 
be feedback wid uder people, whether on an individual basis or as a wider 
audience.  

                                                
18  Papiumba performances on live radio and television shows often generate praise from the host(s) 
for the unique sounds the group generates and their innovative fusion of poetry and music. On the other 
hand, live public performances have been greeted with pleas from audience members to “stop [making] di 
noise!” (Mbala 2001).  
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For example, when I write I bounce a lot a mi stuff off dis sister a mine in MoBay 
[Montego Bay], Margaret. I write dan I bounce it [poem(s)] off her. An sometime 
she say sumpin like way [???] an I say "yeah!" An I might shif [alter] it [the 
poem] in nuder direction or sumpin else might change (1996).  
 

In the same interview session, I also asked him about poems that were perceived 

as being misunderstood by audience members:   

JG: Are there times whey you feel misunderstood, dis-understood, not understood 
at all? I mean have you had some negative times with the audience and they're 
just like "What [was that]?" 
MB: Sure [laughing]! Well OK, on one level I can recall many times bein at di 
[Poetry Society of Jamaica] Fellowship [meeting] an I get up an I throw out 
sumpin pon di "grill" [open sharing portion of the meeting] an afta I throw out a 
piece an it like…[complete silence].19  
JG: [Laughing]!  
MB: Nobody know wat fi [to] say! An I mean, at one point [in my career] yu 
know—is like—I was sayin ta myself, “bwai don't even bodda write dem kinda 
stuff!” Stuff dat, yu feel woan get easily—is not easily accessible. But den dat's a 
kinda ridiculous way fi look at it.  
JG: Yeah.  
MB: Yu haffi write wat yu waan ta write. Even if is only yu one [alone] 
undastand it (1996).  

 
This means that Mbala may remain perfectly happy with the state of a poem (or a piece 

of music he has composed individually or jointly) even if he perceives it to be 

misunderstood by audience members. The perception of misperception no longer troubles 

him. This does not mean that Mbala is unresponsive to the feedback he receives during 

performances. As mentioned, he is willing to “shift” a poem based on the feedback he 

receives from individuals whose creative insights he has come to trust and respect. 

Furthermore, an audience’s apparent lack of understanding does not mean they are left 

                                                
19 Each monthly meeting of the Poetry Society normally includes a featured poet/artist as well as a 
“open-mic” type portion. The Society's members refer to the open segment as the "grill." During this 
portion of the meeting poets are encouraged to share poems in order to receive criticism and comments. 
While the feedback that is generated is meant to be constructive it can also be brutally honest. Some poems 
are praised and well-received. Others are perceived to be relatively weak and in need of improvement.  
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“unstimulated.” A performance that bewilders may indeed provoke reflection and 

contemplation in an attempt to make sense of what transpired.  

Cherry and Mbala depend on working and driving poems in another crucial 

way—performance events serve as a type of memorization tool. The rhythmic features 

and phrases of a poem that give it structure help make the poem memorable both for 

audience members and for the poet as well. When I asked Mbala about memorization his 

response was quite direct: “It’s simple. It’s easier to remember patterns” (2001). In a 

1996 interview he had provided additional insights. When I asked him if he memorized 

all the poems he performed he replied:  

MB: Yeah mon! Because poetry is such a precise ting in terms a di structure an in 
terms a di words. Cause, I try [to] pare everyting down, to di basic structure. So is 
like, yu don't really want ta mess wid dat too tough. [On the other hand] der are 
some pieces, which are very loose, yu can improvise inna dem an ting. Right 
[understand]?   
JG: Yeah.  
MB: But der are uder pieces which are like, is sumpin yu just ave ta leave dat wey 
dey…I guess if yu spend enough time memorizin sumptin you’ll rememba it. Is 
like yu also haffi feel it as well. An, one a my advantages is dat my poem dem 
[poems] neva very long anyway [laughing]!  
JG: So, sheer repetition helps? Performing a poem again and again?   
MB: I've always had a kinda ease wid remembain lyrics from music an stuff. I 
furget uder tings quite easily dough (1996)! 
 

For Mbala, the performance sphere is a place where memorized word-sounds, 

riddims, music, and lyrics can be tested and evaluated. Performing a previously 

memorized poem with a new type of instrumental accompaniment, may itself lead to 

unexpected types of verbal-rhythmic phrasing. Subsequently, a new and appealing 

delivery style might be invented in the process. In 2001 Mbala cited the way in which a 

live television performance of his poem “ashman’s secret river” (see Appendix 7) 

prompted a significant change. In this case, the performance of the poem with a new 
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musical accompaniment—a hand-made mbalaphone—helped it  “shift an settle” into a 

distinctly new presentation style (2001).  

 In a similar fashion, the repetitive nature of multiple live performances help 

facilitate Cherry’s poetic memorization. In 1996 she had this to say about the 

memorization process:  

JG: Are most of your poems—do you do most of them from your head? How do 
you get them there?  
CN: It's like—when I do my work—I’m always goin back over it, over it, over it, 
and over it—an wonderin if it's really mi who write dis. [???] an still even getting 
inspiration miself from it. Cause I say it [has] come through me. So I'm just goin 
over an over ta digest wat really come out a mi.    
JG: Does sheer repetition help?  
CN: Yeah. But what I notice though—[is that] poems dat I haven’t done 
[performed] for like, four years ago, I still rememba it.  
JG: Mhm.  
CN: Yeah, quite a few poems dat I haven't done in a long while [I still 
remember]…(1996).  

 
Each live performance experience may serve Cherry as an aid in developing new versions 

and variations of individual poems. Her 1997 poem, “Fia Bun,” is a prime example of 

this particular process. A year after the poem was born, Cherry completed a second draft 

which she shared acapella at a public performance at the University of the West Indies 

(Mona). The poem was very well received at the event—so much so, that soon after a 

recorded single of it (with musical accompaniment) was produced and released by fellow 

dub poet Mutabaruka (1998). The on-air popularity of the single lead to many additional 

requests for the poem at live events in which Cherry performed. Not surprisingly, Cherry 

became intimately familiar with every line and nuance of the poem.  

 By the time a poem is deemed fit for its initial public performance, it is also 

possible that only a portion of it may have been committed to memory. When this is the 
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case, both Cherry and Mbala rely on a hand-written (or typed version) of the poem as a 

memory aid. They both made it clear that this is not the preferred method of delivery. 

Reliance on a written/printed version is deemed to be a hindrance for a number of 

aesthetic and practical reasons. Reading a poem diverts the poet’s attention away from 

full engagement with the audience. In addition, it may also be quite awkward holding a 

poem text in one hand and a microphone or instrument in another. In short, the majority 

of dub poets strive to completely memorize their poems prior to any significant 

performance event. This is the expectation of the genre’s audience members as well.20  

As soon as possible then, the dub poet moves away from reliance on a text. When 

this feat has been achieved a mature, adult version of the poem can officially take shape. 

How quickly this maturation process takes place depends on a number of critical factors. 

These include such things as: how many performance opportunities arise during a poem’s 

adolescence period; how enjoyable the poet finds the experience of performing the poem; 

and the audience feedback a poem generates. The opportunity to rehearse and record a 

poem with musicians may also speed up the pace at which a poem develops. As I will 

describe in the final section below, the duration of a poem’s adulthood varies greatly as 

well.  

 
 
 

                                                
20  As stressed in Part I, a number of scholars have focused heavily on the analysis of dub poetry’s 
aural/oral dimensions. Other scholars have given significant attention to the critique of printed (published) 
poems. Fixation on either end of this spectrum has tended to negate the reliance most poets have on both 
aural/oral and textual resources. Indeed, the art form and the work of its practitioners straddle both of these 
worlds. The manner in which poets work closely with unpublished, as well as published texts of various 
sorts, should not be ignored. Both types of texts are carefully shaped and crafted, but often serve very 
different functions.  
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Parking and Archiving the Poem:  The Stature and the Place of Elderly Poems 
 
When Cherry or Mbala prepare for performances in which they will be billed as a 

featured poet, great care is taken to prepare a poetic “set-list” that highlights healthy, 

well-developed adult poems. For example, both have been invited multiple times to 

appear as a featured poet at the Poetry Society’s monthly meetings. Time constraints, as 

in the case of a live radio or television interview, often permit very little deviation from a 

planned list. Other types of formal events offer greater flexibility and more time for 

poetic sharing. Some settings are best left to well-seasoned poems; some events and 

performances serve as suitable venues for the experimentation with adolescent poems. In 

Mbala’s words, there are times when it is quite appropriate for the poet to “take liberty 

with words” and there are times when it is better to present well-rehearsed poems intact 

and unchanged (2001). Each type of performance puts the poet and their poems under 

scrutiny. For this reason, the Jamaicans think quite carefully about which poems are most 

suitable for any given performance context. In Cherry’s words: “Sometimes people ask 

me for a special poem for an event. I look within, an find an ideal one. I always get a 

right poem for di right function—I tink dis [poem] will suite it well” (2001). With each 

new performance opportunity, the decision to perform or not to perform a poem, plays a 

role in the later stages of its unfolding life cycle.  

Poems that are well-requested and well-received by audiences often make their 

way into a regularly used performance repertoire. Cherry and Mbala’s “active” 

performance repertoire at any give time is usually limited to a few dozen poems (at 
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most).21 The poems included in the Jamaicans active repertoire are representative of 

various stages of poetic adulthood. The duration of a poem’s adult life varies greatly from 

poem to poem. Popular poems may be requested by audiences for a period as short as a 

few months, or be requested regularly for a period of years. For Cherry, certain poems 

find a well-used niche within the progression of the performance ritual. She normally 

ends performances with her short poem “Jah Guide” (see Appendix 7). For Mbala, the 

performance of some poems becomes dependent on the availability of a specific 

accompanying instrument. For instance, his poem “holy war” (see Appendix 7) is 

normally only performed when an mbira is on hand. Other poems end up being 

performed only a few times in public during their entire active adult life. This might be 

the case when a poem receives a poor reception during its initial live performance. Again, 

from Cherry and Mbala’s perspective, this does not mean the poem is viewed as a failure. 

Cherry may purposefully share the poem in private with friends. Mbala may decide to 

submit a poem that was ill-received in public for possible publication. 

Along these lines, Mbala stressed the fact that it was clear to him that some of his 

poems were “people [performance]-oriented.” Others he stressed “…work betta when ya 

read it. When ya have it in fronta yu, yu can see di words. Yu can jus see how dem look, 

beside each uder or below each uder or however dem set it up” (1996).  In Cherry’s case, 

poems loose a portion of their social currency over time as societal and cultural changes 

take place in Jamaica. The majority of Cherry’s poems are linked closely with 

                                                
21   At most, Mbala has written only a few hundred poems. He is not nearly as prolific as Cherry who 
claims to have written over 2,000 poems (2001).  
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contemporary issues and events. For this reason, poems often “create di most impact” 

early-on in their adult life (2001).  

 A new and distinct phase within the poetic life cycle is ushered in when Cherry or 

Mbala make the decision to “park” a poem. In 2001 I asked Cherry about the place of 

older-aged poems:   

JG:  After a poem has been written, performed, and touched people what 
happens?  
CN: Den it get old.  
JG: Old? 
CN: It becomes a crone—  
JG: A crone?  
CN: —an den di only way it [become] active is if somebody ask for it [again].  
JG: So you choose not to perform it? 
CN: Yeah. 
JG:  And that's not a problem [trying to remember it]? 
CN: Once it is there [memorized internally] it is there. I just go over it a few times 
[if needed].  
JG: It doesn't die though?  
CN: No jus become less active. 
JG: So, a poem never dies—it becomes part of your—a piece of documentation?  
CN: When it young it very active—has di most energy (2001). 

 
It is important to stress that the decision to park a poem may not be an entirely conscious 

one. The progression to this stage of poetic life may flow unconsciously as new poems 

are born, refined, worked/driven, and requested. These processes trigger an ongoing 

series of updates—additions and subtractions—to the active repertoire.  Moreover, Mbala 

reminded me of a related point. It is important to keep in mind that the poet, as well as 

poems, progress through “different stages” of development: 

JG: I’ve kept thinking in terms of the life cycle of the poem but not the poet.  
MB: Yes, an it [the poet’s life cycle] influence him an what get park and what get 
driven (2001).  
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His reminder signaled a return to the main premise I had explored in my 1996 

fieldwork—documenting the artistic history of a poet is a crucial first step in beginning to 

understand the creative processes he/she practices. I had documented the core 

components of Cherry and Mbala’s artistic histories previously. We had now, through our 

series of innerviews and interactions, come full-circle.  

In concluding my discussion of the later stages of the Jamaican’s poeming 

process, there are two final parking-related insights that must be shared. First, parking an 

elderly poem normally goes hand in hand with an effort to file it in the workscape and 

preserve it in written form. I have made it clear that both Cherry and Mbala purposefully 

utilize their workscapes as repositories for various types of photos, poetry memorabilia, 

as well as for young, adolescent, and adult poems. Folders designated specially for 

parked (elderly) poems are also maintained (see Figs. 85-86 below). Both poets take this 

task seriously, but the nature of their filing systems varies a great deal. Simply stated, 

Cherry’s filing system is more organized—more systematic and more complete. This 

observation was not surprising considering the heavy emphasis she places on using the 

Love Bank as an archival facility. She has created and maintains a filing system that sorts 

all of her poems, parked or otherwise, based on the year of composition. While her files 

are not entirely complete, she has copies of a large percentage of the poems she has given 

birth to. Mbala too has created a distinct in-house filing system for archiving parked 

poems. His system, however, is less centralized (more scattered) and less complete. 

During our efforts to track down a number of poems I had never seen, we engaged in 

playful banter related to the merits of his unique system:  

JG: Describe for your fans your organizational and filing system.  
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MB: Yes, every area is devoted to a purpose—gettin in tune wid di universe!  If 
yur in tune, yu just zero in on what yu lookin for.  I can't work dat [particular] 
muscle if tings get too organized as time goes on (2001)! 
 

Indeed, we spent more than one late night searching through multiple folders and stacks 

of paper to track down poems that were “not cooperating.” I was assured copies of the 

poems in question existed and would “turn up at some point.”   

  
Fig. 85: Mbala searching for a poem from one of  Fig. 86: Cherry reviewing poems and performance 
his archived poetry folders, 2001.    memorabilia archived in one of her many poetry 

scrapbooks, 2001.  
 
 This brings me to a second concluding insight, as well as imagery associated with 

one of Mbala’s missing poems that was recently found, “where poems come from.” As 

Cherry’s narratives above indicated, a parked poem is not really a dead poem. The poet 

has a long-term relationship with a poem that continues well after it is filed away and 

parked; the mental memory of many (if not all) of the lines from a well-loved, well-used, 

poem remains intact in the poet’s brain. When line memory fades or fails, other 

memories—memories associated with the activities of birthing, editing, and sharing the 

poem—often remain quite vivid.  Each of these distinct types of memories contributes to 

ongoing creative activities the Jamaicans regularly engage in. Without any doubt, the 

poeming activities of the present are linked with the roots and the fruits of past poems—
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the memories of old poems influence the new. Like long-buried seeds, fragments of 

poems may unexpectedly “turn up” and play a role in the germination of new pickney 

poems.  As layer upon layer of old parked poems accumulate they might be compared to 

rich and fertile soil horizons.  Cherry and Mbala have dedicated much of their adult lives 

to working in such soil. The earth woman at the Love Bank, and the masked man at the 

Attic, have deep creative roots “buried firm inna di groun.” I enjoyed documenting their 

artistic histories and been privileged to be invited into their workscapes and 

poemscapes—their individualized creative interiors. I look forward to further 

conversations with them about creativity and the processes from which past and present 

verbal and musical fruits have sprung forth. With these thoughts in mind, I thought it 

fitting to end with Mbala’s recently-found poem:    

where poems come from 
 
pastpresentfuture 
is compost 
i will grow 
flowers 
beautiful foods 
show you each 
leaf and petal 
as it unfolds 
 
the poet 
is rotting compost 
in which words 
grow 
into poems 
—Mbala 
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CONCLUSION:  
CREATIVE INTERIORS AND EVERYDAY LIFE BEYOND JAMAICA  
 

Formal criticism indeed lags far behind the creation, performance, production and 
dissemination of Caribbean culture. There are endless strands within Caribbean 
culture that must be felt out, traced and discussed (Best 2004:1-2). 

 

Tied to my central thesis, that poeming is an individualized processual activity, integrated 

with a way of living and facilitated by specially engineered spaces for creating, has been 

the belief that there exists no singular “story” of dub poetry, of reggae music, or any other 

genre of Jamaican expressive culture. I do not stand alone with this conviction as Best’s 

epigraph above affirms. There is ample room for new chapters, revisions, and ongoing 

discussion of various “strands” within Caribbean culture at large. The creative work, 

words, expressions, and activities of: dub poets, reggae musicians, dancehall performers, 

sculptors, dancers, painters, essayists, and other Caribbean creators, remain critical and 

complex catalysts for stimulating such discussion. These creative individuals explore 

terrain at the “cutting edge” and often push individuals into territory, as Mbala has 

written, “beyond the edge.”1 They help carve out new spaces of identity and mark social 

networks and resources (such as Cherry’s Love Bank); they highlight social and cultural 

issues being debated in the region; they extend the limitations of creative boundaries (as 

with the Papiumba Big Band); they forecast rich new geographies worthy of exploration. 

I believe scholars should listen closely to these innovative creators and engage in 

discussion with them whenever and wherever possible.  
                                                
1  This poem segment is taken from Mbala’s poem, “voices shouting” (see Appendix 7).  
Mutabaruka’s Wednesday night radio talk-show, “the Cutting Edge,” functions in a similar capacity. See 
Curwen Best’s Culture @ the Cutting Edge: Tracking Caribbean Popular Music (2004) for musical 
perspectives on this topic.  
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Dissertation Summary:  Creativity’s Lessons and Ongoing Opportunities 

As the popularity of dub poetry continues to spread outernationally (internationally), dub 

poetry practitioners strive to write about a broad range of subjects, represent a diverse 

range of performance styles, and reach new audiences around the globe.2 Performances 

take place in urban and rural contexts in Jamaica as well as in countries and venues 

throughout North and South America, Europe, and Africa. Scholar and poet Afua Cooper 

reports with pride that dub poets have performed in a diverse range of settings locally, 

nationally, and internationally: 

They read in prisons, cafes, parks, daycare centres, libraries, schools, universities, 
old folks homes, dance halls, night clubs, theatres, at music festivals, poetry 
festivals, rallies, marches, demonstrations, and on international concert stages. 
Dub poetry has established itself as a poetic genre that has mass appeal and 
women have been in the vanguard of this poetry revolution (A. Cooper 1999:4).  

 
Performances such as these, along with the creation and circulation of commercial 

recordings and books, have indeed increased the international popularity of the dub 

poetry genre. New books and recordings provide a wealth of materials for critical 

analysis—literary, musical, or otherwise. From this state of affairs a clear and logical 

conclusion may be drawn: an increasing number of performances and commercial 

products means a greater number of opportunities for performance-based and text-based 

critique and commentary. Such a conclusion is of special significance for folklorists and 

ethnomusicologists interested in forms of Caribbean expressive culture. I argued that it is 

                                                
2 Because of the increasingly broad scope of their work a number of poets have rejected the “dub 
poet” classification. Mutabaruka is one of the striking examples of this.  
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especially crucial to place emphasis on the ethnographic richness of such performance-

oriented opportunities. My training demands nothing less.  

Yet, I believe profoundly that the realm of the public performance represents only 

a fraction of the daily activities dub poets engage in. The processes leading to poetic 

creation are interconnected with a diverse host of people, places, and recurring practices. 

The time, work, and energy, put into the birthing, shaping, and reshaping of poems are 

not readily apparent in the performance context. To map the fundamental cyclical 

preperformance components and practices associated with poeming, access to poets’ 

narratives and personal workscapes is essential. The most powerful interactions I 

experienced with poets like Cherry and Mbala consistently took place (quite literally) off 

stage, outside the (public) performance realm. Our ongoing series of discussions and 

interactions unfolded during one-on-one fieldwork sessions in various locales over the 

last fifteen years.  

As previously noted, the 1991-1992 sessions (Kingston), were quite open-ended. 

In comparison, the ones taking place in 1993 (Beloit, Wisconsin) and 1996 (Kingston) 

were geared toward collecting additional information on poets’ backgrounds—amassing 

a better sense of the artistic histories of individual poets. These sessions confirmed my 

realization that documenting the voices and the artistic histories of a wider arrange of 

individual dub poetry practitioners would offer new perspectives on the dynamics of art 

form. This realization marked a paradigm shift formally characterized by my move away 

from product, the creative fruits, and performance-based analysis. From continued 

interpersonal collaboration and interaction my processual, roots-oriented, convictions 

grew.  
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The objectives of the innerviews of 2001 with Cherry and Mbala were sharply 

defined and explicitly communicated beforehand. These specialized interviews served as 

the primary landmarks from which I surveyed the preperformance realms, the creative 

interiors, the Jamaicans inhabit. “Behind the scenes” and “backstage” theoretical 

approaches, as advocated by Brathwaite, Goffman, Schechner, and other scholars, helped 

clear the way for gaining a deeper understanding of the roots of expressive culture. To 

frame my exploration of poeming in the Jamaican context, it was also necessary to 

examine what other poets had said about the creative process as well as study classic 

creative process models that had been proposed by psychologists. The work of Amabile, 

Boden, Csikszentmihaly, Gardner, and Gruber were fundamental in this regard.  

All of these studies helped guide my focus on documenting the nexus of 

creativity. More intriguing than the question of who is creative became the questions of 

where is creativity and what can be said about the stages of creativity. What types of 

interactions take place between creator and creation in localized creative domains? How 

can the evolution of such interactions be mapped? When my earlier ideas and theorizing 

were combined with such perspectives as: Braithwaite’s notion of the inner plantation, 

Alexander’s concept of the black interior, Goffman’s backstage regions, and Gruber’s 

evolving systems approach, I was able to more adequately address these important 

questions. From these scholars, my research, and my fieldwork, I developed the concept 

of creative interior and applied it to the study of Cherry and Mbala’s work. My analysis 

of their narratives helped make possible the mapping of their unique poemscapes and 

workscapes. My coaxing methodology and the structure of the innerview sessions was 
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highly collaborative. Achieving an understanding of the multiple contours of these 

interiors would never have been possible without the help of many minds, many ideas.  

The dissertation features five significant discoveries concerning the creativity of 

two exemplary dub poetry practitioners. First, for both Cherry and Mbala, the practice of 

poeming has been refined and cultivated over a period of decades. Key points in their 

creative evolution can indeed be pinpointed and described. Second, the Jamaicans’ 

creative patterns—the ways in which they stimulate, manipulate, and carry out their 

creative abilities—are process-based and often times predictable. Such individually-

specific, processual patterns can indeed be documented and shared with others. Third, 

Cherry and Mbala’s work is intimately linked with a philosophy that promotes the 

integration of creative activity with localized spaces and specialized daily routines. These 

too can be described, documented, conveyed in writing, and represented with the aide of 

audio-visual materials. Fourth, in the Jamaican dub poetry context poems need to be 

conceptualized as living entities. They are born, mature, progress through distinct stages 

of development, exist in multiple formats, and interact with a variety of individuals 

during the course of their poetic life-cycle. Fifth, my long-term relationship with Cherry 

and Mbala, in conjunction with their creative process narratives, played an essential role 

in documenting their poemscapes and workscapes—the epicenters of much of their work.  

Without such access it would have been impossible to document the creative processes 

they practice and the creative resources they have come to rely on.  

At the same time, it should be stressed that narratives alone fall short of fully: 

explaining the origin(s) of a creation; conveying the mental activities associated with 

each phase of the creative process; and contextualizing the places in which creative 
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activity takes place. Likewise, participant-observation alone cannot accomplish these 

important tasks. Together though, narratives and participant-observation are powerful 

research tools. They can help researchers comprehend creativity, characterize creators, 

and contextualize the act(s) of creation; these tools can help address some of the 

mysterious elements associated with creativity. I believe this is especially true with 

regard to the earliest phases of creativity (the “sparks”) that lead to the birth of a new 

creation, and the internal decision-making that leads to the micro editing phases (the 

tinkering and re-tooling) of a creation. In other words, narratives and participant-

observation should play key roles in the ongoing task of trying to better understand the 

ways in which individual creators work and the nature of creativity as a universal human 

capacity.  

In summary, the previous chapters have documented dimensions of human 

creativity from the vantage points of two well-respected Jamaican poets. I believe they 

have also established a theoretical foundation for the discussion of preperformance 

activities in broader contexts—the lessons gleaned from Cherry and Mbala’s work are 

applicable to a variety of other research projects. In the paragraphs that follow I will 

briefly stress some of the possibilities for future research on creativity and 

preperformance studies within and beyond the Jamaican context. The first set of 

examples stems from an interview I conducted with the Papiumba Big Band in 2001. The 

second set quite naturally from my public sector experiences. The preparations, 

resources, and actions taken to bring about the poet’s “folk arrival” at a performance 

event, are not transparent to the audience members fans, researchers, or other interested 

observers (Sheey 1992). Like poeming, these processes most frequently occur off stage, 
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out of the public gaze, (far) away from observing eyes. I have first-hand experience with 

some of the unique complexities associated with planning performance events. My 

experiences stem from the behind the scenes activities linked with promoting and 

organizing dub poetry performances in the U.S. In the final section of the dissertation, I 

call for the formal emergence of preperformance studies as a distinct field of academic 

inquiry. I justify the call by briefly sharing a final set of powerful examples from my 

2005 and 2006 fieldwork experiences in Jamaica. My interactions with rural farmers, 

quite unexpectedly, reaffirmed and supported my commitment to the study of the 

dimensions of creativity practiced in preperformance contexts. 

 
Theoretical Expansion: From Poeming (Back) to Musicing 

It is problematic to separate the verbal and the musical dimensions of the work of dub 

poetry practitioners. Poeming involves a process of integrating both verbal and musical 

riddims. Likewise, the performance of poems represents a complex and highly visible 

intersection of poetic, musical, social, and dramatic components. Poets often work 

closely with musicians in both the performance and the preperformance realms. Poets are 

often themselves musicians and vice versa. Though the Cherry and Mbala case studies 

are framed largely around poems and poetry, the close correlations to musicing were 

never far from my mind. One of the chief correlations is quite simple: if poems do not 

just “happen,” music does not just materialize during performance. Musicing, by 

individuals or by groups, involves a variety of skills, interactions, and negotiations. There 

is no (live) musical performance without musicians. This point is also obvious. But how 

does one “get” to the performance? What does one “carry” to the performance setting? 
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What are the origins and developmental stages through which a piece of music passes?  

What can be said about the importance of the dynamics of other behind the 

scenes/backstage dimensions such as rehearsal sessions? How do musicians interact with 

one another in preperformance settings at home and abroad?  

These are all questions I have discussed, but not fully explored in the Jamaica 

context. In contrast, ethnomusicologists like Paul Berliner (1994), Cheryl Keyes (2002), 

and Ingrid Monson (1996) have addressed similar questions in detail. Their writings are 

firmly grounded in fieldwork experiences and participant-observation of musicians in 

multiple music-making environments. From my perspective, their contributions may be 

applied to two distinct, but equally fascinating directions. The first involves the selection 

of best methodological practices. The second involves tapping into, and embracing, the 

insights scholars working with creators (especially in the public sector) have amassed. In 

the first case, additional research needs to be conducted on the interpersonal channels of 

communication maintained and fostered between musicians. Such dynamics are complex 

and multi-layered.  

In recent research I have asked the following questions about musicing. How does 

the Papiumba Big Band communicate during their improvisatory performances? How can 

such communication be described? I gathered some initial answers to these particular 

questions in 2001, but they did not emerge as the focus of my dissertation. I believe 

narrative is the primary tool through which to frame an exploration of such fundamental 

questions. As with poeming, narratives concerning musicing can provide insights that are 

available from no other source. But dimensions of musicing, such as improvisation, also 

involve non-verbal types of communication. Not everything that transpires between notes 
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and between musicians can be fully articulated in narrative.  Ways to document distinct 

types of non-verbal communication must also be explored. In doing so, 

ethnomusicologists and other scholars will be able to better describe how musicians and 

musicing functions across various genres. Likewise, the fact that musicing is highlighted 

during public performance must not obstruct the dynamics of its preperformance 

dimensions.  

A second area where the musicing concept merits more extensive exploration 

concerns the behind the scenes activities leading to public performance events. My 

research has focused on activities that take place in private (or semi-private) creative 

interiors. More attention should also be given to the activities of musicians that take place 

outside these highly personalized, highly localized spaces. For instance, what activities 

take place while traveling (in-country or internationally) to a performance? What do 

musicians “bring” to non-localized, non-personal spaces? How might backstage activities 

and accommodations influence a performance? An additional set of questions might be 

posed. Musical events, like music itself, do not just happen. How is it exactly that 

musicians, regardless of genre or classification, “show up” at a schedule event? What are 

the transitions leading to the “folk arrival” (Sheey 1992)?3  Who helps facilitate such an 

arrival? In short, what roles do the activities of individuals and organizations done on the 

behalf of musicians play in preperformance settings? Such questions may be of small 

                                                
3 My use of the term “folk arrival” differs from Ralph Rinzler’s original usage. For Rinzler, the folk 
arrival was one of the outcomes of the “folk survival” and the “folk revival” movements (Paton 1967:38). 
As Sheehy summarizes: “The point made by ‘folk arrival’ was that authentic folk musicians were being 
brought to urban stages that up to that time had been occupied mainly by surrogates” (Sheehy 1992:223). I 
use the term quite literally to refer to the travel of the folk musician from the home environment to the 
festival location. 
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significance for audience members attending an event. From the audience’s perspective, 

the focus of attention is centered on publicly participating in performance and not on the 

above questions. Similarly, the trials, tribulations, and triumphs of folklorists, 

ethnomusicologists and others working in the public sector directly with musicians and 

other tradition bearers, may not hold much interest for some scholars. For those interested 

and willing to fix their gaze in this direction, documenting preperformance activities and 

folk arrival roles offers fertile research terrain.  

The preperformance dimensions that I believe are prime areas for research are 

intimately linked with the transitional phases leading up to public performance(s). My 

experiences working in the public sector have heightened my awareness of this dynamic 

preperformance realm. To be more specific, live, public, musical performance represents 

only one component of any music festival. All festivals are social, cultural, emotional, 

and political undertakings. The performances that take place during a music festival are 

only one act(ivity) of a much larger multiple act production. Cultural brokers, festival 

organizers, and a host of other individuals play crucial roles in virtually every “act” of 

such productions. For example, my experiences working with Cherry, Mbala, and Papi to 

orchestrate their performances at the World Music Festival Chicago (September 2001) 

have generated much food for thought.4 My reflections on my role as a cultural broker, 

and on the joys and concerns the Jamaicans faced during the preperformance period, have 

been quite revealing. Concerns about: communicating with family members at home, 

impending financial matters, problems with instruments and equipment, and the political 
                                                
4 I formally presented my findings at the AFS conference in Albuquerque in 2003. The paper was 
titled, “’By the Way, I Lost the Neck to My Alto Sax’: Meeting the Professional and Personal Needs of 
Performers in the Transitions Leading to Public Performance.”  
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climate in Jamaica and the U.S. all played a significant role in the energy, dynamics, and 

outcomes of the Jamaicans’ ensuing public performances. These concerns/issues will 

vary greatly depending on the individuals involved and the event context(s). Nonetheless, 

it is clear that important work and activity in the preperformance realm takes place across 

genres, across cultures, and across international borders. These transitional periods, those 

that help make bridges between such transitions, and those performers caught in the 

middle of such crossings, have a wealth of wisdom to offer.  

 
Final Thoughts: A Confirmation and a Call 
 
A final jump from the discussion of poeming and poets, to musicing and musicians, to 

farming and farmers may seem like quite a stretch. However, I think it important that one 

final set of experiences—ones which heralded interaction with a new line of partners in 

Jamaica—be communicated. The farmers, conservationists, and community members I 

recently partnered with in the small town of Mill Bank (in eastern parish of Portland), 

provided much more than an afterthought on creativity. The patterns of planting, 

cultivating, and reaping practiced in the Rio Grande Valley exhibited direct connections 

with the patterns of poeming and musicing I have discussed. Also striking is the fact that 

the correlations that have come to my attention appear to hold across cultures and span 

urban and rural settings. These recent interactions took place in March 2005 and March 

2006 when I visited Jamaica with biologists, Keith Vogelsang and Brett Mattingly, and 

two distinct groups of IU students.5 The fieldwork and service-learning projects we 

                                                
5  Keith and I conducted a preliminary fieldwork trip in December 2005 to meet with our partners, 
the Jamaican Cultural Development Trust (JCDT) and the Bowden Pen Farmers’ Association. Six IU 
students participated in 2005 and ten in the 2006 offering of the course.   
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engaged in were part of an eight-week course, “Roots, Fruits, and Jamaican Ecologies: 

Cultural, Agricultural, and Environmental Initiatives in the Blue & John Crow 

Mountains.” We were struck by the warmth, commitment, vision, and leadership 

exhibited by the members of the Bowden Pen Farmer’s Association. I was also amazed 

by the high level of creativity intrinsically associated with the farming and ecotourism 

initiatives being undertaking in the area.  

At least three important correlations between farming practices and 

preperformance research emerged from our Mill Bank experiences. First, the interplay 

between farm knowledge and farm labor—on what may be termed the present-day 

provisional grounds—is vital and extensive. Like poets, musicians, and other creators, a 

farmer’s work is a function of mental and physical activities. High-intensity labor is, of 

course, involved. But being a farmer requires more than the willingness and ability to till 

the earth. It requires a well-rounded understanding of such things as: seasonal weather 

patterns, soil quality and localized geographic features, growing and rotation cycles, and 

planting and harvesting techniques. Obviously, crops do not just grow by themselves. 

Knowing when, where, and how to plant is essential. Imagine how odd it would be for a 

discipline like agricultural science to encompass only the study of the fruits of the field 

and not the processes from which agricultural life springs forth and is maintained. 

Studying the roots of production and deconstruction processes, such as photosynthesis or 

soil erosion, are also essential research areas. Likewise, the traditional small-scale farmer 

is directly involved with ongoing cycles of planting and harvesting—the roots and the 

fruits of the greater farming enterprise.  
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Second, small farmers often struggle to earn a living off the land. As with the dub 

poets in Kingston, the farmers in Mill Bank have come to rely on a network of support 

systems including family members, friends, organizations, businesses, and international 

partners. The network provides forms of emotional, social, and financial support; it helps 

with product production, promotion, and distribution; it helps disseminate the sharing and 

communication of task-specific knowledge, tools, and resources. For example, cell 

phones and voicemail help both poets and farmers communicate across their unique 

workscapes. Individually-owned plots and fields might be cultivated in isolation, but 

ultimately the livelihood of the small-scale farmer is community-based in nature. 

Farmers, like dub poets, do not work in isolation. Our “Roots and Fruits” students were 

able to experience first-hand the many ways in which Bowden Pen farmers rely on these 

support systems in everyday life and in agricultural production (see Figs. 87-88 below).  

  
Figs. 87-88: Members of the Bowden Pen Farmers’ Association sowing carrot seeds with IU students  
in the John Crow Mountains, 2006.  
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Third, farmers follow seasonal routines and patterns in the cultivation of crops. 

The traditional patterns followed by one farmer may vary from town to town, or parish to 

parish, based on the topography of the landscape and other conditions—ecological, 

social, or otherwise. To aid in the successful accomplishment of cultivation, farmers 

make use of special recurring practices and tools that can be observed, described, and 

documented through narrative, participant-observation and other fieldwork techniques. 

For some it might be of more vital interest just how agricultural projects are distributed, 

sold, or prepared in kitchens across the island (or across an ocean). Yet, it must also be 

understood that this is only one part of the overall agricultural cycle. The lives, traditions, 

and behaviors of the people who grow the food, the manner in which food is planted, 

tended and harvested, as well as the unique characteristics of the places where the food is 

grown, should not be neglected. As humans we depend on all stages of the agricultural 

production process in one way or another.  

I would like to end by extending a similar argument to the notion of the 

emergence of “preperformance studies.” The study of preperformance makes sense for a 

number of reasons and it need not require any radically new skills on the part of the 

researcher/fieldworker. Rather, it necessitates simply an openness to new foci and a 

contextual recalibration. First, as with performance studies, I would suggest that the study 

of preperformance is event-centered. The “events” (or moments leading to events) in 

question fixate on the creation and modification of meaningful cultural objects rather than 

the sharing and celebrating of such objects. Second, many of the same cultural and 

expressive traditions that shape performance are actively at work in the preperformance 

realm. Only here the shaping and reshaping is less visible—orchestrated and completed 
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behind the scenes. The personal experiences, skills, and behaviors of individual creators 

blend with traditional and cultural practices in settings that are more privatized and 

personal in nature.6 Just because these context-specific creative processes and patterns 

frequently go undocumented, does not mean they are any less meaningful or culturally 

potent than those linked with public performance. The preperformance activities and 

patterns are, however, uniquely time-sensitive and cyclic.   

Third, the transitional phases and the fundamental activities leading to creation 

are not limited to any one form of expression or culture. They are commonplace and 

omnipresent. The activities, interactions, and collaborations leading to creations of many 

sorts unfold all around us—they are part of the very fabric of the series of daily activities 

that characterize the complexities and nuances of human interaction. Creativity in social 

dealings or in the production of culture manifests itself through a complex chain of 

actions on the part of many individuals—it just so happens that the primary actors, 

actions, and scenes in the preperformance realm are not always as visible. In isolation, 

preperformance or performance activities represent only parts of much larger multiple act 

productions. Like poeming and musicing, all creative endeavors must be understood as 

synchronic events and as diachronic activities. (Again, we return to the Jamaican’s 

conceptualization of poeming and Small’s idea of musicing.) Moreover, the life of the 

creation does not (necessarily) end once performance or cultural sharing is completed. 

Both creators and audience members make decisions about what to do with what has 

been shared. The cycles and processes of creative manipulation and reception continue 
                                                
6  This is not to ignore the communal dimension of creative activity—which is stressed in many 
cultures. For example, see George Dor’s article, “Communal Creativity and Song Ownership in Anlo Ewe 
Musical Practice: The Case of Havolu” (2004).  
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after a performance is over. Most certainly, the collaborative relationship between creator 

and creation continues on. Some creations continue to be refined, some contribute to the 

birth of new creations, and some are finally “parked.”   

It strikes me that ethnomusicologists, folklorists, and anthropologists possess an 

abundance of skills and research experiences that can be utilized in the study of 

preperformance realms. I hope my fieldwork experiences and the case studies I have 

shared in this dissertation inspire others to more formally explore and share their own 

encounters and experiences in the preperformance realm; I hope that my exploration of 

creativity in the Jamaican context will inspire other scholars to discuss and to write about 

their engagement with creators and creativity in other countries, genres, and contexts. As 

humans we are all actively engaged in the business of production of various sorts. There 

are many lessons still to be learned about cultural production, expressive culture, and 

human creativity. If we focus a larger portion of our energy and attention to the business 

of committing our insights and daily experiences, both as humans and as researchers, to 

writing we can help spur the emergence of what I believe to be an especially promising 

area of inquiry—preperformance studies. Let the cultural and the theoretical dialogue 

continue.  



 240 
 

APPENDICES: 
 
 
 
APPENDIX 1:  
SAMPLE QUESTIONS: SUMMER 1996 ARTISTIC HISTORY RESEARCH 
WITH MEMBERS OF THE POETRY SOCIETY OF JAMAICA 
 
 
1)  In your view, what is "poetry"? What is "music"? How would you define such art 

forms? Are constructing definitions for such art forms important to you?  
 
2)  When did you first begin composing poetry/making music? What were some of 

your early experiences and memories of composing  poetry/making music?   
 
3) How did you become a poet/musician? How were you educated in  such art forms?  
 
4)  Which individuals (artists and otherwise) have influenced your artistic activities? 

How have these individuals made an impact on your work? How has your social 
background influenced your work?  

  
5)  Can you describe some of your personal artistic experiences that were directly 

influenced by the work of other poets/musicians?  
 
6)  How would you describe your past work and achievements as an artist? How has 

your poetic/musical career developed over time?  
 
7)  What are some of your fondest memories as a poet/musician?  
 
8)  What are some of your most memorable poems/musical pieces? What were your 

experiences surrounding the composition and performance of such poems/musical 
pieces?   

 
9)  How would you describe the current state your artistic endeavors?  What current 

projects are you working on?  
 
10)  What do you enjoy most about composing poetry and making music? Are you 

satisfied with you artistic career up till now?   
 
11)  What do you believe is the current state of poetry/music in Jamaica? In Kingston? 

In other countries?  
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12)  What, do you believe, are the roles of poetry/music in Jamaican society? What 

functions and do such art forms play?  
 
13)  What is the current state of the Poetry Society of Jamaica? 
 
14)  How has your interaction with other members of the Poetry Society influenced 

your poetry/music?  
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APPENDIX 2: 
REFLECTIONS ON THE OPERATIONAL PHASES OF ETHNOGRAPHIC 
INQUIRY (1995) AND THE IMPORTANCE OF NARRATIVE-BASED 
RESEARCH (2001) 
 
 
Reflections on the Operational Phases of Ethnographic Inquiry 

In the introductory pages of the widely cited book, Writing Culture: The Poetics and 

Politics of Ethnography, we are informed: "anthropology no longer speaks with 

automatic authority for others defined as unable to speak for themselves..." (Clifford 

1986:10). Similarly, Richard Fox states in Recapturing Anthropology: Working in the 

Present:  

The notion of [anthropological] "working" no longer comes down simply to 
choosing a methodology and an analytic scheme; the action of "writing" is now 
understood as much more than the mechanical process of "putting pen to paper"... 
new understandings of "work" and "writing" have put anthropology's claims to 
authority under siege (Fox 1991:1). 

 
What then is the anthropologist's relationship to the people they study and to the 

ethnographies they write? In the last two decades Clifford Geertz (1926-2006), James 

Clifford, George Marcus, and other esteemed anthropologists led the charge for an 

increased awareness of three crucial issues: the authorial and literary functions of the 

ethnographer; the political and historical context of ethnographic writing; and the 

complexities of the relationships between "self" and "other" (Clifford and Marcus 1986; 

Geertz 1988).1 Concerning the status of ethnography Clifford summarizes:   

...[ethnography is] actively situated between powerful systems of meaning. It 
poses its questions at the boundaries of civilizations, cultures, classes, races, and 

                                                
1 See also: Aunger 1995; Baron and Spitzer 1992; Clifford and Marcus 1986; D'Andrade 1995; Fox 
1991; Geertz 1988; Jackson 1989; and Marcus and Cushman 1982. This is in no way an exhaustive 
listing—many additional articles and books address these important issues.   
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genders. Ethnography decodes and recodes, telling the grounds of collective order 
and diversity, inclusion and exclusion. It describes processes of innovation and 
structuration, and is itself part of these processes (1986:2).  

 
Grappling with the particulars of these debates and the authority of the ethnographic 

enterprise—a crucial “crisis of representation” for cultural anthropologists—produced 

some serious soul-searching on the part of many researchers.2 From my reading of these 

debates and “conversations,” emerged an eagerness to reflect holistically on the multi-

stage research process itself.  

In 1995 I formulated a six-stage model (initially) intended for my own critical 

analysis of the research and fieldwork processes I would experience the following year in 

Kingston. The first phase, (cultural) experience, involves one's cultural background, 

worldview, and accumulated (pre)conceptions. Today (most) social scientists are trained 

to actively contemplate the ways in which his/her analytic and personal preconceptions, 

cultural ethnocentrisms, and (personal) background may contribute to the research and 

fieldwork experiences. This does not mean such "biases" can be eliminated, but they are 

at least fore grounded as part of the research planning process.3 The second phase, 

preparation/selection, involves both the "self" and the "other." Aspects of an individual's 

"life-training" and everyday experiences with other people influence his/her outlook. 

Thus, in the case of the social scientist, preparation for fieldwork begins long before any 

formal graduate training. Experiences with family members, friends, teachers, employers, 

                                                
2 Of course, lively debate on the legitimacy of the "work" of researchers and the status of 
ethnographic writing continues. It may be argued that the issues of representation now at stake are 
becoming increasingly heightened by the complexities of such phenomenon as globalization. The 
Globalization Reader, 2nd Edition (2004) provides a variety of perspectives on this important topic.  
3 For example, in Learning How to Ask (1986) Charles Briggs writes that: “The role of the social-
cultural, theoretical, and personal predilections [of the researcher] in the perception, interpretation, and 
translation of data is now well know” (1986:119). 
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language(s), and a host of other factors may deeply influence an individual’s selection of 

a specific research topic. In essence, the roots of particular research interests begin to take 

shape long before entering the field.  

In the initial period of fieldwork the worlds of the researcher and his/her 

informants are brought into contact. At this point phase three, field 

work/observation/interpretation, begins. During the initial stages of fieldwork the etic 

(outsider) and the emic (insider) dialectic is most noticeable.4 There exists no universal 

research methodology that bridges the gap between the cultural realities of the researcher 

and his/her informant(s); valid theories, good intentions, and face-to-face interaction are 

not necessarily enough. True inter-cultural communication and understanding develops 

over an extended period of time. Research is a complex process of communication, 

interaction, and negotiation, between participants. As fieldwork progresses the 

researcher's "call" is followed by various types of "responses" within the community they 

are studying. As dialogue and interaction between participants increases, a series of 

concrete reflections on life in the new culture begin to emerge and are expressed in the 

form of fieldnotes.  

The fourth stage in the research process, creation/composition, begins after the 

researcher has built personal relationships within a community and observed people in 

the context of their everyday lives. Ethnography is nothing less than the cultivated fruit of 

encounters between individuals. In it the researcher strives to present the dynamics of 

his/her research experiences and describe the context in which fieldwork took place. The 

                                                
4 The expression "emic/etic" was coined by Kenneth L. Pike in the 1940s.   
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researcher attempts to achieve ethnographic authority by striking a balance between 

objective and subjective forms of data. During this critical stage of the research process, a 

researcher re-enters his/her own (old) world with a mind full of new thoughts, ideas, 

conceptions, and experiences; he/she must begin synthesizing and processing the various 

elements of the cumulative research experience into a written account. The task of 

writing involves the transcription, editing, organization, analysis, and interpretation of a 

range of  "voices."  

The fifth and sixth stages that I identified involved presentation/performance, and 

feedback.  In my view, all the stages of research—and their particular elements—can be 

viewed as a type of "performance." By stepping into the world(s) of others, the researcher  

"acts out" one culturally ascribed role and, at the same time, is inscribed as an "actor" 

within a new culture. After preparation for fieldwork, immersion within a new culture, 

inter-personal interaction with informants, and ethnographic write-up, comes the "act" of 

presentation to fellow researchers, and other (potential) audiences. In other words, the 

research process is often seen as culminating with the publication of an ethnography, or 

in the live public presentation of research findings. However, as Bruce Jackson points 

out, such presentations are "never the things themselves":  

The things we [scholars] look at happened, but what we present to you [the 
scholar's audience] isn't ever the things themselves. We offer only recreated and 
edited versions of them, things seen through our eyes, heard through our voices, 
recast into our media. What we have to offer comes into existence in the editing, 
not in the happening (Jackson 1988:276-277).   

 
Scholars (re)present edited, filtered, recast versions of experienced cultural realities. In 

turn, the feedback of fellow colleagues and audience members informs a scholar's future 

research endeavors. 
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Reflections on the Importance of Narrative-Based Research 

In addition to the six-stage model described above, my master’s thesis was influenced 

significantly by my growing interest in narrative-based research.  Two of my mentors at 

Indiana University, ethnomusicologists Sue Tuohy and Ronald Smith (1938-1997), 

encouraged me to make use of life history and personal experience narrative research in 

my fieldwork.5 My conceptualization of the notion of an “artistic history” and the 

“artistic history narrative” emerged from my discussions with Dr. Tuohy and Dr. Smith 

as well as from my readings of key texts on life history research and narrative-centered 

methodologies.6  

A "cross-fertilized" hybrid of life history and personal experience narrative 

approaches became the main conceptual tool in Guerilla Queens and Percussive Poets 

(Galuska:2000). Life history and personal experience narrative methodologies are 

anchored in the belief that an individual's verbal descriptions of life experiences reveal 

valuable insights into fundamental dimensions of his/her life (Langness and Frank 1981). 

While life histories highlight an individual's overall development through major episodes 

in his/her life cycle, personal experience narratives express an individual's processes of 

negotiation within specific social situations. To put it another way, a life history is an 

individual's selective "re-membrance" (Myerhoff 1980), (re)construction, and weaving 

together of a series of memorable life experiences. On the other hand, a personal 

                                                
5 In a class with Dr. Tuohy, she suggested the idea that life histories and personal experience 
narratives could reveal information about artists' development over time and details regarding their process 
of artistic creation and presentation. Similarly, Dr. Smith stressed the idea that personal experience 
narratives could help the researcher in gathering an artist’s life history.  
6 Such texts include: Briggs (1986), Crapanzano (1977), Dolby (1989), Langness and Frank (1981), 
and Myerhoff (1980). 
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experience narrative "is a prose narrative relating a personal experience; it is usually told 

in the first person, and its content is nontraditional" (Stahl 1989:12). Taken together, a 

series of narratives can provide specific details regarding a chain of events—related or 

unrelated. Neither as complete as a full life history, nor as limited as a single personal 

experience narrative, the idea of artistic history that I utilized in my 1996 fieldwork was 

defined as: 

a body of narratives regarding an individual's creative influences, development, 
experiences, and (learned) expressive techniques over a given time frame. The 
types of influences and experiences described may be diverse in nature, and the 
time frame that is covered may be years or decades. Artistic history narratives 
provide specific information concerning the artist as an individual—they also 
suggest the ways in which an artist's creativity is linked to his/her interaction with 
other individuals and groups (Galuska 2000:24-25). 

 
Between May and July 1996 I conducted multiple artistic history interviews with 

Cherry, Mbala, and thirteen other poets. The narratives I collected revealed crucial 

information on the personal experiences and creative development of a spectrum of 

individual poets and musicians, and the contemporary dynamics of the dub poetry genre. 

Moreover, my interaction with these Jamaicans provided “dialogic breakthroughs” 

(Attinasi and Friedrich 1995). Through “reciprocal ethnography” (Lawless 1993) and the 

analysis of narratives new pathways toward intercultural and poetic-musical 

understandings were cleared.7 In the |Conclusion of my master’s thesis I stated that the 

narratives encapsulated: 

                                                
7 The "reciprocal ethnography" approach advocated by folklorist Elaine Lawless is an example of 
one researcher's  attempt to come to terms with the relationships between "self" and "other" (1993:5). 
Lawless' book, Holy Women, Wholly Women: Sharing Ministries Through Life Stories and Reciprocal 
Ethnography, was shaped largely by the ideas, voices, concerns, and life histories of the women ministers 
she encountered. In particular, dialogue and conversation with the "women in ministry" group over a period 
of four years provided Lawless with powerful insights into the challenges facing these "holy" women in 
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detailed information on experiences and events that have shaped poets’ creative 
activities and poetic pathways through distinct stages of development. Such 
narratives also provide insights into the place of individual poets within the 
fraternity of dub poets and the dynamics of the poetic culture in which Jamaican 
dub poets are embedded. The perspectives of Cherry and Mbala, as well as my 
own analysis, have been considered in relation to the published insights of dub 
poets, scholars, journalists, and critics writing about the art form. Cherry and 
Mbala's artistic histories supplement the body of existing texts and mediated 
information on dub poetry and provide additional interpretive contexts for those 
interested in the tradition and its practitioners (Galuska 2000:127).  
 

However, as I pointed out in the Introduction to this dissertation, the scope of Guerrilla 

Queens and Percussive Poets ended up being more restricted than I anticipated. While I 

succeeded in documenting a variety of Cherry and Mbala’s major creative 

accomplishments over the course of the last three decades, I did not give heightened 

attention to mapping their creative patterns—“despite my interest in the concept of the 

creative process, it did not emerge as the focus of my writing” (Ibid:128).8  

Not included in the thesis was an in-depth discussion of the creative processes 

associated with poeming. I had transcribed narratives to illustrate the Jamaicans’ 

perspectives on creating, sharing, and editing poems, but these narratives never made it 

into the thesis. I believed that a more detailed examination of Cherry and Mbala’s 

creative processes (and sub-processes) would reveal information, not only on the creative 

context(s) in which dub poets practice and perform their tradition, but on the ways in 

which dub poetry audiences, including scholars, have interpreted the art form. I was 

                                                                                                           
leadership roles. Holy Women, Wholly Women is a product of not only Lawless' analysis and self-
reflexivity, but the voices and life stories of these individual women.  
8 Compiling detailed information on the Jamaicans’ major artistic accomplishments was possible 
only after piecing together information from the interviews I conducted with information dispersed 
throughout an array of newspaper clippings, dub poetry compilations, and other printed sources.  
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particularly interested in the ways in which they described the birthing and the building 

of poetry and music.  

In summary, Guerrilla Queens and Percussive Poets was a product of the 

increasingly processual orientation I had adopted toward the analysis of verbal and 

musical artistry. The artistic history narratives I collected in 1996 allowed me to explore 

largely uncharted territory within the body of dub poetry scholarship. My own theorizing, 

my 1996 fieldwork experiences, and my exposure to the work of scholars like Richard 

Schechner, pointed me in the direction of a dissertation research project that was 

grounded in processual perspectives—perspectives that emphasized the ways in which 

narrative might help illuminate the “preperformative” dimensions of verbal and musical 

expression in Jamaica.  
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APPENDIX 3: 
COMPARISON OF COAXING THE CORRIDO AND COAXING CREATIVE 
PROCESS NARRATIVES 
 
 

CATEGORY: COAXING THE CORRIDO: COAXING CREATIVE 
PROCESS NARRATIVES: 

Type of Performance 
Event: 

Public & formal or small group 
rehearsal session  

Private, non-public, one-on- 
one “performance”  

Context: Public or private settings, often 
in the evening  

Private residential settings & 
workscapes at various times 

Type of Audience:  Group/communal Small/innerviewer & 
innerviewee 

Available Resources:  Musical & historical, social & 
personal  

Individual & shared memories, 
photos & poetic memorabilia 

Means of Expression:  Oral & musical Oral  
 

Means of Capturing:  Field recordings (audio and 
visual) 

Field recordings (audio and 
visual) 
 

Function & 
Effectiveness: 

Effective at spurring on the 
performance progression & 
individuals’ memories 

Effective at documenting 
stages of creativity & spurring 
individuals’ memories 

Duration & Timing:  Short & momentary (“muted” 
expression)… the pre-cursor to 
a formal performance (in-
progress) 

Prolonged & in-depth (inner 
dialogue)…the tool to trigger 
reflections on creative activity 
(of the past) 

Access & Audience Public & shared but may take 
place with backs turned to 
audience (large or small) 

Private & face-to-face 
interaction between 
innerviewer and innerviewee 

Filters:  Limitations of individual’s 
memories & audience’s 
memories 

Limitations of individuals’s 
memories & researcher’s 
knowledge 

Artistic Competency:  Seasoned musicians/singers Seasoned poets/musicians 
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APPENDIX 4: 
NOTES ON RECORDING & TRANSCRIBING TECHNIQUES AND 
FIELDWORK EQUIPMENT 
 
 
Audio Recording Equipment and Process: 

All of the audio recording I did in Jamaica prior to 2001 was done using analogue 

cassettes. For my dissertation research I wanted a higher quality field recording. I used a 

Sony PCM-M1 digital audio tape (D.A.T.) recorder and an Audio Technica AT822 stereo 

microphone. I used Maxell helical-scan 4mm data cartridge tapes for audio recording.1 

In-field monitoring was done with Sony MDR-7506 dynamic stereo headphones. This 

setup permitted high-quality 16-bit digital recording. The equipment I used allowed me to 

capture components of the innerview soundscapes that would otherwise of have gone 

undocumented; the clarity of the recordings made it possible for me to both hear and to 

(later) comment on the rich range of sonic activity taking place during the innerviews.2 

Beyond our own voices, the everyday sounds that were captured included: those of other 

humans, music, television, animals, cars, insects, birds, dogs, cats, wind, and rain. The 

time/date stamp feature of the PCM-M1 was vital because it aided me in synching the 

audio recordings and video recordings. For the most part the PCM-M1 was extremely 

reliable. One minor problem I experienced was short battery life. I anticipated this issue 

and always had fresh batteries on hand. The only major problem with the PCM-M1 took 

                                                
1 These tapes were marketed (and labeled) by Maxell for data-storage use and not digital audio 
recording. The company that sold me the D.A.T. recorder and microphone recommended these tapes for 
use in recording settings. I encountered no recording or performance problems with the Maxell tapes.  
2 I originally planned to use of a microphone pre-amp to further improve the quality of the 
recordings. However, I had difficulty finding optimal settings on the PreSonus BlueTube pre-amp I brought 
for this purpose. As a result, all of my audio recordings were made without the use of a pre-amp.  
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place when the unit unexpectedly stopped recording and a portion of an innerview 

session with Mbala was lost. Cleaning the unit’s tape heads corrected the problem.  

 
Video Recording Equipment and Process: 

All of my video footage was captured on a Sony CCD-TR517 NTSC, 8mm analogue 

video camera. I used both Hi-8 and 8mm tapes for video recording. While the camera 

was not Hi-8 equipped, the footage shot using Hi-8 tapes yielded a slightly higher quality 

image.3 During most of the formal innverview sessions I made use of a Velbon T-3500 

tripod. The camera (viewfinder) framing for each session was set at the start of each  

innerview session. Sessions in which we were seated required little reframing. In 

contrast, some sessions required multiple scene reframing/refocusing. I carefully 

monitored the camera position during all of the sessions. When necessary, I reframed the 

focus or moved the tripod to a more suitable position. Some of the scene breaks marked 

the end of a particular topic of discussion. Others were representative of various phases 

of everyday activity that were taking place simultaneously during the innerview session. 

For example, Cherry “captured” while hanging up clothes to dry, or Mbala “captured” 

while preparing an evening meal.  

Some sessions (both indoors and outside) required filming by hand. These 

included both short impromptu innerview sessions as well as multiple pre-planned 

documentary shots. The documentary shots were intended to capture distinct areas of the 

Jamaicans’ workscape settings. The CCD-TR517 had two primary limitations. First, the 

                                                
3 The video recordings were made using four Sony Hi8 MP tapes, four TDK MP Premium 8mm 
tapes, and one Maxell GX-MP 8mm tape.  The slight difference in quality between the 8-mm and Hi-8 
tapes was most noticeable when the tapes were digitized and reviewed on my iMac.    
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built-in stereo microphone had a limited range. The audio level of conversations that took 

place fifteen or more feet away from the camera are quite low.4 Fortunately, the D.A.T. 

recordings provided a much higher quality audio recording of most sessions and could be 

synched with the video footage. The second limitation of the video camera was that the 

image resolution deteriorated noticeably in low-light settings (especially indoors). On the 

other hand, the infra-red “night-shot” feature of the camera allowed some filming at night 

in extremely low-light conditions. Limitations aside, the video footage served as a key 

research tool. It allowed me to capture key contextual dimensions of the innerview 

sessions and to visually document unique features of Cherry and Mbala’s workscape 

environments.  

 
Audio and Video Digitization Process  

My decision to digitize the master (field recording) tapes was done to spare the 

recordings from undue wear. In the process, the recordings were transformed into digital 

forms that were easily reviewed and edited. The videotapes were played through a Sony 

DCR-TRV480 NTSS 8mm digital video camera with iLink (firewire) output. The video 

camera was connected directly to an iMac G5 computer and the footage captured as 

iMovie (5.02) files. Using iMovie allowed the creation of individual chapters and chapter 

titles for each tape. These video chapters provided another useful tool for visually 

identifying distinct scenes in the innerviews. Other than creating chapters, no significant 

digital editing was done to alter either the audio or visual quality of the nine (master) 

videotapes. To transfer the fifteen D.A.T. tapes to the iMac I used an Edirol UA-5 audio 
                                                
4  I attempted to compensate for this limitation by connecting an external stereo microphone to the 
camera. However, this did little to improve the quality of the audio capture.   
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capture interface. This required connecting the PCM-M1 to the UA-5 with a specialized 

coaxial cable. The digital output of the UA-5 was connected to the computer via a USB 

cable and recorded as Peak Pro (5.2) stereo AIFF files. The “region marker” feature of 

the Peak Pro application was beneficial because they allowed notations to be made about 

distinct audio passages. Being able to see (on screen) visual representations of the 

recordings’ sound waves was itself a useful tool in analyzing the narratives. Other than 

using the region makers to create audio tracks, no digital signal processing (D.S.P.) was 

done with the audio recordings.   

Complete back-up copies of the video and audio files were stored on an external 

Western Digital 300 gigabyte external hard drive. Viewing copies of the individual 

videotapes were created by using iDVD (5.01) to burn DVDs. Two types of listening 

copies of the individual audiotapes were made as an aid in editing the version of 

transcriptions included in the dissertation. The first was done using Toast (7.1) to burn 

uncompressed CDs from the Peak Pro files. The second listening format was created by 

compressing the Peak Pro files and storing them as iTunes (7.0) files. These files were 

then transferred to a 60-gigabyte click wheel iPod whose features served as a remarkably 

convenient (and highly portable) transcription machine. An additional round of 

notetaking was completed during this process, resulting in dozens of pages of additional 

documentation. These notes were then compared with the transcription notes that had 

been compiled in 2001. Both sets of notes emphasized many similar features. However, 

the depth of time that had passed, as well as my more focused emphasis on the notion of 

creative interiors, served to highlight a number of perspectives that had not been 

originally observed. (See the detailed equipment summary listed below.) 
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Summary of the 2001 Fieldwork Equipment & 2006 Digitization Equipment: 
 
Video Recording:   Sony CCD-TR517 NTSC (analogue) 8mm camera 

 Velbon T-3500 camera tripod  
 

Audio Recording:    Sony PCM-M1 Digital Audio Recorder 
  Audio Technica AT822 Stereo Microphone 
  Sony MDR-7506 Dynamic Stereo Headphones 
 

35mm Camera:   Canon Sure Shot 70 Zoom SAF & Kodak disposable 
 camera 
  Color Film (24 exposure) Rolls #: 1, 3, 4, 5, 7, 8
  Color Disposable (24 exposure) Roll #: 9 
  Black & White Film (24 exposure) Rolls #: 2, 6, 
 #10  
 
Approximately 240 photos (168 color, 72 B&W) 
 

Video Transfer:   Sony DCR-TRV480 NTSC (digital) 8mm camera 
  i-Mac G5 Power PC (2 gigabyte RAM)  
  iMovie 5.01 
  iDVD 5.01 
 

Audio Transfer:   Sony PCM-M1 Digital Audio Recorder 
  Edirol UA-5 Audio Capture USB Audio Interface 
  i-Mac G5 Power PC 
  Peak Pro 5.2  
  Toast 7.1 
  iTunes 7.0 
  iPod 60 gigabyte click wheel  
 

Master Video Tapes (9): 
 

 Video Tape #: 1 (Maxell GX-MP 8mm) 
 Video Tapes #: 2, 5, 8, 9 (TDK MP Premium 8mm) 
 Video Tapes #: 3, 4, 6, 7 (Sony Hi8 MP) 
 
Approximately 17.5 hours of video footage 
 

Master Audio Tapes (15):  Audio Tapes #: 1-15 (Maxell Helical-Scan 4mm Data) 
 
Approximately 30.0 hours of audio recording 
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APPENDIX 5: 
GLOSSARY OF SELECTED JAMAICAN CREOLE VOCABULARY 
 
 

a nex   another  
afta   after 
agains   against 
ana   and  
anudder   another  
anyting   anything  
av   have 
axin   asking  
Babylon   any system or institution of oppression 
bankra   a barrel 
becaw   because 
ben   bend  
betta   better  
big-up   to (verbally) express encouragement or support for someone/something  
blood an fia   blood and fire (Rastafarian imagery associated with destruction)   
Bobo Dread   a conservative sect of Rastafari 
bodda   bother 
boos   boost 
bounce around   to think about, to contemplate  
bounce off   to share with someone for the purpose of getting feedback 
bout   about 
breddrin   brother  
buck up   run into/encounter someone informally and unexpectedly 
bud   bird 
bun   burn  
burglar bars   welded iron grill work placed on windows/doors for security  
bush   uncultivated track of land 
bwai   boy 
cho!   look now!/look here!  
coulda   could have  
crush it   condense it 
cyaan   can’t 
dancehall   contemporary genre of reggae music 
dat   that 
dat kinda vibe   in that sort of feeling/way 
dees   these 
deh   there 
dem   them 
dem times deh   those (past) times 
den   then  



 257 
der   there 
der's   there is 
dey   they 
dey're   they’re 
di   the 
diffran   different  
doan   don’t   
dough   though 
doughs   those 
doin   doing 
dolla   dollar 
dread-talk   Rasta speech 
drive a poem   to perform/share a poem  
dubbin   to dub (add) in verbal or musical rhythms 
dung   down 
edutainment   educational entertainment 
een(a)   in/within 
everyting   everything  
eva   ever 
fadda   father 
fi   to/for   
fia   fire 
flex an flux  to be “bendable”/malleable 
furder   further 
furget   forget 
ganja   marijuana 
gi   give 
gonna   going to 
grill   open-mic portion of the Poetry Society fellowship meeting 
grill work   burglar bars  
grow a brodda/sista   to mentor a brother/sister (in the ways of Rastafari)  
guerilla queen   an African/Afro-Jamaican freedom fighter 
gungo (peas)   a small pea-bearing shrub  
haffi   have to 
hail-up   to greet/to acknowledge 
hamma   hammer 
I&I   me, myself, and us (all) 
iley   marijuana  
im   him 
inna   in/with 
inta   into 
intanational   international  
Ital   Rasta term for "total" living or vegetarian food 
JA   Jamaica 
jus   just 
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justa   just to  
keyman   spiritual leader in the Revival folk religion  
kick it (off)   start it off (stimulate) 
kinda   kind of  
(yu) know seh?   understand?  
labor   work (often with a sexual connotation) 
len   lend 
lick   hit/strike  
lick it (off)   start it off (stimulate) 
lickle   little/small   
like seh   as if 
livicated   dedicated  
livity   natural (balanced) living  
marchin   marching 
mash-up   break-up/disturb 
massive   the masses  
mats   math 
matta   matter 
meditate pon   think about/on 
mek   make 
mek wi   let us (do this or that) 
memba   remember  
mento   Jamaican folk music genre 
mi know seh   I know that 
miself   myself 
move togeda   travel/interact (with someone) 
mumma/madda   mother  
mus   must 
neva   never 
nex   next 
noise   experimental music/music perceived to be unpleasant 
nudder   another 
nuff   enough 
nuh   no 
nuh know   don't know  
nutting   nothing 
outernationally   internationally  
ow   how 
pan   on/upon  
 (to) park a poem   to retire/archive a poem  
Patwa/Patois   Jamaican Creole 
peeni wali   a type of (nocturnal) beetle 
pickney   child/children  
(to) poem/poeming   to create/make/edit poetry 
pon   on/upon 
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raga   term for contemporary reggae/dancehall music 
Rasta   a  follower of Rastafari 
Rastafari   Jamaican folk religion based on the belief in the divinity of Haile Selassie I.  
rathid!   an exclamation of anger or amazement 
reasoning   intense philosophizing or discussion session 
rememba/memba   remember  
riddim   rhythm  
rock-stone   a small stone/pebble  
romp wid   play around/experiment with 
roops!   bam! 
roots   herbs/foundational structure/origin (of) 
samfi   a con man or trickster 
seh   say 
seti   sofa/couch 
set-up   traditional pre-burial gathering/ceremony 
shif it   shift it  
silva   silver 
sistrin   sisters  
slackness   sexually explicit lyrics/behavior  
someting   something 
Spain Town   Spanish Town 
spliff   marijuana cigarette/joint 
sump(t)in   something  
ta/h   to 
teater   theater  
tek   take  
terapy   therapy 
(to) test drive a poem   to try out a poem in performance  
ting   thing 
tink   think 
tinkin   thinking 
togeda   together 
tru   through/true 
uder(s)   other(s) 
unda   under 
undaground   underground 
undastand   understand 
unu   you (all) 
vibes   overall feeling or atmosphere of a situation   
vijan   vision  
waan   want  
waana   want to  
wat   what  
wata   water 
Wata Atority   Water Authority   
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weh   that  
whole heap a   a lot of (bunch of) something 
wi   we/us 
wid   with 
wi'd   we’d  
wida   wider  
widin   within  
widout   without 
wonda   wonder  
woulda   would have  
ya   you  
ya know I mean?   (do you) understand?  
yaad:   yard/home compound 
yeah mon!   yes (of course)! 
yu   you 
yu know   you know 
yur   you are  
yurself   yourself 
zinc   corrugated tin roofing 
Zion   the promised land  
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APPENDIX 6: 
KEY TERMS AND TERM DEFINITIONS  
 
 
Art World (Becker 1982): The network of people whose cooperative activity, organized 
via their joint knowledge of conventional means of doing things, characterizes and 
supports a given art form/genre.   
 
Artistic History Narrative (Galuska 2000): A narrative regarding an individual's creative 
influences, development, experiences, and (learned) expressive techniques over a given 
time frame. Neither as complete as a full life history, nor as limited as a single personal 
experience narrative. 
 
Backstage or Back Region (Goffman 1959): 1) A physical place, distinct (or hidden) 
from the publicly visible performance stage, where stage props and actors’ personal items 
can be stored and displayed. 2) A physical and symbolic region where actors/performers 
are free to openly engage in action and behavior that knowingly contradicts the illusions 
and impressions presented/constructed on stage for audience members.  
 
Black Interior (Alexander 2004): Symbolic and physical “inner” spaces in which black 
artists have found personal and creative resources that support going beyond the 
(imposed) limitations, expectations, and definitions of what being black is, isn’t, or 
should be. 
 
Conceptual Space (Boden 1994): The organizing principles and components that unify 
and give structure to a specialized way of thinking or creating. The range of 
possibilities—the limits, contours, pathways, and structure—of a conceptual space can be 
mapped by mental representations/descriptions of it. 
 
Creativity (Bowden 2004): Creativity is the ability to come up with ideas or artefacts that 
are new, surprising, and valuable. 
 
Creative Work (Stein 1953): A novel work that is accepted as tenable, useful, or 
satisfying by a group in some point in time.  
 
Creative Domain (Gardner 1994): The set of practices associated with an area of 
creative knowledge.  
 
Creative Field (Gardner 1994): The individuals and institutions that render judgments 
about work in a creative domain.  
 
Creative Interiors (Galuska 2007): Fertile, non-public (or semi-private), “off-stage,” and 
underappreciated epicenters of creative activity. 
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Creative Process Narrative  (Galuska 2007): Experientially-centered stories that 
vocalize individualized information on the stages and cycles linked with the creating, 
maintaining, and sharing of expressive culture. A sub-genre of the personal experience 
narrative. 
 
Ethnoscape (Appadurai 1990): The landscape of persons who constitute the ever 
shifting world in which we live. Tourists, immigrants, refugees, exiles, and other on-the-
move groups and individuals whose actions increasingly affect the politics of nations and 
cultures.  
 
Inner Plantation (Brathwaite 1972): A term the places emphasis on the institutions, 
actions, art forms, creativity, and cultural processes practiced by slaves and Afro-
Caribbean people in their life away from the plantation proper. 
 
Innerview (Galuska 2007): Interpersonal dialogue structured with the explicit intent of 
surveying, examining, and evaluating an individual’s core beliefs and personal 
experiences. 
 
Musicking or Musicing (Small 1987): The notion that music is not an object but an 
activity.  
 
Narrative (Oring 1986): Another word for story—an experience transformed and 
recapitulated into a verbal account/sequence of events. 
 
Poeming (Mbala & Galuska 2001): The notion that poem-making is an activity—is 
action-oriented and processual. 
 
Poemscape (Galuska 2007): 1) The private (inner) cognitive space where the ideas for a 
new poem, a fragment of a poem, or the memory of a completed poem resides. 2) The 
publicly available representations of a poem in written or recorded form.  
 
Preperformance Realm (Galuska 2007): The places and spaces, outside of the context 
of public performance, where a myriad of purposeful and processual activities leading to 
the production of expressive culture take place. Preperformance realms include mental, 
social, experiential, and environmental dimensions.  
 
Workscape (Galuska 2007): A specially engineered space for creating and creative 
work.  
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APPENDIX 7: 
COMPLETE TEXTS OF CHERRY AND MBALA’S CITED POEMS 
 
 
 
CHERRY NATURAL’S POEMS: 

 
 
Ancestral Spirits  
 
When me talk mi apologize fi nothing me sey, 
cause di Ancestral Spirits a guide mi. 
The system is one of our biggest enemy. 
It teach men to be exploiters 
and women to be parasites.  
A lot a woman a model wid di man and di man a ill treat dem.  
Dem deh woman have a big problem. 
Yu see when a woman no have no confidence 
an she no independent,  
she wi put up wid all type of bad treatment. 
 
Before me go in a relationship me lay down a certain rule. 
Mi no want no man tek mi tun tool. 
Cause when yu just a know him nice,  
a dan him yu cyan find.  
An when yu get fi know him good,  
yu hear how much yu wasn't fi him kind. 
An true me intelligent, ambitious, and independent. 
As him disrespect, me jus leave. 
Cause in a love affair that is one-sided 
there is nothing to achieve. 
A don't waan a man to pay mi rent,  
buy mi food, nor what to wear. 
A need a lover not a father yu hear. 
Mi no waan no man mine mi, mi no pickney. 
Soon time him waan beat mi an think him a mi daddy. 
 
As a woman yu mus know what yu want. 
Man deal wid yu according to how much value  
yu place on yu self.  
I am priceless, unique, one of a kind. 
And I am looking for someone who is loving and honest,  
I don't want no one to waste mi time. 
Handle mi wid care, or else yu going have to share. 
 
—Cherry Natural  
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Earth Woman 

 
Earth Woman, Earth Woman, Earth Woman. 
  
Roots firm inna di groun, stan up strong like any tree trunk, 
as di universe makes space fa dis one. 
What a ting eeh. 
Di cherry tree a come to maturity. What a ting eeh.  
Di cherry tree a come to maturity.  
 
A who she? Earth Woman. 
Where she from? No earth. 
She have any friends? Nature child, mamma nature. 
  
The same one who, shared love with you tenderly last night, 
who's hands caresses the most sacred parts of your being,   
I am the same woman who will dismantle 
institutions of oppression 
that is set up to keep my people powerless.  
These same hands will tear you to shreads 
if you rape one more of my children. 
 
A who she? Earth Woman. 
Where she from? No earth. 
She have any friends? Nature child, mama nature. 
 
This conviction will deflate your so called power. 
I have a passion for justice, and will not accept just this. 
Will not accept just this. 
You are destroying my mother's domain with your pollution. 
You are destroying my mother's domain with your pollution! 
Killing her children slowly, slowly, slowly. 
Blood don't lie, is blood connect I, is blood connect I.  
 
I was there in Angola, fighting side by side with Nzinga. 
Hatchepsut sit with me and write poetry. 
I was there when Harriet created the underground railroad. 
Yaa Asantuwa held my hands and gave me her blessins. 
Martin and Malcolm showed me the path to follow. 
I placed incense and oils at Garvey's feet,  
listening to his philosophy, his philosophy. 
Spent days with Nanny in the hills, 
developing skills to counteract your attack. 
When Kwame Ture was tired of shouting "Black power!"  
I sat by his bedside and read stories until he fell asleep. 
My grandma worked till her back was bend  
so I could be here today. 
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A who she? Earth Woman.  
Where she from? No earth.   
She have any friends? Nature child, mama nature. 
 
It's hard to stop this one.  
I am the finished product of what you are trying to hide. 
It's hard to stop this one.  
This woman is wild.  
This woman is natural. 
Cannot be coaxed when the adrenaline flows.  
Save your energy.  
It's easier to join than to change me. 
 
A who she?  
Earth Woman, Earth Woman, Earth Woman. 
 
—Cherry Natural  
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Empowament 
 
The next great moment in history belongs to women, 
and nothing can stop us, stop us. 
From I born till now dem a mix up I brains 
a sey wi weak.  
What a psychological destruction. 
Check dis! 
Woman a di backbone of di nation. 
Den if di backbone weak, 
how di body fi strong? 
Empowa yu selves mi sisters 
an step up out a dependency syndrome. 
Watch it! 
 
There is nothing in dis world 
dat a woman cannot do. 
Check it out an see if a no true. 
Check it out an see if a no true. 
 
Man a drive truck, 
woman a drive truck too. 
Man a ride bike, 
woman a ride bike too. 
Man a fly plane. 
Woman a fly plane too. 
 
There is nothing in dis world 
dat a woman cannot do. 
Check it out an see if a no true. 
Check it out an see if a no true. 
 
Man a build house, 
woman a build house too. 
Man a engineer, 
woman a engineer too. 
Man in a di army, 
woman in deh too. 
 
There is nothing in dis world 
dat a woman cannot do. 
Check it out an see if a no true. 
Check it out an see if a no true. 
 
Man a prime minister, 
woman a prime minister too. 
Man a president, 
woman a president too. 
Man a manager, 
woman a manager too. 
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There is nothing in dis world 
dat a woman cannot do. 
Check it out an see if a no true. 
Chech it out an see if a no true. 
 
All right di man dem time now. 
Cause nothing me do me leave out di man dem. 
Man an woman, each one compliments di other. 
Empowament fi sure! 
 
There is nothing in dis world 
dat a man cannot do. 
Check it out an see if a no true. 
Check it out an see if a no true. 
 
Woman a wash clothes, 
man a wash clothes too. 
Woman a iron clothes, 
Man a iron clothes too. 
Woman a clean house, 
man a clean house too. 
 
There is nothing in dis world 
dat a man cannot do. 
Check it out an see if a no true. 
Check it out an see if a no true. 
 
Woman inna di kitchen, 
man in deh too. 
Woman a cook food, 
man a cook food too. 
Woman a set table 
man a set table too. 
 
—Cherry Natural  
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Fia Bun 

 
Dis one is goin out to di fia bun crew. . . 
Unu a fia bun dis an fia bun dat 
an still a buy inna Babylon shop. 
Unu a fia bun dis and fia bun dat 
an still a nyam out a Babylon pot.  
 
What yu plant from yu born? 
How much a unu own a farm? 
Unu a fia bun woman, unu a mad man? 
Where yu come from? 
Yu know when yu a come ya a which part yu walk?  
Cho! A betta unu stop talk. 
 
Unu a fia bun dis an fia bun dat 
an still a buy inna Babylon shop. 
Unu a fia bun dis and fia bun dat 
an still a nyam out a Babylon pot.  
 
Why unu don't fia bun illiteracy? 
Bun laziness? Bun poverty? Bun envy? 
Fia bun all who a fia bun  
an still naa set up nothing fi Rasta pickney. 
Rasta need schools an hospitals. 
Rasta need wholesales an bakeries. 
Rasta need dem own army. 
Man an woman need fi get militant,  
go read books and stop behavin ignorant. 
 
Unu a fia bun dis an fia bun dat 
an still a buy inna Babylon shop. 
Unu a fia bun dis and fia bun dat 
an still a nyam out a Babylon pot.  
 
Jah bless unu an unu get di people's support. 
Unu a talk, but unu naa talk fi Rasta. 
Diplomatically a Babylon unu a promote. 
Money a mek an mi no see no Selassie I centre yet. 
Money a mek and mi no see no  
African plaza a build, an mi a fret. 
Yu tink I fool fool? 
Wa happen to di Selassie I Basic School? 
 
Unu a fia bun dis an fia bun dat 
an still a buy inna Babylon shop. 
Unu a fia bun dis and fia bun dat 
an still a nyam out a Babylon pot.  
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Unu a fia bun Babylon,  
an still a get di pickney dem one by one 
an naa mek no preparation.  
Den dem no must end up inna Babylon han. 
Come mek wi mek some money. 
An yu see ova deh so? 
Wi a go build a Queen Omega University. 
An right cross deh so,  
wi a go set up a King Alpha Bank fi put wi money. 
Strong economy, more power, 
Rasta college, more knowledge. 
Cyan go back a Africa  
wid yu empty head and yu empty hand. 
Africa need people wid skills an ambition. 
Every Rasta man an woman  
need fi own a piece a land. 
 
Unu a fia bun dis an fia bun dat 
an still a buy inna Babylon shop. 
Unu a fia bun dis and fia bun dat 
an still a nyam out a Babylon pot.  

 
Big time conspiracy pon di Rasta family. 
Rasta deal wid peace an love. 
Rasta build up, Rasta no bruck dung. 
From unu a sey Jah Jah, 
unu need fi conquer hate and anger. 
 
Unu a fia bun dis an fia bun dat 
an still a buy inna Babylon shop. 
Unu a fia bun dis and fia bun dat, 
unu a mus be a idiot.  
 
—Cherry Natural  
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Glad How Yu Blessin Me 

 
As I rise this morning 
I give thanks for the sun that is shining 
and the breeze that is blowing 
 
Oh Jah Jah, God, Goddess, Supreme Power 
seh a jus glad how yu blessing mi 
yes a jus glad how yu blessing mi 
 
In this tradition the night comes 
not without the day 
joy and sorrow are Siamese twins 
to complain is to blaspheme against life 
life is a manifestation of what is within 
I'm jus a part of this reality trying to be me 
 
Oh Jah Jah, God, Goddess, Supreme Power 
seh a jus glad how yu blessing mi 
yes a jus glad how yu blessing mi 
 
Many times I experience some dread times 
and some times, I feel like I coulda do 
some wicked tings I ya 
but when I remember the Supreme Power 
and see how is nuff tings I tek fi granted 
I jus shout out 
 
Oh Jah Jah, God, Goddess, Supreme Power 
seh a jus glad how yu blessing mi 
yes a jus glad how yu blessing mi 
 
Failure is blessing in disguise 
the more you want the more you have to give 
live and let live 
everything in creation have its meaning 
 
Oh Jah Jah, God, Goddess, Supreme Power 
seh a jus glad how yu blessing mi 
yes a jus glad how yu blessing mi 
 
—Cherry Natural  
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Guerrilla Queen 

 
The degree of a people's revolutionary awareness 
may be measured by the political maturity of its women. 
Historically, African women have always been in the  
forefront, transforming social oppressive conditions. 
—Kwame Nkruma 
 
Queen Nzinga, the unconquerable, 
who for over forty years fought the Portuguese   
to a stand still in Angola, Angola.  
 
Is nuff woman was guerrilla soldier  
down inna Africa, inna Africa. 
Is come we come yah an exchange wi ability fi vanity.  
Wi nah study like how wi used to study.  
Wi nah pray like how wi used to pray.  
No time to meditate no time to concentrate, 
wi just a run down the almighty dolla, 
a run down di almighty dolla.  
 
Envy an greed taking over taking over, taking over.   
All wi check bout is who have di biggest house,  
who have di most money,  
who is more pretty,  
who can dress di best.   
An wi race in a mess. 
Yes, wi race inna mess. 
 
What is going to happen to di younger generation?  
Who is looking out for them?  
Can a world continue to exist like this?  
Wi just a rape ana scrape, 
an di more wi get, 
is the more wi want.  
An wi still no satisfy. 
 
A woman's economic independence is the basis  
of her freedom. 
Is full time women stop exchanging sexual favours  
for financial recompense. 
Treat yu body good nuh man,  
it's di temple of Jah, only one yu have. 
You are precious, unique, next to di Almighty. 
Yu a see I want unu falla mi. 
An as I say, I apologize fi nothing, 
cause di Ancestral Spirits a guide mi. 
 
—Cherry Natural  
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Jah Guide 
 
I wish everyone good vibes, 
peace, and happiness. 
Until I see you again, tek care, 
Jah guide yu hear. 
Don't let life tek yu for a ride, 
Jah guide.  
Jah guide yu hear, Jah guide.  
No fret, di truth cyan hide, 
Jah guide. 
Yu see, we di black race, 
wi need fi check out wi head space. 
When wi have problems  
just let Jah Jah work pon wi case. 
No bow to no one inna Babylon. 
Mek dem car an dem house an dem lan stan. 
Oh Jah Jah, yu know most of di tings 
dat dem teach us is wrong. 
But look how we big, powerful, an strong. 
An wi mek Babylon a set plan 
fi wi fi function. 
All wi haffi do is settle down man. 
Don't tek part in none of di evil  
dat dem practicing. 
Be honest and decent in yu living. 
Don't give up yu values fi nothing. 
Jah guide.  
Jah guide yu hear, Jah guide. 
No fret, di truth cyan hide, 
Jah guide. 
 
—Cherry Natural  
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A Love Poem 
 
I've been watching you all evening, 
admiring the way you move with such confidence. 
Your aura is so bright. 
Come home with me. 
I'm a woman of patience and I really do believe in virtues. 
But neither the artist's brush nor the poet's pen 
can immortalize this chemistry. 
Come home with me. 
 
I have this desire deep down inside 
to show you what's on my wall, 
and what's in my book shelf. 
It would be nice to light candles and incense for two. 
We could listen to some Marvin Gaye, India Irie,  
or some dub poetry. 
I could even give you a taste of my favourite Bob Marley. 
A woman in tune to her intuition knows when it's safe. 
Come home with me. 
 
Don't explain those lip stick stains,  
my heart's too solid to be broken again. 
Right now I'm in the middle of loving me. 
When I was much younger I gave my heart alone. 
Now my head is in it. 
The thing I want most is your friendship. 
Come home with me. 
 
We could sit by the aquarium  
and watch the fish do their thing,  
or even listen to the birds sing. 
And if our spirits connect quite nicely, 
I would let you run your fingers through my dreads. 
I'm in the mood to express this new way of loving. 
Come home with me. 
 
If you talk I will listen. 
And if tomorrow you want to be somewhere else, 
I will give you my blessing. 
Just for tonight, come home with me. 
 
I won't forget you, I'm a collector of memories. 
I place them on the collage in my mind. 
Don't ask me questions I cannot answer. 
I have no control over tomorrow.  
Just come home with me.  
 
—Cherry Natural  
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Pickney Poems 

 
Born and reborn, 
coming out of di old goin into di new. 
Yu don't need a guru to find out a who you. 
A messiah won't tek yu higher. 
Look within, stop apologizin. 
Give the preacher man back him sin. 
Di devil is a man-made invention. 
Who love him can tek him. 
 
Tek everything,  
tek di clothes offa mi back.  
Tek di money, 
tek all di contacts. 
Yu done tek yu technology  
an tek weh wi techniques. 
But whether by choice or design, 
my mind is mine. 
 
I free, that's the way I want to be. 
I need no props to complete me. 
I and nature is one, 
I connect to every tree, 
di river flow through me. 
Yu wi pass an mistake mi fi di grass. 
A smell like di earth when water touch it. 
And when mi thoughts get high, 
I feel like di mountains. 
 
Woman mysticism strong, hard fi understand.  
Bleedin with di moon.  
I always know, blood and creativity flow. 
Ink an paper unite pon many a full moon night,  
givin birth to some lickle naked rebellious pickney poems  
weh come fi plague earth jus like dem muma. 
No have no repsect fi skin colour,  
is blood dem live inna. 
 
—Cherry Natural  
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Send Di Poem Come 
 
Yu have dis whole heap a words a suppressed inside a yu. 
It might fly up in yu head and mad yu too. 
As di lyrics dem come, write dem dung. 
When pain rack yu soul and illusions tek ova yu dream, 
give yu thoughts permission to scream. 
Most tings in life come wid a price. 
Words come to me free. 
When norms, rules, and regulations 
A pull mi inna all different direction, dem act as cushions.  
Form fence, bar out intruders,  
tek di blows so mi don't have broke bones. 
Even if di world a fall apart, a feel safe inside mi heart. 
Jus a cut and go through, sharp-edge rhymes  
laced wid political meaning, claiming but not explaining. 
No style, no rhythm, no discipline, no imagery, no magic. 
Raw, free spirit, come to challenge yu frozen rhetoric. 
Conservatives fi know, dem fi low it, mek it grow, 
it done a show.  
Your circumsized vision cannot damage this one.  
Charge mi fi lyrical treason,  
mi still a go exercise mi poetic license. 
Desire’s on fire,  
right ya now wi need two more poems fi inspire.  
So tek da lazy ass poem deh off a di paper. 
Mek mi chant it like a mantra: 
work to be done, send di poem come.  
Dis a no Anglo-Saxon English. 
Some a dem words ya,  
yu naa go find inna Oxford or Webster. 
Words decorated inna mi native tounge 
a come from deep dung a bellie bottom. 
Send di poem come, work to be done, 
send di poem come.  
A weh it do, mek unu lock it up inna book.  
Dust and cobweb a feed dem lust. 
Meanwhile poems a cohabitate. 
Di poet a masterbate. 
Send di poem come, work to be done,  
send di poem come. 
 
—Cherry Natural 
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Stop Di Madness 
 
Sing and dance at your own risk. 
Liberation is not this, liberation is not this. 
Black people feeding dem ego with a hype, 
well dress in garments of myth an stereotype. 
Waitin pon a nex Garvey, a nex Marley, 
a nex Martin, a nex Malcolm fi come, fi come. . .  
while children are dying of abuse an malnutrition, 
people still a live inna slum. 
Wi put wi future pon pause waitin pon a nex messiah, 
so wi can put him in prison, 
call him all type a names, or shot him. 
An when di gun go off an di bullet connek, 
clouds cover di sun. 
No rain neva come, but blood run, blood run. 
 
Stop di madness in di name of change. 
Stop di madness in di name of di ancestors. 
Stop di madness in di name of the next generation. 
 
Wi ketch wi kicks from self destructive fantasy. 
Crab in di barrel mentality a tek wi right back into slavery. 
Every time yu distroy a brother or a sister, 
yu doin di enemy work fi him. 
Your interest will not be served by di system yu support, 
dem jus a wait pon di right time to cut yu blasted throat.  
How yu fi mistake comfort fi civilization? 
If yu don't identify di problem how yu goin find di solution?  
A black man in a B.M.W. is still a oppressed black man.  
 
Stop di madness in di name of change. 
Stop di madness in di name of di ancestors. 
Stop di madness in di name of the next generation. 

 
Talk yu talk, be outspoken. 
Don't let dem mislead yu wid dem token. 
No one man can solve dis problem, 
only collective knowledge can liberate wi  
from this inherited slave mentality. 
Bond together so wi can build back di community. 
Bond together so wi can have proper security. 
Pool unu energies. 
Pool unu resources. 
Pool unu ideas. 
Keep your religion to yu self 
and give us unity.  
Let us work towards racial dignity. 
 
Stop di madness in di name of change. 
Stop di madness in di name of di ancestors. 
Stop di madness in di name of the next generation. 
 



 277 
Stop di gun from go off.  
Dis time wi want di sun to shine. 
Mek di rain come. 
No more blood no fi run, 
no more blood no fi run.  
Change di focus of yu rage. 
Please let our people die of old age. 
 
—Cherry Natural  
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Woman Yu Need Healin 

 
Yes mi sister, mi sister, yu need healing. 
 A know di feeling. 
Afta twenty years di man is leaving. 
All di children get big gone pon dem own, 
now yu left alone. 
Yu give yu self, yu whole self,  
asking for nothing in return. 
Yu nurture, yu care, yu share, always there. 
Now im just get up hot an tell yu a it dat.   
Don’t tek it too hard. 
Try no lose yu sanity. 
 
Yes mi sister, mi sister, yu need healing. 
A know di feeling. 
Afta twenty years di man is leaving. 
It's natural to feel down, 
an yu self esteem going get crush. 
But listen, dis is another sister reaching out to yu. 
Call up friends yu can trust to talk to. 
Don't isolate yu self and think yu problems unique,  
a lot of women going through the same phase. 
Pick up the bits and pieces of yu heart, mek a next start. 
It hot but hush. 
 
Wi all at times get touched by di cold hands of insecurity. 
But mi sister, as yu go along yu gonna get strong. 
Yu will learn wid di healing, just release di feeling. 
Smile to yu self cause dis might be a blessing. 
Start mek plans, change up yu surroundings. 
Get a massage, get a pedicure and a manicure. 
Stop by di bookstore an pick up something inspirational. 
Tek yu self to lunch, buy yu self some flowers. 
Sister, celebrate.  
Only you know yu needs, so treat yu self special. 
Don't be afraid to fall in love again. 
Fall in love wid yu self. 
Dis time yu won't get hurt, yu won't get hurt.  
 
—Cherry Natural  
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MBALA’S POEMS: 
 
 
 
aftermorph 
 
muddy eyed 
i burst 
into air 
mud still covers the gleam 
drop by drop 
i am pointilling 
clouds to bring cleaning rain 
 
any 
time 
now 
 
—Mbala 
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ashman and the secret river 
 
ashman knows 
the taste of ashes 
he stands in a desert 
that once was a forest 
he stands in his room 
in the jungle concrete 
the pipes are empty 
and he has  
that thirst 
but underground a 
secret river 
deep underground a 
secret river 
to wash away the ash 
wash away the ash 
wash away the ash 
 
ashman sees clearly 
he says it's clear to see 
desert is the ashes 
of fishes and trees 
and me 
but underground 
a secret river 
to wash away the ashes  
ashes  
 
ashman wanders 
through sand and sun 
the taste of ash 
is the taste of his tongue 
he's a child with a  
dusty thumb he sings 
ashes to ashes 
ashes to come 
but underground a  
secret river 
to wash away the ash 
wash away the ash 
wash away the ashes 
 
—Mbala 
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fear of words 
 
i swear to you 
it doesn't matter 
how you say these words 
if you sing them or you scream 
 do i always scream? 
here let me whisper 
these words can only be acid or honey 
whether i hieroglyph them 
or program them beyond 
the reach of hackers 
i swear to you  
these words don't matter 
these words are nothing 
 
it is me you need to fear 
and my love 
 
—Mbala 
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holy war 
 
all religion 
how sweet yu are 
i read mi koran 
yu read your bible 
an den wi go out  
war 
war  
war 
  
all religion 
ain't it wonderful star 
though di bible an di koran 
sey love a di key 
dat no matta to yu 
dat no matta to mi 
if yu doan believe 
what i believe 
wi can sekkle dis ya diffrance 
on di battle field 
 
all religion  
how sweet yu are 
yu read your koran i read mi bible 
an den wi go out  
war 
war  
war 
 
—Mbala 
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in shadow with galaxies 
 
over by the fire 
drum and dance 
ridim of flame 
 
here  
just beyond the edge 
of light  
I  
still 
shhh... 
  
in the quiet shadow of my face 
my eyes glow 
with the fire 
of stars 
galaxies 
swirl slow slow 
in my eyes 
 
i am  
the still of shadow 
fire 
fire 
silent dream 
of drum and dance 
 
—Mbala  
 



 284 
 
 
 
morph 
 
ah caan si yu 
from undawaata 
excuse mi while ah chip 
at dis ball an chain 
tied to mi tung 
while ah  
dig dis concrete dus 
outta mi public hair 
while ah try 
fi reinvent dis self 
 
millions a mirrors 
neva show mi 
di vampire inna mi face 
till ah shut mi yeye 
an si 
all di weight ah been carryin  
fi miles an years 
an ah had to sink 
dung inna di mud 
weh yu caan si mi while ah chip an vibrate 
 
ah runnin outta air 
but supp'm new 
an flinging colour like rainbow 
ah rise 
toward di  
surface 
 
—Mbala 
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pictures at an exhibition 
 
scenes from  
di dubside a di poet 
from di darkside/brightside 
a di shitty 
from di deep 
reality 
a di echo chamber 
from di head 
an di surrounding 
dread 
from di very 
edge 
a di sidewalk 
live 
an direct 
 
—Mbala  
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Roots 
 
Roots 
Roots Natty 
Rocking  
Reggae 
R[h]thm 
Roots 
 
Roots 
Dread 
Dutty 
Down town 
Dubbing  
Roots.  
 
Roots 
Roots rasta 
Back to Africa 
Shouting 
Jamdown falling 
Roots.  
 
Roots 
Rooting like Trenton 
In the muck 
No luck no luck 
Jah 
Deliver us. 
 
White skin 
Pork heart 
Jam down 
Roots 
In Jamdown 
Sucking soil 
Till dutty dry 
And man can't buy 
Aluminum pot 
Check dat 
Roots. 
 
Roots 
Roots daughter 
Women 
Root the soul 
From dem soul 
Reddening dem 
Black faces 
Black hair burning 
Shouting 
With the conscious [sic] 
To move out  
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Yet moving deeper 
Into Babylon 
Sending 
Roots  
Into Babylon. 
 
Is this roots? 
Look at dis man 
Shouting 
Love 
Loving Jah 
And 
Killing 
Man 
Fe fifty cents an' a gun 
Killing Jamdown with violence 
Killing roots. 
 
Politrickster 
Sey him roots 
Him promise 
Bread 
And full man 
Pocket 
Wid promise 
And grow 
Fat 
While man wid red finger 
Starve. 
 
Roots 
Tambourine lick 
Ketch di spirit 
Parsonman shout 
Hallelujah 
Pointing to  
Heaven 
But looking hard 
Pon Beverly Hills 
Yes, Babylon Hills 
Rooted  
Inna his head. 
 
Rascal 
Ball head 
Curly 
Dreadlocks 
Everybody ah shout 
Roots 
Roots 
Roots. 
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Everybody  
Ah look fe roots 
Dem sey dem si 
Roots 
Inna Africa 
Or  
Heaven cross di waters 
'Merica 
Some all si 
Roots 
Inna China 
And India 
And  
Even 
Jamdown.  
But none a dem 
Nuh look inna di  
Right place 
Yet.  
 
Only one place 
Man can find 
Real 
Living 
Roots 
Only inna 
Him  
Own 
Head.  
 
But 
Maybe  
Man head so damn 
Foggy 
Dat him 
Fraid  
Fe look . . .  
 
—Mbala  
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voices shouting 
 
there are voices 
shoutin 
jus beyond 
di edge of 
your 
desire 
to lissn 
 
—Mbala 
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we will meet 
 
we will meet 
there where our  
tracks cross 
where all that's left  
of the barriers 
are the stumps 
of fence posts 
and we will 
grind these stumps down 
to di level of dirt 
we will walk on the grass 
and through the bushes 
till the tracks are overgrown 
till there is not even  
the memory of fence or track 
and we can meet anywhere 
 
—Mbala 
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